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CHAPTER ONE: THE WEIGHT of a Year

The mist obeyed Isla MacLeod now.

It had not always been so. A year ago, when she had first stumbled into this life, the mist had been a thing apart—a force of nature as indifferent to her existence as the mountains themselves. She had pushed against it, demanded its compliance, and been met with the cold silence of the universe. But that was before she had learned to listen.

She stood on the eastern shore of Lochan na h-Achlaise, a small body of water tucked into the folds of Rannoch Moor, and watched the dawn creep across the sky in shades of pearl and rose. The air held that particular sharpness that came only in the hour before true light, when the world seemed to hold its breath in anticipation. Frost crisped the heather at her feet, each blade outlined in silver, and her breath formed clouds that mingled with the vapour rising from the water's surface.

The mist was already there, as it always was at this hour—a thin veil drifting lazily above the dark water, curling around the reeds that edged the shore. But it was tentative, uncertain. Waiting.

Isla closed her eyes and reached for it.

The sensation was difficult to describe to anyone who had not felt it. Hamish had tried, in his rough way, to give her words for it: càirdeas, he called it. Kinship. Not a command, but an understanding. She did not push the mist; she invited it. She did not shape it; she suggested.

Spread, she thought, and the thought was not a word but a feeling, an opening of herself to the mist's own nature. Cover the bank. Hide the deer from the road.

For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the mist began to move.

It rolled down the hillside in waves, thickening as it came, wrapping itself around the hummocks of grass and the scattered boulders until they became soft shapes in a white world. Isla felt it happen not as a triumph of her will but as a conversation—the mist considering her request and finding it reasonable, then flowing to meet her need like water finding its own level.

Somewhere beyond that white curtain, she heard the rumble of a lorry on the military road that cut through the moor. The sound was jarring in this ancient landscape—diesel and purpose, the modern world intruding where it did not belong. But the mist would hide the small herd of red deer that had been grazing nearby, would keep them safe from the headlights and the noise.

A small thing. A minor working. A year ago, she could not have done it without collapsing into exhaustion.

A year. The thought settled over her like the mist itself, soft and pervasive. Had it really been twelve months since she had stood in that circle of stones with Cernunnos's ancient eyes on her soul? Since she had bound a god and sent him back through the veil with blood on her hands and the weight of the land on her shoulders?

Sometimes it felt like yesterday—the terror still fresh, the power still burning in her veins. Other times, it seemed like a story that had happened to someone else, a tale told by firelight about a girl who had been foolish enough to think she could protect the Highlands.

The life she had built since then was quiet. Purposeful. It divided itself into three parts, like a braid woven from different strands.

The first strand was Hamish. She shared his bothy now, not as a visitor but as something like an apprentice, though he would never use that word. He taught her the old ways—not the magic of the Fàire, but the practical knowledge that came from a lifetime on the land: which mushrooms were safe to eat and which would kill a man in hours; how to read the weather in the flight of birds and the behaviour of sheep; the names of every hill and stream within a day's walk, and the stories attached to each one. He was gruff and impatient and occasionally terrifying, but he had become the closest thing to family she had ever known.

The second strand was Aila. The old woman's croft, hidden in a fold of the hills that seemed to exist slightly apart from the rest of the world, was where Isla went to learn the deeper magic. Aila taught her about the Fàire—the world behind the world, the place where the old things lived when they were not walking the human realm. She taught her to see the thin places where the veil between worlds grew weak, and to strengthen them without tearing them. She taught her to listen to the land, truly listen, in a way that went beyond Hamish's practical knowledge into something almost sacred.

The third strand was the land itself. Isla walked it constantly, covering miles each day in weather fair or foul, learning its rhythms and pulses until they became as familiar as her own heartbeat. She knew where the old paths ran, and where the new roads had cut through them. She knew which glens held the memory of the Clearances in their empty bothies and abandoned fields, and which still hummed with the old magic of the pre-Christian people. She felt the land as a living thing, vast and patient and terribly vulnerable.

It was a good life. A necessary life.

The incursions from the Fàire had not stopped—they never would—but they were smaller now. A confused spriggan caught in a sheepfold, its mischief more comical than dangerous until Isla had guided it back through a thin place. A wisp leading a hiker toward a bog, its pale light flickering with malice until Isla had called up a counter-mist to obscure its signal and lead the man to safety. A water horse—a young one, barely more than a foal—that had gotten trapped in a Highland loch during a storm and could not find its way home. That one had been harder, requiring Aila's help to open a temporary gateway, but watching the creature slip back into its own world with a flick of its seaweed-draped tail had been worth the effort.

Things she could handle. Things she understood.

But lately, something had changed.

She felt it first when she walked near the Great Glen, that ancient geological scar that split the Highlands from Fort William to Inverness like a knife wound that had never quite healed. It was not a thing she could name, not at first—just a wrongness in the quality of the light, a thickness in the air that had nothing to do with weather. Then it became more specific: a disturbance in the water, a sense of something vast and troubled moving far below the surface.

It was like a toothache in the bones of the earth. Dull at first, easy to ignore. Then persistent, impossible to forget. And now, in these last few weeks, getting worse.

Last night, she had dreamed of it.

The dream had been formless at first—just darkness and the sensation of depth, of pressure, of being very far down where no light reached. Then something had moved in that darkness, something so large that its passage stirred currents that could be felt for miles. It had turned toward her, and she had seen—not with eyes, but with something deeper—a single eye, ancient and terrible and filled with a loneliness so profound that it had no name in any human language.

The eye had looked at her. Through her. And the dream had shattered into cold and silence.

Isla opened her eyes. The mist had completed its work, blanketing the eastern shore in a thick white layer that would last until the sun rose high enough to burn it off. The lorry had passed, its rumble fading into the distance, and the deer were safe.

She should feel satisfied. Instead, she felt the weight of that ancient eye still pressing on her consciousness, still asking a question she did not know how to answer.

Behind her, the deer moved unseen through the grey. Above her, an eagle circled, watching everything. And somewhere in the depths of Loch Ness, something vast and old and terribly alone stirred in its sleep and dreamed of a girl who had looked back.

Chapter Two: The Taste of the Water

The bothy sat in a hollow of the hills where three glens met, a position that Hamish claimed was not accidental. "Old magic," he had said when Isla first asked about it. "The place where paths cross, where choices are made. The land remembers, even if the people don't."

It was a simple structure—dry stone walls whitewashed against the damp, a roof of grey slate that had been mended so many times it looked like a patchwork quilt, a single room that served as kitchen, bedroom, and living space all at once. The fire was the heart of it, burning constantly through the coldest months, and Hamish was tending it when Isla pushed open the door and stamped the frost from her boots.

"Aye, I know that look," he said without looking up. He was stirring a pot of porridge with the patient attention of a man who had learned long ago that some things could not be hurried. "You've got something in your head that's rattling around like a loose stone."

Isla sat on the bench by the door and began pulling off her wet boots. The walk back from Rannoch Moor had been long, and her feet ached with a deep cold that seemed to have settled into her bones. "It's nothing."

"It's never nothing." He ladled porridge into a wooden bowl—thick and golden, with a knob of butter melting in the centre—and set it on the table beside her. "Eat. Then tell me."

She ate because it was easier than arguing, and because Hamish's porridge was good. Better than good. He made it with cream from the cow that grazed on the common grazing behind the bothy, and he added a scrape of heather honey from his own hives, and he stirred it for exactly the right amount of time so that it was thick without being gluey, rich without being heavy. Between bites, she tried to find words for
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