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About the Author

For the Scots—

who kept her name in the weather
when the weather was all that was left of her.
The Cailleach did not need remembering.
She needed witnesses.
You were that.

PROLOGUE: BEFORE GRIEF

Before the first grief there was the making.

Not before by years. Before by kind. Grief required loss, and loss required a thing that had once been held. The making came before holding. First the basin. Then the water that would find it. First the mountain. Then the weather that would work against it. First the valley. Then the small warm things that would come later and give the valley a name and pretend the naming had changed anything.

She worked.

Boulders came from the apron in a long gray fall. They did not fall gently. They struck the ground with the sound of bone at the scale of hills. They broke, rolled, lodged, split again. Some sank into peat that had not yet learned softness. Some rested on open slopes where frost would later worry them. Some tumbled until the land stopped them and became what it had to become around them.

Granite took shape under the hammer.

The hammer was not a weapon. There was no enemy. The hammer was pressure, cold, weight, weather, the slow brutal patience of stone finding its answer. Each blow sent a tremor through the country before the country had a country’s name. Ridges lifted. Corridors opened. Valleys folded into themselves. Water waited in dark seams and then began to move when the making gave it somewhere to go.

Where the ground dipped deepest, the loch arrived.

Not all at once. Nothing old arrives all at once. Rain gathered. Meltwater found a line. Black water held the first cold and kept it. It rose through the hollow and filled the basin by inches, then by years, then by measures no human hand would ever keep well. The loch lay long in the valley, dark even under open sky, its surface taking wind but never giving back more than it chose.

Above it, the mountain stood.

Ben Cruachan did not rise in triumph. Mountains do not triumph. It stood because the making had left it standing. Its shoulders caught cloud. Its upper stones took ice. Its lower slopes received the first moss and the first thin grasses. Later there would be sheep. Later there would be roads. Later there would be men in boots breathing hard through their mouths and telling one another they had nearly reached the top.

The mountain waited for none of them.

At the western edge, where land broke into islands and narrow seas, the tide met the stone below the water.

There, the sea was forced into a throat.

The spike rose from the floor and did what stone does to water when tide, depth, and pressure agree: it made the water choose speed. The Atlantic came in with all its old body behind it and found the passage too narrow, the stone too high, and the bottom wrong. It curled. It struck itself. It turned on the hidden point and became a mouth with no tongue, a roar that could cross miles of air and still arrive as a warning in the teeth.

The plaid went into the water dark.

The whirl took it. The tide pulled at it, turned it, and beat it against the cold stone beneath the surface. The roar traveled outward. Islands heard it. Cliff faces heard it. Seals lifted their heads from black water and slipped away. Birds rose from wet rock. The passage worked and worked and worked, the same movement becoming season, the same water becoming instruction.

When the plaid came out, it was white.

The mountains received winter.

Snow settled first on the high stone, then in the cuts and corries, then lower, over the slopes, over the ridges, over places where no foot had yet broken turf. The loch took the whiteness in reflection and made it darker. The wind ran along the basin and found its winter voice.

Somewhere far below the scale of her hand, far to the south, limestone waited under a plain that would one day split with wrong. Small lives would gather there. Names would be given, lost, carried, buried poorly, found again. Blood would go into wet ground. Children would cry in water. The defeated would run north and hide their names in the turning sea. People would build a practice from grief and witness and care, and for a little while, to them, it would seem large.

It was not large.

It was not nothing.

The difference mattered only to the small warm things.

Much later, after men had learned to call the mountain by names and women had learned which burns could take a child in thaw, a shepherd would find a strip of white cloth caught on black stone above the loch. He would think it ordinary at first, then see there were no footprints in the snow around it and no seam where any hand had woven it. He would carry it home under his coat because poverty made practical men foolish around useful things. By morning his hearth would be cold, his ewe would be standing inside the house with both eyes frozen white, and his youngest daughter would be drawing the mountain on the wall with a finger blackened by soot. That was later. Later belonged to the small warm things.

She worked.

The boulders held. The loch filled. The mountain took weather and gave none of it back. The plaid dried white across the high places. Winter entered the country and made no apology for itself.

At the beginning, there was no witness.

There was no need.

She worked.
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PART I: INTO THE ARCHITECT’S DOMAIN



[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE: RON’S MAP IN AUTUMN
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Ron Vale came home from Scotland with salt in the seams of his boots and the taste of old names caught behind his teeth.

For three days after Corryvreckan he could not eat bread.

It turned to paste in his mouth, thick and damp and wrong, and the moment he tried to swallow it the roar came back: the Gulf in full voice, the deck jumping under his feet, Jack gone over the rail, Ronan in the water after him, April saying names into the wind while the sea tried to take the shape of each one before it reached Ciaran’s hand. Ron had stood on the other side of the vessel with one palm locked around a rail slick with salt and blood from his own split knuckles, and he had let the names enter him because paper had begun to fail and somebody had to hold what the paper could not.

There had been another name after that. Fergus Iver, written in blood on a deck that would not hold still, the letters washing pale while April shouted them into weather and Ron wrote them again because the Gulf had already taken the boy’s body and had reached for the rest of him. The rope burn still lived in Ron’s palms whenever the memory came back. Mairi Campbell still turned back to the wheel with her nephew gone from the stern and his name refusing to leave the deck.

Now he sat in the Roscommon archive on a Tuesday morning in October, and the building smelled of dust, radiator heat, damp coats, and the first burnt coffee of the day.

Ordinary smells.

He did not trust ordinary things anymore.

The archive had opened at nine. By nine-sixteen, rain had begun tapping the high windows with the soft insistence of fingers asking to be let in. By nine-thirty, Ciaran had brought the map from the back room and laid it across table three because table three was the only one wide enough for the whole pattern.

Moytura. Cong. Derravaragh. The Moyle. Inishglora. Corryvreckan. The northern line. The old marks. The two possibilities Ron had left penciled on the far side of the map because after Corryvreckan none of them had been ready to say there was more.

There was more.

There was always more.

Ciaran stood on the far side of the table with a mug of tea cooling untouched beside his right hand. He had not taken off his coat. He had come in already pale, the way people looked when sleep had happened to them but had not helped.

“You found something,” Ron said.

Ciaran did not answer at once. He rarely wasted silence. If he was quiet, the quiet had a job.

He reached into a folder and took out six photocopies.

Not old parchment. Not anything theatrical. Thin white copy paper. Bad toner. Modern margins. Date stamps in one corner from three different archives and a private historical society whose logo was a stag under a crown of antlers.

The pages were blank.

Ron studied them, then Ciaran.

“I know,” Ciaran said.

“They sent you blank pages.”

“They sent me copied pages. The catalog entries match. The page counts match. The scribal hands are listed. The foliation is intact. The requests were filled correctly.”

Ron lowered his gaze again.

Blank.

Not empty the way unused paper was empty. That was the first thing his body understood before his mind caught up. The paper had weight. Not physical weight. Presence. The blankness sat there with its back to him.

He moved one finger toward the top page and stopped before touching it.

“Do not,” Ciaran said.

Ron pulled his hand back.

Ciaran’s mouth tightened. “Sorry.”

“You touched them?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“I lost about forty minutes.”

The rain continued against the window.

Ron studied him properly then. Ciaran had not said this as drama. He had said it as a shelf location. Forty minutes. A missing span. Something noted because it belonged in sequence.

“What happened in the forty minutes?”

“I was at the table. Then I was still at the table. The light had changed. My tea was cold. The page was under my hand. My palm was wet.”

“Wet how?”

“Cold water. Clean. No smell. No salt.”

Ciaran had tried, afterward, to find an inside to the missing span. There was none. There were only edges, wrong on the skin. One breath had sat in his chest too long. His tongue had held the taste of tea he did not remember drinking. The joints of his fingers felt as if they had been bent around paper for years, and the page under his palm had kept the warmth his hand should have kept. Missing time was not empty. It left a seam. Every part of him knew he had been carried across it without being asked.

Ron’s throat tightened.

Ciaran turned the top page without touching it directly, using the edge of a bone folder. The second page was blank too, except for one mark in the lower margin.

A triangle.

Rough, dark, uneven, made by a hand that had pressed too hard. Not a letter. Not a sign Ron knew. It stood in the margin like a mountain drawn by someone who had forgotten every word but still needed to make the page contain something.

“There are twelve of those,” Ciaran said. “Different copies. Different centuries. Different collections. Same basin.”

“Which basin?”

Ciaran reached for the map.

Ron already knew before the finger moved. He knew because the old salt behind his teeth went colder, and because the pencil line leading out of Corryvreckan had never ended at the Gulf. It had bent inland, faint as a vein under skin.

Ciaran touched the western Highlands.

“Loch Awe,” he said. “Ben Cruachan above it.”

The archive radiator knocked once.

Ron flinched.

Ciaran did not pretend not to notice.

“The Cailleach country,” Ron said.

“Yes.”

“That is not Fomorian.”

“No.”

“Not Tuatha.”

“No.”

“Not Children of Lir. Not Moytura.”

“No.”

Ron studied the triangle in the margin.

The page around it seemed whiter than paper should be, a whiteness like snow seen through pain. His fingertips began to ache. Not cold yet. The memory of cold. His body getting ready for something the room had not done.

“What did the entries say?”

Ciaran’s eyes moved to the page, then back to Ron. “Nothing.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the answer. Every Highland entry that touches the basin contains the right frame and no contents. A title line. Sometimes a date. Sometimes a place. Then nothing. The pages are not scraped. Not washed. Not faded. The hand begins. Then it stops being writing. The scribe draws the mountain. Again and again.”

Ron stood slowly.

His chair legs made too much noise on the floor.

“Ciaran.”

“I know.”

“No. I mean I do not want to go.”

Ciaran studied him fully.

Ron had not expected the sentence to leave his mouth. He had gone to every site because going had been the only thing his body understood. He had stood in fields, in mud, in limestone dark, on boats, at the edge of water that wanted to undo names. He had gone because a Witness went.

This was different.

The map did not call to him.

It did not pull.

It sat there.

That was worse. Grief reached. The wrongs they had known had reached because some part of them still believed in being answered. Even the Dark Mouth had pushed back once it knew they had found it. Opposition was relationship.

This did not reach.

This did not care that the map lay open in Roscommon on a wet Tuesday morning.

Ciaran said, “I did not want to tell you over the phone.”

Ron laughed once. It came out badly. “Thoughtful.”

The lights flickered.

Not off. Not properly. The strip above table three hummed and dimmed until the room took on the color of water under a cloud. The rain paused against the glass. Every small sound in the archive retreated: the computer fan at the desk, the distant toilet cistern, a car passing outside. Ron felt the silence spread between the shelving units.

On the blank page, the triangle darkened.

The ink did not move. That would have been easier. He had seen moving ink. Moving ink belonged to Corryvreckan. This mark did not move. It became heavier in place. More there. The page buckled around it by a fraction, as if the drawing had gained mass.

Ciaran reached for the bone folder.

Ron caught his wrist.

The skin under Ron’s fingers was cold.

“Leave it,” Ron said.

Ciaran stared at Ron’s hand on his wrist. “It is only paper.”

“No.”

The triangle grew darker still.

The page did not fill with words. It did not reveal itself. It did not offer a hidden name, a route, or a confession from the dead. It did nothing a page was supposed to do.

It stood there.

A mountain in ink.

Ron’s teeth began to hurt.

Not the salt ache from the Gulf. This came from deeper in the jaw, a stone pressure, as if the roots of the teeth had lengthened into the bone and met something harder there. He swallowed. His ears popped. For one second he was not in the archive. He was under a sky emptied of birds, standing at the foot of a slope too large to climb, with wet heather against his boots and sleet moving sideways into his face.

Something white dragged across the high ridge.

Not cloud.

Not snow.

Fabric.

Then the lights snapped back to full brightness.

The rain struck the windows all at once.

Ciaran breathed in sharply.

Ron let go of his wrist.

On the page, the triangle was only a triangle again.

Ciaran’s tea had frozen in the mug.

The surface held a skin of ice from rim to rim.

Neither of them spoke for a while.

Finally Ciaran said, “I rang Orla.”

“Of course you did.”

“She is coming.”

“Of course she is.”

“And Nessa.”

Ron studied the frozen tea.

“Nessa will not like granite,” he said.

“No.”

“Beth?”

“Yes. April too.”

Ron closed his eyes.

April at Corryvreckan, standing straight while the Gulf tried to grind names out of the air. April hearing what had been taken. April, who had taken the shape of absence and given it language.

Maybe the mountain would speak to her.

Maybe that was why Ron was afraid.

Because the page had not called to him. It had not called to Ciaran. It had not called to grief.

It had waited for someone who could hear silence properly.

Ron opened his eyes.

“When?”

“Tomorrow if Orla can manage it.”

Ron nodded.

Ciaran gathered the pages with the bone folder and slipped them back into the sleeve. He did it slowly. Carefully. His hands did not shake until the last page was covered.

Ron pretended not to see.

At the far end of the archive, the front door opened. A woman came in with a dripping umbrella and asked about land tax lists from 1887. The radiator clicked. The computer fan returned. The room became a room again.

Ron sat down.

His jaw still hurt.

In the mug beside Ciaran’s hand, the ice cracked once down the center.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ROAD NORTH
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Orla Kincaid did not sleep before the crossing.

She lay in a narrow hotel bed in Stranraer, one hand flat on the sheet, and listened to the plumbing try not to make a sound.

That was new.

Old buildings had their ordinary complaints. Pipes knocked. Radiators ticked. Wind found ill-fitted windows and worried them all night. Orla had learned, through too many field seasons and too many cheap rooms, the full domestic vocabulary of places rented by the week. This hotel held its breath.

The bathroom tap did not drip.

The radiator did not click.

Somewhere down the corridor, someone coughed once and then seemed embarrassed by the noise.

Orla turned onto her back.

The ceiling was low and slightly stained above the light fitting. In the shadow where wall met plaster, a hairline crack ran toward the window. It looked like the map line from Corryvreckan to Loch Awe: thin, reluctant, present.

She had spent years learning to follow cracks.

She did not like this one.

The team had come off the ferry in pieces: Nessa pale and quiet, Finn carrying her bag without comment; Ron with his jaw set hard enough to ache visibly; Ciaran carrying the folder in both hands because he would not put it in a rucksack; Beth with April beside her and half a step behind until April noticed and moved forward; Jack restless, angry at being healed enough to travel but not healed enough to pretend, the Gulf-ruined shoulder clicking whenever the ferry cold found the joint; Ronan last off, scanning the car park, the road, the weather, and the people watching them.

Kearney had met them outside the hotel.

He looked older than he had at Corryvreckan.

Not dramatically. That would have been kinder. The change was in the pauses. He reached for words a fraction too late. His eyes moved to sounds no one else heard. When Orla said his name, he answered as if he had been called from another room.

He remembered the route to Loch Awe. He remembered the estate factor’s name. He remembered that he did not remember the oldest Fomorian name.

The missing thing sat in him like a tooth pulled badly.

They had eaten in the hotel bar because it was there and because travel had made everyone too tired to invent a better plan. The room smelled of old beer, frying oil, carpet damp, and peat smoke from an electric effect fire no one had bothered to turn off. Locals at the far end had watched them come in and then made a point of not watching.

That, too, was a kind of watching.

Jack drank two whiskies too quickly.

Ronan let him.

Finn did not drink. Nessa ordered tea and did not touch it. April asked for water, then stared at the glass until Beth took it gently away and gave her Beth’s untouched coffee instead.

No one made a joke.

At ten, Orla had taken the folder from Ciaran and opened it on a table sticky with dried ale. She had expected him to resist. He did not. He sat beside her and watched as she studied the blank pages.

One by one.

Title. Date. Place. Blank.

A triangle in the margin.

Title. Date. Place. Blank.

A triangle.

She felt the room falling away around the repetition. The bar noise thinned. Glasses clinked at a distance. Someone laughed, and the laugh arrived at Orla’s ear already old, as if it had traveled through stone.

“This is not erasure,” Kearney said.

His voice startled her.

He sat opposite, his hands folded around a whisky he had not drunk. The overhead light put hollows under his eyes. Behind him, the fake peat fire clicked and glowed.

“No,” Orla said.

“At Corryvreckan, there was force. Direction. Taking. This is not that.”

“No.”

“What is it?” Jack said.

Orla studied the blank page.

She could have said too many things. The old version of her would have wanted the right term before speaking. The practice had burned that vanity out of her one site at a time.

“I do not know yet,” she said.

Jack laughed under his breath. “That’s reassuring.”

“It should be.”

He looked at her.

“If I told you I knew what this was after looking at six blank pages and a mountain mark, that would be a lie.”

Jack returned to his glass.

Ronan said, “She has a point.”

“I did not say she didn’t.”

Beth regarded Jack over the rim of her beer. “You are still angry.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Stay useful with it.”

That almost made Ron smile.

Almost.

April had not spoken for fifteen minutes. She sat with both hands wrapped around Beth’s coffee and her gaze fixed not on the pages, but on the space above them.

Orla caught it.

“What do you hear?”

April took too long to answer.

Beth shifted slightly. Not protection. Readiness.

April said, “Nothing.”

The fake fire clicked again.

Everyone at the table understood that nothing had become one of the most dangerous words they knew.

“Describe it,” Orla said.

“It is not the nothing after something has been taken.” April kept looking at the air above the pages. “At the Gulf, I could hear the absence like a wound. A place where names had been. This is not wounded.”

“What is it?” Nessa asked.

April finally looked at her.

“You know how it feels when you stand too close to a mountain and your eye cannot take it in at once?”

Nessa nodded.

“It is that. But without sight.”

The bar door opened. Cold air entered, carrying rain and diesel from the road.

A man came in wearing a waxed coat and a cap darkened at the brim. He looked toward their table once, then away. The look was fast and practiced.

Kearney’s fingers tightened around his glass.

Orla caught it.

“You know him?” she said.

“Hamish Calder,” Kearney said quietly. “Estate factor. He handles access above the loch.”

“Friendly?” Ron said.

Kearney gave a thin smile. “No.”

Calder went to the bar. The woman behind it leaned toward him before he spoke. That was enough. Whatever he was in this place, he belonged to it.

Orla closed the folder.

Jack tracked Calder’s reflection in the dark window.

“Human problem?” he said.

“Likely,” Orla said.

“Good.”

Beth looked at him.

“I understand those,” Jack said.

“You understand some of them,” Ronan said.

Jack lifted his glass. “More than I understand mountains that make people draw triangles for eight hundred years.”

Calder accepted a pint from the bar. He did not come to their table. He did not need to. The bar had shifted around his arrival. Conversation rose by a careful notch. The locals stopped not-watching and began not-watching with more effort.

Near the kitchen door, a young man in a damp work jacket paused with a crate of clean glasses in both hands. He was maybe twenty-five, broad through the shoulders, with a healed cut whitening one eyebrow and mud dried high on his boots. He looked at Calder as if he had learned early which men could make weather worse without touching the sky.

Mrs. Galloway took the crate from him. “Callum, if Mr. Calder starts speaking for the hill, remind him the hill never asked him to.”

Callum MacLeod gave the smallest smile, then looked at April, not long enough to be rude and not briefly enough to be nothing. “The hill does not ask anybody,” he said. “That is the first thing folk here forget when they get scared.”

The words put a local body under the map. This was not only a site. People lived at the foot of it. People had sheep on it, dead buried under it, debts tied to it, children warned away from paths that official maps pretended were only paths. Orla felt the shape of that and filed the feeling where she kept useful shame.

Orla put the folder back in Ciaran’s bag.

“We leave at seven,” she said.

Calder’s head moved slightly when she said it.

Not much.

Enough.

* * *
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Now, hours later, Orla lay in the breathless room and listened to the bathroom refusing to drip.

At two-thirteen, the crack above the light fitting lengthened by the width of a fingernail.

Orla caught it because she was still awake.

She sat up.

The room remained silent.

The crack moved again.

Not like plaster settling. Settling had rhythm. This was slower. A line choosing where to go through painted ceiling. It ran toward the window, then turned down the wall in a shape that had no reason to be there.

A triangle.

Orla got out of bed.

The floor was cold enough to hurt. She crossed to the wall and touched the new mark with two fingers. Paint powder came away on her skin, white as ground bone.

Behind the wall, very far off or very deep in, stone shifted.

Not the hotel.

Not under the hotel.

Further than that.

A mountain moving inside sleep.

Orla pulled her hand back.

The wall was dry.

Her fingers were wet.

She looked down.

Water ran from her fingertips in thin black lines and struck the carpet without soaking in. Each drop held its shape on top of the fibers, round and dark and cold, like beads of oil.

In the next room, someone cried out.

Beth.

Orla grabbed her coat from the chair and opened the door.

The corridor smelled of wet wool and rock dust.

Beth stood three doors down in a T-shirt and bare feet, one hand against the jamb of April’s room. April was on the floor inside, sitting with her back to the bed, both palms pressed over her eyes.

Nessa and Finn came from the other end of the corridor. Ronan appeared behind Orla, fully dressed. Jack came last, swearing under his breath, his injured shoulder held close to his body.

“What happened?” Orla said.

April lowered her hands.

Her eyes were normal.

That was worse.

She pointed toward the window.

Outside, in the hotel car park, every vehicle was covered in frost.

Not a thin glaze. White winter frost, thick on windscreens, mirrors, roofs, handles, wheels. Their rented van had a sheet of ice over the bonnet. Calder’s black Land Rover, parked under the streetlamp, had gone white to the tires.

It was October.

Rain still fell beyond the car park, visible in the streetlamp glow, liquid and steady.

The frost did not melt.

April whispered, “She is turning the season.”

No one asked who.

Downstairs, somewhere behind the bar, glass shattered.

Then another.

Then a third.

The hotel pipes finally began to sing.

Not the thin song of Derravaragh.

Not the grinding roar of Corryvreckan.

This sound had no grief in it. No hunger. No anger. It was lower than feeling. A long stone note that moved through the building and made every tooth in Orla’s mouth ring once, hard enough to taste blood.

Jack said, “That is not a song.”

Nessa stood with one hand on the wall, face gone empty.

“No,” she said. “It is not.”
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CHAPTER THREE: LOCH AWE
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Morning came without warming anything.

By six, the frost had retreated from the vehicles but not from the road signs. The hotel car park shone wet under a sky the color of dirty tin. The rain had stopped, leaving the air raw and metallic, full of the smell of diesel, wet bark, and something crushed under stone.

Finn scraped the van windscreen with a loyalty card because the hotel had no ice scraper and the woman at reception insisted frost in October was unusual but not impossible, which was the kind of sentence people used when they wanted a room to remain sensible.

Jack smoked by the bins.

He had not smoked in three years.

Beth stayed in the open side door of the van with her attention fixed on him. She said nothing.

Ronan loaded bags. Ron checked the rear tires, then checked them again because his hands wanted work and no one had yet told them what kind would matter.

Nessa stood at the edge of the car park with her face turned north.

Finn looked over at her every thirty seconds. He did not hurry her. That had become part of how he loved her. He gave her time until time became dangerous. Then he would move.

Orla came out last with Ciaran and Kearney. Ciaran carried the folder under his coat. Kearney wore gloves though the morning was not that cold, and when he lifted one hand to settle his scarf Orla saw the tremor in his fingers.

“You should have stayed in Belfast,” she said.

“I know.”

“That was not permission to agree with me while ignoring me.”

His mouth twitched. “I knew what it was.”

“That stopped helping after Corryvreckan.”

“Yes.”

He looked toward the road. His eyes did not stay anywhere long. They moved from gutter to sign to cloud to van window and away again.

“What did you hear last night?” Orla asked.

“Nothing.”

April turned from the van.

Kearney looked at her. “Not your nothing. Mine. Missing things scraping at the edge of memory. At the Gulf, I could feel the places where the taken names had been. Here, I do not even have the loss. That is worse, I think.”

“It is,” April said.

No one contradicted her.

Hamish Calder arrived at seven-fourteen.

The Land Rover came into the car park without haste and stopped behind their van in a way that blocked its exit without looking like a threat. Calder got out wearing the same waxed coat and cap from the bar. He was in his late fifties, broad across the shoulders, with a weathered face and pale eyes that had spent their life narrowing against wind.

“Dr. Kincaid?” he said.

Orla closed the van door.

“Yes.”

“Hamish Calder. I manage access for the upper ground.”

“So Professor Kearney said.”

Calder glanced at Kearney. Not greeting. Measurement.

“You’ll not be going above the east track today.”

Orla had dealt with landowners, priests, county engineers, university boards, police, elderly caretakers, and one woman in Mayo who had threatened to curse her with a dish towel. She knew gatekeeping when it put on boots and drove into a car park.

“Why?”

“Ground’s unsafe.”

“In what way?”

“Wet.”

“It rained.”

“Aye.”

“That does not answer the question.”

He took in Beth and made the mistake of spending less time there. Beth’s eyes narrowed. Orla caught the glance.

Calder looked back at Orla. “You have permission for the lower loch path only. No access beyond the gate. No hill. No old quarry track. No shore beyond the marked boundary.”

“We have written permission from the estate office.”

“You have provisional permission. I am the estate office on the ground.”

Behind him, rainwater dripped from the Land Rover’s wheel arch at regular intervals. Each drop struck the gravel and darkened it. Orla counted.

April moved closer to Beth.

Calder saw that and misread it.

“No need for nerves,” he said.

Beth’s voice was mild. “Nobody here is nervous of you.”

That landed.

Jack coughed once into his fist to hide a laugh and failed.

Calder’s jaw shifted.

Kearney stepped forward. “Mr. Calder, we are not tourists. We are not going to walk blind into the upper corries. We need the loch basin, the old track by the church site, and access to the parish chest if Mrs. MacLeod is still willing.”

“Mrs. MacLeod spoke to me this morning. The chest stays closed.”

Ciaran lifted his gaze.

That was the first time his expression changed.

“Why?” he said.

Calder looked at him as if only now deciding he mattered. “Because old paper does poorly around damp hands.”

The sentence hung there.

No one moved.

Orla heard Ron breathe in through his nose.

Ciaran said, “Who told you about damp hands?”

Calder’s face did not change quickly enough.

There it was.

Human fear. Human knowledge. Not full knowledge, maybe. But enough. Enough to make a man drive into a car park before breakfast and block a van.

Calder said, “People here know enough to leave certain things where they are.”

Orla stepped closer.

The gravel crunched under her boots. The air between them smelled of wet road, diesel, and the sharp wool-lanolin smell of Calder’s coat.

“What things?”

His eyes hardened. “Not yours.”

“No,” Orla said. “They are not mine.”

That made him pause.

“I do not collect old wrongs for sport,” she said. “I do not want your mountain. I do not want your loch. I do not want a story from your people so I can take it home and make it clever. Something is happening here. It happened last night in your hotel. It happened before we arrived. It will happen after we leave. You know enough to be afraid of us touching it. I need to know whether you know enough to help us not make it worse.”

Calder looked at her for a long moment.

The rain began again.

Thin at first. Then harder.

It struck his cap and ran from the brim. It struck Orla’s hair and collar. It struck the windscreen of the van, where the wipers were off and the drops began making the glass blind.

Behind Calder, high above the road and hidden by cloud, something vast shifted its weight.

No sound.

Only pressure.

The pressure hit them all at once.

The rain flattened for one second as if pressed downward by a hand.

Calder went pale under the weathering of his face.

“You felt that,” Orla said.

He swallowed.

“Aye.”

“How long has that been happening?”

He did not answer.

Nessa walked toward them from the edge of the car park. Her hands were in her coat pockets. Her face had the stillness Finn hated.

“Since the last turn,” she said.

Calder looked at her.

“You heard it?”

“No.” Nessa’s mouth tightened. “That is the problem.”

Calder stepped away from the Land Rover.

Not surrender.

Yielding.

A small difference. Enough.

“The lower path,” he said. “The church. The chest if Mairi allows it. No upper ground without me.”

“And if we need upper ground?” Ronan said.

Calder looked at the hill hidden in cloud.

“Then you had better hope I am in a generous mood when you ask.”

He got back in the Land Rover and pulled forward enough to let the van out.

Jack dropped his cigarette and crushed it under his boot.

“Well,” he said. “He’s a delight.”

“He knows more than he said,” Ciaran said.

“They always do,” Ron said.

Beth looked at Orla. “Are we trusting him?”

“No.”

“Are we using him?”

“Yes.”

Jack opened the van door. “That part I understand.”

They drove north in convoy: Calder’s Land Rover ahead, their rented van behind, Kearney in the front passenger seat because he knew the roads and because Orla wanted him where she could see him. The road curved away from the hotel, past wet stone walls, black hedges, low fields, and then into country that stopped pretending to be mild.

The Highlands rose by degrees.

Not suddenly. That would have been easier. A sudden mountain announces itself. This landscape gathered. Low slopes became higher ones. The road narrowed. Water ran down every ditch and over stones and through cut channels beside the tarmac. Ferns browned at the edges. Heather lay dark against the ground. Cloud dragged low enough to touch the ridges.

Nessa sat behind Finn and said nothing.

At first Finn let the silence sit. Then her left hand opened and closed against her thigh.

“What can you hear?” he said.

“Rain.”

“That is not nothing.”

“No.”

“What else?”

“The tires. Your breathing. Jack’s shoulder when it hurts.”

Jack turned from the rear seat. “My shoulder does not make noise.”

“It does to me.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it.

Nessa looked out at the road. “Nothing under it.”

Finn understood enough now to know that was not relief.

At every previous site there had been something beneath. Limestone roads. Water channels. The old conductive lines of ground and grief. Nessa had always had a below. Even when the below hurt her, it gave the world a second layer she could read.

Here there was surface.

Rain on glass. Tires on road. Breath in bodies. The wet slap of branches against the van as the lane tightened.

Under that: stone.

Stone that did not answer.

April leaned forward from the back seat. “It is not empty.”

Nessa looked at her in the side mirror.

April’s face was pale but awake. Too awake. Her eyes moved over the passing slopes as if reading a page no one else had been given.

“No,” Nessa said. “It is full. But not in my language.”

April nodded.

Beth, beside her, said quietly, “And yours?”

April touched the window with two fingers.

The glass fogged around them.

Not from warmth.

The fog formed a white triangle and then vanished as the heater kicked up.

“I do not know yet,” April said.

The road dropped.

Loch Awe opened below them.

For one moment no one spoke.

The loch lay long and dark in the valley, stretching beyond what the eye wanted to accept. It did not shine. Even where the clouds thinned and pale light touched the surface, the water gave almost nothing back. Ben Cruachan rose above it, massive and cloud-wrapped, not looming in the theatrical sense, not leaning over them, not threatening.

Standing.

That was worse.

The mountain did not care whether they had arrived.

It did not care that Orla had come with a practice built from years of blood and bone and listening. It did not care that Nessa had opened channels that would have killed someone less prepared. It did not care that Ron had held names in his body. It did not care that April could hear absence or that Beth could hold people at the edge of impossible things.

It was mountain.

The van slowed at a lay-by above the water.

Calder’s Land Rover pulled in ahead.

No one got out immediately.

Below the lay-by, a thin road led toward a scatter of houses where smoke lay flat over roofs. At one gate, the same young man from the bar stood with a collie at his heel and a coil of rope over one shoulder. Callum MacLeod did not wave. His attention moved from the van to the loch and then to the mountain, in that order. He looked less like a witness than someone checking whether a debt had finally reached the door.

Rain ticked on the roof.

Ciaran stared through the windscreen at the mountain. The folder rested on his knees. His hands were flat on top of it.

“There it is,” Ron said.

His voice sounded rough.

Ciaran nodded.

“Say it,” Ron said.

Ciaran did not pretend not to understand.

“The pages were not blank,” he said. “They were drawing this.”

Orla studied the loch, then the mountain, then the shoreline below where a dark track bent away between trees.

The air in the van had gone close with wet coats and human breath.

Jack said, “Anybody else feel like we should turn around?”

No one answered.

“That means yes,” he said.

Ronan opened the side door.

Cold entered hard enough to make them all breathe differently.

It smelled of peat, rain, stone, and black water. Not lake water. Not sea. Something older than both, held between slopes, heavy with what ran down into it.

Ron stepped out and nearly slipped on the gravel.

Mud grabbed the heel of his boot and held for one second too long before letting go with a wet suck.

He looked down.

The mud had risen over the sole and into the stitching.

There were tiny white stones in it.

No.

Not stones.

Splinters.

Bone-pale fragments, thin as fingernail parings, mixed into the black wet earth.

Ron crouched.

“Do not touch,” Ciaran said from inside the van.

Ron gave him a look.

Ciaran’s mouth thinned. “I am allowed to be annoying after the paper incident.”

Ron straightened.

The white fragments dissolved in the mud at his feet.

Behind him, April made a small sound.

Beth turned. “What?”

April was looking at the mountain.

The cloud had shifted across the upper ridge. For one second, a long white streak lay over the dark slope, broad and ragged and moving in the wind.

A strip of cloud.

Only cloud.

But every person in the lay-by saw fabric.

Wet fabric.

Dragged across stone.

Nessa gripped Finn’s sleeve hard enough to wrinkle it.

Calder came back from his Land Rover. He had seen it too. His face had closed.

“You wanted the loch,” he said. “There it is.”

Orla stepped down from the van.

The mud took her boots at once.

Cold moved through the soles, into the bones of her feet, then up the calves with patient pressure. She did not move until it finished.

Only then did she look at Calder.

“We need the church site,” she said.

He glanced toward the trees. “You will have it.”

“And the chest.”

“That depends on Mairi.”

“Then take us to Mairi.”

The rain hardened.

Across the loch, the mountain vanished behind cloud.

For one second, the world consisted of rain, mud, breath, and the dark line of water below.

Then, from somewhere high above them, came a sound like cloth being wrung out by hands too large for weather.

Not loud.

Deep.

The loch surface changed.

A line of ripples moved from the far shore toward them though the wind was blowing the other way. They came steadily across the dark water, one after another, exact as comb marks. When they reached the near shore, the mud at the edge gave a low wet sigh.

Jack said, “Tell me that was normal.”

Calder did not look at him.

“No,” he said.

That was when Orla first understood that the locals were not hiding folklore from outsiders.

They were hiding fear from themselves.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE HOTEL WITHOUT WATER
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The hotel at Loch Awe had water in every wall and none in the taps.

That was how Nessa understood it before anyone said anything. The building sat low by the road, whitewashed, old enough to have settled into its own damp. Rain streaked the windows. Moss darkened the stones at the base. Gutters overflowed in three places, throwing steady streams onto the gravel below. The air smelled of wet plaster, coal ash, fried onions, old beer, and wool that had never fully dried.

Inside, every pipe in the building held pressure.

She could feel it in her molars.

Not hear. Feeling was worse. Hearing gave distance. Feeling put the building inside her jaw.

The manager, Mrs. Galloway, told them there had been a mains problem since morning and the plumber from Oban was coming when the road allowed.

“The road is open,” Jack said.

Mrs. Galloway looked at him as if he had spoken with his mouth full. “To you.”

She was small, white-haired, and hard in the way of people who had held a place together through more bad winters than they cared to count. She gave them rooms at the back because the front rooms had better views and she had no intention of rewarding trouble with scenery.

“You’ll not be cooking in rooms,” she said. “You’ll not be washing mud down sinks. You’ll not be leaving boots on carpet. If the water comes back brown, you’ll let it run. If it comes back black, you’ll turn it off and come find me.”

“If it comes back black?” Finn said.

Mrs. Galloway handed him a key. “You heard me.”

Orla took her own key. “Has that happened before?”

The manager looked at her for the length of one full breath.

“Breakfast is seven to nine,” she said.

Human gatekeeper.

Then she corrected herself before the thought could settle into a category that made the woman smaller than she was.

No. Local keeper. Not our kind of Keeper. But something close enough to respect.

The rooms were narrow, cold, and overfilled with floral curtains. Orla’s looked onto a back yard where bins stood beside a stone wall and rainwater ran from the roof in a steady sheet. The bathroom sink had two separate taps, hot and cold, both dry when she turned them. The toilet tank was empty. The shower gave a cough of air and then nothing.

She stood in the bathroom doorway with her coat still on and felt something move under the floorboards.

Not water.

The intention of water.

A pipe with nothing in it should not have pressure. A dry building should not feel full.

She went downstairs.

The bar was already occupied by two locals at one end, Calder at the other, and Jack in the middle with a pint he had not earned but needed. Ronan sat beside him with a glass of whisky he was letting melt in his hand. Finn stood near the window
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