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Chapter 1
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The morning mist lingered longer than it should, pressing against the windows of Elspeth Macrae’s cottage like a living thing. Beads of moisture slid down the glass, tracing faint, wavering lines. She sat at the small table beneath the window, pen in hand, the sheet of notepaper before her stubbornly bare. The nib hovered, scratched out a line, halted, then dragged a dark slash across the page.

Three false beginnings already. Words came, but none would stay. She wrote them as if they were letters, but she knew she would never send them. Each one folded carefully, tucked into the drawer beneath a neat stack: unsent, unspeakable.

Dear Morag, she wrote again, forcing herself on. Edinburgh was not what I had hoped. Too many people, too much noise, and yet I never felt less seen. I thought distance might give me freedom, but it only made the silences louder.

Her hand stilled. Ink bled into a spreading blot. She sighed, lips parting on a sound almost too soft to hear, and slid the page into the drawer with the others. Letters that would never cross her sister’s hands, words that never quite explained why she had come back.

The cottage still smelt faintly of the sea chest she had dragged from her parents’ home: old wood, mothballs, salt soaked into wool. She had scrubbed, swept, lit the stove each morning, tried to make the place hers. But the stones held a chill, as though the walls themselves remembered their emptiness.

Her fingers twitched with restless energy. She rose, filled the kettle from the enamel jug, and set it to boil. The thin rattle of water on the hob steadied her, the repetition of ritual tamping down the unease that had followed her since returning. And always the sense of eyes—real or imagined—clinging when she walked the lane.

Last month, polite nods had greeted her. Some warmer: Mrs Ross slipping oatcakes into her hand, the postmaster grasping her palm as if to anchor her back into place. But others turned cool, smiles tight as knotted rope. The Macraes had always been bound to this soil. For one to leave was a betrayal. For one to return, worse still. Proof she had gone searching for something better and failed.

She felt it in the way voices dulled when she entered the grocer’s, in the glances caught and cut away. Not hostility, no, but a wariness that left its own mark.

The kettle shrieked. She poured the water over the tea leaves, steam fogging her face, and carried the chipped mug back to the table. Her eyes strayed to the drawer, but instead of another false letter, she opened her leather-bound journal. Carrying it close for years had smoothed its corners. She reread the last entry: Meeting soon—must not be seen. She had underlined it once.

Her mouth tightened. She had written those words the night before, fresh from her walk by the loch, though she had not meant to set them down so badly. They looked stark on the page, stripped of the reasoning that had seemed so clear in her head. She wished she had softened them, yet she could not bring herself to tear the sheet free.

Through the mist-smeared window, the village stirred. Children scuttled along the lane, satchels bouncing, their breath sharp in the cold. One or two waved at her; she raised a hand in return, mouth shaping a smile that felt rehearsed. Behind them strode Mairi, brisk and certain, nurse’s bag swinging at her side. Mairi, who had always been kind—kinder than most—but whose eyes carried a question even in their warmth. A watchfulness.

Elspeth’s smile faded as the children vanished from sight. She wrapped her hands around the mug, drawing heat into her fingers. The clock on the mantel ticked like a slow heartbeat, each second reminding her of what she had left behind, of what she had come back to. The city had been too large, too fast, too cold. The village was too small, too slow, too close. She belonged in neither.

Her gaze drifted to the loch. The mist lay upon it like a sheet of hammered silver, flat and impenetrable. At this hour, it should have lifted, but it clung instead. Heavy, watchful. She remembered walking there last night, humming a tune half-remembered from childhood, one her mother had sung. The words had risen unbidden, and to her surprise she still knew them all. The loch had seemed to listen.

Her hand tightened on the mug until the porcelain clicked faintly against the table. Nonsense. The loch listened to no one. It was only water, deep and dark, swollen with stories people told to frighten the children.

Still, her eyes strayed to the drawer again. The letters within: confessions she would not say aloud. They carried her truths, though no one would ever read them.

She rose, shawl pulled close about her shoulders, and stepped outside. The air struck damp, clinging to her skin like wet cloth. A few villagers lifted their heads at her passing. The grocer’s wife offered the briefest nod, lips thin. The blacksmith turned his face away, hammering harder at his anvil though no work lay before him. Small gestures, but sharp enough to cut.

At the kirk, the bell tolled. Its sound carried thick through the mist, as though the air had swallowed it and dragged it lower. Elspeth paused, shivered, then walked on with her arms wrapped tight. She did not look back toward the loch.

By midday she returned, bread and cheese in her arms. She ate standing at the window, chewing absently, eyes on the water. A faint flicker of light shimmered across its surface—quick, wavering, then gone. She blinked, heart stumbling, telling herself it had only been the mist shifting.

At the table again, pen in hand, she began a new letter to her sister.

Dear Morag, I know you think me restless. You are not wrong. I walk by the loch because it is the only place I can breathe. The village presses in with its whispers, its watchful eyes. Yet the loch is no comfort either. It frightens me. Sometimes I feel it waiting for me. Sometimes I think it knows me.

She froze. The words thudded in her chest like an echo. No posting this. No one could read such a thing! She folded it quickly, slid it into the drawer.

Evening came. She lit her lamp, yellow glow softening the walls, but the mist pressed harder outside, thick in the lane, curling like fingers beneath the door. She opened her journal again, to the page from last night, and added one last line beneath her earlier words: Meeting at the pier soon—must not be seen. She laid down the pen, exhaled slowly, and shut the book as if sealing a pact. Then she sat still, listening. The cottage was silent except for the tick of the clock. But beneath it, faint as a pulse, she thought she heard something else. Not the kettle, not the wind.

As if the loch itself was waiting.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The mist rolled down from the hills in ghostly sheets, curling over the loch until it swallowed the water entirely. Elspeth walked along the narrow path at the edge, her boots sinking slightly into the damp earth. In the fading light of dusk, she hummed a tune her mother had taught her—a soft, lilting Highland ballad that seemed absurdly cheerful in the encroaching grey.

The smell of peat hung heavy in the air, mingling with the faint tang of wet reeds along the loch’s edge. Her scarf, wrapped tightly around her neck, was damp from the drizzle that had started an hour before. She adjusted it and drew a deep breath, tasting the salt of the water and the lingering smoke from village chimneys. There was a sharp clarity to the cold, a sensation that made every nerve feel awake and tense.

She paused on a rise, looking across the water. The loch stretched out like a sheet of silver, smooth and unbroken, yet for a moment, faint lights flickered on the far shore, rising and falling as though carried by invisible hands. Her brow furrowed, lips parting slightly. Her stomach tightened, and her humming faltered. She told herself it was a fisherman’s lantern, or a reflection of the last sunbeam—but something about the movement seemed deliberate; aware.

A heron rose from the reeds, wings heavy and slow, and glided across the water with a soft rush of air. Elspeth flinched, her eyes widening, a sharp breath escaping her lips. Her heart thumped painfully in her chest, and for an instant she thought she saw the loch itself ripple in acknowledgment, though the surface remained eerily still. She pressed her lips together, forcing her face into composure, though unease still shadowed her gaze.

Behind her, the village stirred. Windows glowed dimly in the mist; shutters rattled as a breeze swept through. A few late walkers paused, catching sight of her silhouette: a lone figure tracing the edge of the loch, her shawl whipping around her in the wind. Their mouths tightened, and one man’s brows drew low, suspicion etched into the lines of his face. In the mist, she looked smaller, almost unreal, and for a heartbeat, it seemed as if the loch itself had reached out to claim her.

Hamish Kerr appeared from between the reeds, his walking stick tapping softly against the wet ground. He pulled his cap higher as he hunched, revealing clouded but sharp eyes beneath the brim. His mouth curled downward, and the creases around his eyes deepened, suspicion and warning in equal measure. “Aye,” he muttered under his breath, “she walks where the loch likes to watch.”

Elspeth turned to acknowledge him, pasting a smile onto her lips though her eyes darted quickly to the loch before meeting his. “Good evening, Hamish,” she said, trying to sound cheerful.

He shook his head slowly, lips pressed into a grim line. “Evening, lass. Best keep your wits about you. The loch takes a fancy to folk now and then. Likes to have them close.” His gaze lingered on her face, narrowing, as though searching for signs she’d already been marked.

She forced a laugh, though her eyes betrayed a flicker of irritation. “Still spinning tales, Hamish? Some of them are getting taller each year.”

He did not answer at first, only tapped the ground again with his stick, his jaw tightening, eyes never leaving hers. Then he said, voice low and edged, “Stories or no, lass ... best remember. There are things in the mist the eye cannae see.”

Elspeth swallowed, her throat bobbing, lips pressed into a thin line. She shifted her weight, her fingers tightening on her damp scarf. She had returned to Loch Duirn seeking comfort in familiarity, but the loch’s presence was a living thing, watching, patient, and silent. Even Hamish’s warnings, familiar from childhood, seemed sharper tonight.

* * *
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She continued along the path, humming softly to steady herself, though the notes felt fragile against the vast, empty hush. Her lips were pale and pressed tightly between phrases, and the tune trembled at the edges. Each step squelched in the sodden ground, her boots sinking into the damp soil. She adjusted her shawl higher, jaw tightening as the chill crept deeper through the weave.

The air smelled of damp earth and peat-smoke carried from the cottages behind her, but here by the water the scent sharpened, tinged with something metallic, almost briny, though the loch had no tide. Her nostrils flared slightly at the tang, and her brow knitted, a faint crease forming as she tried to shake the thought.

The loch stretched beside her, a grey, unbroken expanse, its surface smooth as slate beneath the shroud of mist. Now and then a ripple disturbed it, as though some unseen hand traced patterns across the water. Each time, her head turned sharply, her mouth parting as if to speak to an invisible companion. Each time, she glanced over her shoulder, certain someone—or something—must be following. Yet the path behind was empty, no shape moving in the whiteness, only the hush of mist closing round her.

Her eyes flicked left, then right, pupils widening in the dim. The lights she had glimpsed earlier—faint, dancing points that flickered above the loch like will-o’-the-wisps—were gone now. Her lips tightened into a thin line as she tried to steady her breathing. The more she stared, the more it seemed the vapour itself was alive, coiling and uncoiling in deliberate motion, like a living veil.

A sudden rustle among the reeds at the water’s edge made her heart leap into her throat. She froze, shoulders rigid, eyes wide and shining. The reeds quivered again as a dark shape slipped through. She bit her lip, pulse quickening in her throat.

A fox, she told herself quickly. Or perhaps only the wind finding a hollow. Yet her gaze darted toward the reeds again and again, her brows arched, her mouth tightening with each breath. She could not shake the notion of eyes upon her—amber, unblinking, waiting.

The mist swirled and swallowed the sound, leaving only the soft, rhythmic lap of water against stone. Elspeth exhaled sharply, her shoulders lowering a fraction, though her hands gripped the edge of her shawl as if it might shield her. She strained her eyes in the whiteness, but it gave nothing back. The shapes it offered were tricks: tree branches stretched like arms, familiar landmarks warped and misplaced. Her forehead creased into a frown, and she shook her head slightly, as though trying to dispel illusions.

The air cooled as night pressed down. Her breath clouded before her, mingling with the mist until she could scarcely tell where it ended and the loch began. Her jaw clenched, teeth gritted softly as she drew her shawl tighter across her shoulders and quickened her pace. Her humming rose, louder now, though her voice cracked faintly, as if she could hold the dark at bay with a song.

Beyond the drift of vapour, the village clung to the hillside, its lights like pinpricks, blurred and haloed by the mist. Windows glowed against the gloom, their yellow warmth promising safety she no longer quite believed in. She narrowed her eyes, focusing on the blur of the inn: squat under its slate roof, its door spilling a wedge of gold across the cobbles. Smoke rose from its chimney in a steady column, defiant against the smothering mist.

Her lips curved, almost smiling, when she caught the faint sound of laughter drifting on the damp night—but her face dropped and her eyes shadowed, because even that cheer had a muffled, uncertain edge.

Still, no comfort could wholly pierce the weight of the loch. Its presence lingered at her back, vast and patient. Her eyes flicked sideways, unable to resist a glance over the water, though her chin dipped low as though she feared being caught watching. She knew, as everyone in the village did, that it was never truly still. It watched. It remembered.

And behind the flickering windows, the villagers would watch too. Their eyes sharp with judgement, their whispers already taking shape. The schoolteacher, who had left for the city, who had thought herself too clever for the old ways, and yet had come back. The restless one who walked too close to the water, humming ballads in the fading light as though daring the loch to answer.

Her face tightened at the thought, cheeks hollowing as she drew a sharp breath. She quickened her pace again, boots splashing faintly, though her humming faltered. Her lips trembled as she tried to hold the tune. The mist thickened, and she felt the air shift as though something unseen passed close beside her. She flinched, eyes widening, mouth parting in shock.

She glanced over her shoulder, though no one followed. The lights she had seen earlier were gone, but a faint glow lingered under the mist, shifting like a breath. Her brows drew together, her mouth curving downward as unease prickled the back of her neck.

Another rustle among the reeds made her heart leap once more. Her face twisted briefly—lips pressed, eyes narrowed, chin drawn in—before she forced a steadier look. A fox, she told herself again. Or perhaps just her imagination. Her expression softened a little at the thought, though her jaw still tightened with every step.

The mist closed in, swallowing the sound, leaving only the soft, rhythmic lap of water against the shore. Her eyes strained, darting through the whiteness, trying to pierce the fog. Her lips parted slightly, her breath quick, as she imagined shadows moving just beyond vision—familiar shapes warped by the thick air.

Elspeth drew her shawl tighter still, lips pressed in determination. Her face betrayed every flicker of fear and doubt—but her chin lifted all the same, as though daring the loch to take note.

* * *
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She let her thoughts drift, unbidden, to Edinburgh: the clatter of buses along Princes Street, the rattle of trams, the press of bodies on pavements slick with rain. She could almost hear the hawkers’ cries, the laughter of students spilling out of closes, the steady tick of her schoolroom clock. There, the world had seemed rational, neatly framed by reason and routine, held in place by schedules and electric lights.

Here, by the loch, rationality felt fragile, like glass ready to splinter. She pressed her lips together, jaw tightening as though to hold the thought in place. Her eyes flicked nervously over the water’s surface, but it offered nothing—just a vast silver-grey sheet, waiting.

The loch had always been at the heart of stories whispered in the village. Women who went walking and never returned. Fishermen who came back broken, their eyes wide and glassy, lips pressed into silence at the things they had seen. Lights that skimmed across the water and vanished as though swallowed by some patient mouth.

Elspeth’s brow furrowed, her eyes narrowing at the memory. She had grown up with those tales, rolling her eyes, dismissing them as superstition. Yet now, with the mist curling at her ankles and the stillness pressing in on every side, she found those tales harder to cast aside.

Her mother’s voice surfaced in memory, so clear it was as if she walked beside her. Don’t linger by the shore after dusk. The loch keeps what it wants.

She had laughed, brushing the words away like midges. Another of those singsong warnings meant to keep children close to the hearth. But tonight, the words clung to her like damp cloth. Her lips parted slightly, breath shallow, as the memory took root in her chest.

She drew her shawl tighter, her hands pale where they gripped the damp wool, fingers brushing the edge of her scarf. The air tasted faintly of peat, iron, and something older—something she could not name. Her nostrils flared as she breathed in, her brow knitting into a tight crease.

A glow flickered across the water, faint at first, no brighter than the reflection of a lantern carried carelessly along the far shore. She froze, every muscle taut, her lips parted in a soundless gasp. The light shimmered again, stronger this time, edges blurred and shifting with the mist.

Her eyes widened, catching the faint gleam as it pulsed once, then hovered, trembling slightly as if suspended. She held her breath, her chest tight. For a moment, she could not tell whether it moved toward her or along the far bank. Her heart gave a hard thud against her ribs, her mouth tightening as though she might cry out, though no sound came.

She narrowed her eyes, straining against the mist until her temples ached. Her eyelashes clung with moisture, and she blinked rapidly, trying to force clarity. The light shifted, just enough to suggest a shape behind it—an outline, faint, impossible to pin down. Her lips pressed into a sharp line, her jaw setting in defiance. Then, as quickly, the suggestion was gone. The mist curled back, revealing only the loch: flat, silver-grey, featureless as a mirror.

The silence that followed was deeper than before. Her ears strained, as though they expected some sound to fill the void—the dip of an oar, the cry of a bird—but nothing came. Only her pulse, hammering in her ears, and the wet hiss of her own breath.

It was then she felt it: the weight of being observed. Her skin prickled, a thousand tiny pinpoints racing up her arms and neck. Her shoulders hunched as though under unseen eyes. Not the eyes of the village behind her, with its shuttered windows and muttered judgement. No—these were colder, vast, patient. Eyes that belonged to the loch itself.

Her lips trembled, her mouth falling slightly open as she turned her head slowly back to the water. But there was nothing, only the blank mist, rolling and curling, as if concealing something just beyond her sight.

A shiver ran through her whole body, her breath escaping in a sharp, uneven gasp. She turned sharply, skirts swinging, setting her face toward the village. Her eyes narrowed against the glow of the distant windows, and her jaw tightened with resolve. She was suddenly hungry for the solidity of cobbles beneath her feet, for the sharp edges of doors and shutters, for lamplight that shut the darkness out.

The mist followed, close as breath, curling at her shoulders now, whispering at her heels. She pulled her shawl tighter still; her face set hard, eyes fixed on the faint golden promise ahead. But she did not look back. Not once.

* * *
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By the time she reached the first cottages, the lights across the loch had vanished. The mist swallowed whatever glow she thought she had seen, leaving only itself—thick, heavy, curling low along the ground. It seeped between the houses as though it belonged there more than the people did, moving with a patience that unnerved her. The path behind was gone, erased as if she had never walked it at all.

Her lips parted, and she drew a quick, shallow breath. She turned slightly, as though to test whether she could still retrace her steps, but the whiteness offered nothing. A frown creased her brow, and her eyes darted from side to side, searching for any familiar marker, but the mist had swallowed everything.

From the corner of her eye, she saw something move. A shift in the whiteness, a brief suggestion of a figure—tall, indistinct, a darker shade of grey against the pale air. Her breath caught, her throat tightening. She froze, her hands closing into fists at her sides. For a long, taut moment she dared not turn her head.

When at last she did, bracing herself for a face, a shape, something solid—there was nothing. Only the blank, restless wall of mist, curling like smoke. Her shoulders sagged slightly in relief, though her mouth remained set in a hard line.

Hamish’s voice came back to her, sly and half-mocking in memory, yet edged with a gravity she had ignored at the time: There are things in the mist the eye cannae see.

She had laughed then, shaking her head, lips quirking in amusement. Now, the words lodged in her chest like a burr she could not dislodge. Her eyes narrowed as though she could force herself not to believe them, though her skin prickled in betrayal.

She tried to shake it off. Tricks of the light, she told herself. Imagination. Tiredness after a long day. The wind playing with reeds and shadows. She pressed her lips together, willing the thoughts away, but none of those explanations softened the crawling sensation at the back of her neck. The unease clung stubbornly, whispering that the loch itself was aware of her, that it had followed her to the edge of safety.

Her own door was ahead now, the small stone house hunched against the weather. Its single window was blind and dark, but the sight of it made her shoulders loosen. Relief quickened her step. Her jaw unclenched, and she let out a breath she had not realised she was holding. She reached the door, fumbling with the latch, her damp fingers slipping once before finding purchase.

Then she paused. Her brows lifted slightly, eyes widening—not in fear, but in hesitation. Some instinct—curiosity, defiance, or both—tilted her head, urging her to look back just one more time.

Across the water, through a thinning in the mist, a light rose again. Her breath stilled, caught between her lips. The glow wavered—faint, but steady—climbing slowly into sight before dipping again, as though cradled in an unseen hand and carried along the shore.

Her eyes widened, mouth softening into something close to wonder. She blinked rapidly, lashes damp with mist, willing the light to remain, to sharpen into clarity. Her face tightened with the effort of concentration, her lips pressing thin as if that alone could hold the shape in place.

But the mist rolled over it, patient and deliberate, and it was gone. The loch lay flat once more, silver-grey, motionless. As if nothing had been there at all. Her jaw slackened, and a line of tension appeared between her brows.

She stepped quickly inside then, shoulders hunched, and pushed the door closed with more force than she intended. The latch clattered, echoing in the small space. Inside, the air felt cooler than she expected, the stone walls holding the damp like a second skin. Still, it was hers. Her domain, small and familiar, against the vastness outside.

She lit the small lamp, her fingers trembling faintly as she twisted the glass in place. Its glow spread across the worn floorboards, catching on the familiar curve of the hearth, the sturdy oak table, the chair her father had carved. The light steadied her, yet it felt fragile—an island glow pushing back against the press of the dark that crowded the windowpanes.

She glanced at the panes, her lips tightening. The mist clung close outside, pressed against the glass as though curious, as though listening. Her reflection wavered in it—pale face, damp hair clinging to her cheeks, eyes too wide, mouth slightly parted. She almost looked like a stranger.

Somewhere out in that whiteness, the loch waited. Silent, unyielding, as if already aware of her return.

Elspeth shivered. Her shoulders lifted in a small, involuntary flinch, and she rubbed her arms briskly, though the chill was inside her as much as out. Almost without thinking, she whispered the last lines of the old ballad she had been humming earlier. The words slipped softly from her lips, familiar, almost like a charm. Her mouth curved faintly as if the melody might shield her.

But even as she spoke them, the unease remained. The corners of her mouth drew down again, and her brow furrowed. Someone—or something—was watching her. She could feel it—a pressure in the air.

And deep down, she knew. The mist was only the beginning.
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Chapter 3
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People had talked about the ceilidh for weeks. In Duirn, where winter came fast and lingered long, the ceilidhs were not just gatherings but lifelines. A night of music and dancing could carry folk through months of mist and damp.

Constable Ewan Fraser had never cared much for dancing. He had grown up in Inverness, bookish and solitary, his uniform a surer costume than a kilt. Still, it would not do for the village constable to absent himself. Six months into his post, he knew the people still watched him like a stray dog—curious, suspicious, never fully trusting.

The hall glowed with lamplight and peat smoke. Windows fogged with breath and warmth, trickling with condensation. As Fraser pushed open the door, the sound struck him like a wave: the skirl of fiddle, the thrum of bodhrán, boots stamping time on wooden boards. Children darted through the crowd, ribbons flying. Men gathered by the bar with whisky already loosening their laughter. Women fussed over trays of bannocks and oatcakes, hands quick, voices sharp.

Fraser paused at the threshold, suddenly conscious of his uniform, his stiff posture, and the notebook tucked in his breast pocket. The sergeant back in Inverness had told him: “Be part of the people’s life, Ewan, or they’ll never trust you.” Yet here, surrounded by generations woven tight since birth, he felt as rigid as iron.

“You look like a lad on his first day at school,” a voice teased.

He turned. Mairi MacLeod stood beside him, her nurse’s bag absent, her hair neatly braided, cheeks touched with colour.

“Evening, Miss MacLeod,” he said, a little stiffly.

“Don’t stand in the doorway,” she murmured, taking his arm. “Folk will think you’re waiting to catch them out.”

She drew him into the press of bodies, and he was grateful. Faces turned toward him, measuring, then away again. Not unkind, but not welcoming either.

A reel struck up, pairs taking to the floor. Fraser lingered at the edge, his boots suddenly heavy, his hands uncertain. Mairi joined in, skirts flying, laughter quick, and he watched her with an ache he could not quite name.

It was then that he noticed Elspeth Macrae. She stood by the far wall, apart from the dancers, her dark hair bright in the lamplight. A simple dress of blue wool marked her as neither wholly city nor wholly village. Her gaze moved across the hall as though weighing each face, not seeking company.

The crowd shifted, and a man stepped toward her and clasped her arm. Fraser caught only their bent heads, the gentle touch of Elspeth’s hand, and her full smile as she caressed his cheek. But a tension clung to the set of her shoulders as the fiddles rose, drowning whatever words passed between them. When the crowd opened again, Fraser saw only the man’s back—dark hair, broad frame—before he vanished into the press. Elspeth’s face was now pale, her mouth drawn tight.

Already whispers stirred. Two women bent close over bannocks.

“Macrae temper,” one muttered.

“No, no, it was Kerr she was with. I saw him plain.”

Fraser filed it away: Macrae, Kerr—old feuds, old fault lines. There would be trouble if Elspeth stepped between them.

The reel ended with cheers. Mairi returned, flushed, pressing cider into his hand.

“Enjoying yourself?” she asked.

“I’m watching,” he said wryly.

Her gaze followed his toward Elspeth. For a moment her expression softened, then darkened.

“She hasn’t made it easy for herself coming back. Folk don’t forget.”

“Forget what?”

“That she left.”

Fraser frowned. In Inverness, people left and returned without comment. Here, nothing went unnoticed.

The music slowed to a waltz. To his surprise, Elspeth joined, paired with young Donald Mackie. The boy nearly crushed her toes, but she laughed, and for a heartbeat the tension eased. Yet Fraser saw the men’s eyes narrowing, women whispering. Hamish Kerr was at the bar, leaning on his stick, pipe unlit, gaze locked on Elspeth. Beside him, Angus Macrae stood rigid, jaw tight. Neither spoke. They didn’t need to.

The waltz ended. Cheers, clapping, chatter. But whispers threaded sharper than fiddle strings.

“She shouldn’t be here.”

“She’s harmless enough.”

“Harmless? She’s a Macrae.”

“No, Kerr blood in her eyes, I swear.”

Gossip, Fraser thought grimly, is sharper than any blade.

The air thickened with smoke and sweat as the night deepened. Couples slipped out for air, laughter muffled by the mist outside. Fraser stepped to the doorway himself. The fog pressed close, lanterns glimmering faint. Even though the loch hid from view, its damp breath kissed his skin. He thought of Hamish’s tales—the Water Bride, the lights—and shook them off.

Then he saw her—Elspeth—just beyond the lamplight, speaking with a man half-veiled by shadow. Her hand lifted, almost touching his sleeve, a plea in the gesture. The man shook his head and stepped back. Their voices were urgent but too low to catch.

The door burst open behind Fraser, laughter and music spilling out. He blinked—and when he looked back; the corner was empty.

Back inside, the ceilidh swirled on, loud and bright, but unease followed him like a second shadow. Later, when the hall thinned and villagers staggered home, the whispers had already twisted.

“She was arguing; I saw it plain.”

“With Angus Macrae?”

“No, with Iain Kerr.”

“Mark me, trouble’s coming.”

Fraser made notes in his head, though none yet touched paper. Still, he could not shake the image: Elspeth pale in the lamplight, lips moving on words the music had swallowed.

The ceilidh was meant to bind the village together. Instead, it had frayed the weave, old threads snapping loose.

By the time Fraser reached his lodgings, the echo of the fiddle still in his ears, he knew one thing with certainty: the storm had begun, though few yet felt the first drops of rain.
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Chapter 4
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The mist came early that evening, thick and heavy, rolling in from the water before the lamps were lit in the cottages. It slid between the houses and swallowed the cobbled lanes, muting footsteps, dampening the clang of the kirk bell, pressing against windows and doorframes like a living thing.

Elspeth Macrae walked alone, lantern raised, the circle of its light fragile against the gloom. The air smelled of peat smoke and wet heather, sharp in her throat. Damp strands of hair clung to her forehead; she brushed them away, lips pressed tight, jaw set, forcing herself to keep moving.

She had lingered too long at Mairi’s door, caught in half-promises of tomorrow’s breakfast, of errands to share. Now the lane was empty, the world shrunk to a halo of gold no wider than her lantern’s reach. The loch’s surface, somewhere beyond the mist, was invisible but not absent. Its silence pressed in, vast, patient, and watchful.

From an upper window, a villager glimpsed her. Just a faint shape, the hem of her coat, the glow of her lantern, the sway of her walk. And then—a darker, taller shape slipped beside her in the haze. The villager blinked, pressing closer to the glass, but the mist thickened. By the time he looked again, Elspeth’s light was already halfway down the lane, alone.

The loch stirred. On the pier, timbers creaked under a weight unseen. Elspeth set her lantern on the post and drew her scarf tighter, shoulders hunched against the chill. Her breath clouded the air, white and fragile. The water was invisible beneath the mist, yet its voice reached her—gentle at first, then insistent, lapping like something restless stirring below.

She leaned forward, eyes narrowing, lips parted as if to speak. A faint greenish-white glow shimmered offshore, shifting like a lantern half-drowned, pulsing with a rhythm that matched the quickening thump of her heart. She had seen it before on other nights, dismissing it as tricks of the light. Tonight, the pulse appeared stronger, deliberate.

Behind her, the shadow moved—or perhaps the mist itself reshaped. The scent of wet earth and iron rose in the fog, prickling her skin. Her hand tightened on the lantern handle, knuckles white.

“Who’s there?” she whispered, voice trembling, lips quivering.

No answer. Only the pier’s groaning beneath her feet, the water lapping insistently, a voice without form.

The glow flared brighter. The mist swirled around it, pulled toward its rhythm. Rings spread across the loch, widening and deepening, though no stone had fallen. The pier shuddered beneath her again, and her stomach knotted. Heart hammering, she saw the lantern flicker in her grip, light dancing across her wide, fearful eyes.

She lifted it higher, shoulders tensing, every nerve alert. The glow shifted closer, deliberate, a pulse in time with her own quickened breathing. The mist swallowed the far shore; village lights dissolved into smudges, as though the loch had drawn a curtain around the world. She was alone with it; with the water, the light, the weight pressing into her chest.

A dog barked somewhere beyond sight, short and startled. Elspeth’s lips parted, jaw tightening, a shiver crawling down her spine. She raised the lantern further, fragile defiance in the golden circle. One step forward. Another. The boards beneath her moaned in protest.

The glow danced, teasing. A shadow moved behind her again, taller, broader, impossible in form. The lantern illuminated a pale, unearthly face for a heartbeat—eyes dark and unblinking, expression unreadable. Elspeth gasped, a shudder racing through her shoulders, and spun—only to find nothing. The mist curled, breathing, relentless.

She paused at the edge, the loch yawning before her, water silver-grey, flat and vast. The glow hovered, waiting. Ripples spread outward, though no wind stirred.

Elspeth’s shoulders sagged; her hand fell from the lantern. She clutched the post, knuckles whitening, lips trembling. A whisper of wind caught the hem of her coat, and she shivered, aware that the mist had claimed the world for a while—leaving only her and the weight of what might have been, or what was still to come.

From the shore, a fisherman stumbling home through the mist thought he saw her figure at the pier’s end. Beside her, a second, indistinct shape, darker, taller, sure in its presence. He opened his mouth to call, but the mist seemed to steal his words. When he blinked, she was gone. Only the lantern remained, swinging faintly, dim but unextinguished.

The loch smoothed itself again. Ripples vanished as if they had never been. The glow offshore winked out. Silence deepened, heavier than before, until the night seemed to hold its own breath, waiting, patient, watching.

* * *
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By morning, the pier was empty. The lantern still hung where Elspeth had left it, glass beaded with condensation, the flame dead. Its metal frame glinted faintly in the weak light, as if holding its breath. The boards beneath bore no footprints, no scuff of hurried steps—nothing to mark her passage, no sign of struggle or hesitation.

The shingle was smooth, washed clean by tide and mist. The only evidence of the night was the damp scent of peat and iron in the air, clinging to the wooden posts, the ropes, the pier itself. A faint ripple ran across the loch, then stilled, leaving a mirror of silver-grey beneath the rising sun.

The mist lingered, curling low over the water, threading between the pier timbers and stretching toward the shore, heavy with secrets and unspoken warnings. It pressed against the cottages on the bank, sliding into chimneys, curling under doors, as though carrying the memory of what had occurred.

From the far side of the village, a fisherman stumbled along the shore, eyes narrowing at the sight. He squinted at the pier, rubbed his temple, and muttered under his breath. The lantern swung in the breeze, yet no one stood beneath it. His gaze flicked toward the loch—then back to the empty boards. A cold weight settled in his chest.

Word spread quickly, whispered along lanes and across rooftops. Doors opened a crack, faces peered out, eyes wide and fearful. Fiona Kerr was first to reach the pier, running, breath visible in the chilly morning air. She wrapped her shawl tightly around her shoulders, her fingers clenching the fabric until they whitened. She crouched, inspecting the boards, scanning the shingle, heart hammering, lips pressed in a thin line.

Nothing. No sign, no clue. Only the still loch and Elspeth Macrae’s hanging lantern.

Villagers gathered, faces pale, brows furrowed, lips tight with dread. One woman clutched her apron, eyes darting to every shadow along the shore. A man stood with arms crossed, jaw set, scanning the mist that lingered like a living thing above the water. Whispers rippled through the crowd.

“Gone,” someone said, voice small, trembling.

“Vanished,” another murmured, lips pressed together, eyes wide, scanning the pier as though she might suddenly step back into view.

Hamish Kerr arrived last, leaning on his walking stick, his face ashen beneath the brim of his cap. He approached slowly, head bowed, eyes shadowed with worry. He examined the lantern, then the empty pier, shaking his head in a slow, deliberate motion. No words passed at first—only a long breath, drawn through clenched teeth.

“She’s ... gone,” he finally muttered, almost to himself. His clouded eyes scanned the water, narrowing, searching. There was a tautness to his jaw, a hard line of disbelief.

The loch lay still, smooth as slate, reflecting the pale morning sky. The mist curled low over the water, hiding its depths, hiding whatever had taken her. The villagers exchanged anxious glances, faces pale, mouths open slightly in disbelief or fear. Some clenched fists; others pressed hands to their chests, as if holding themselves together against the weight of the unknown.

And then, someone whispered, barely audible, carried on the damp air:

“Gone ... like the others.”

Eyes shifted, faces hardened, suspicions stirred. Murmurs threaded through the crowd—stories of bargains, of the loch’s hunger, of old family feuds. Tension knotted across foreheads, lips pressed into tight, hard lines. Hands twisted in shawls, fingers clenched on coats, eyes scanned the horizon where silver-grey water met mist.

Elspeth Macrae was gone. Vanished without a trace!
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Chapter 5
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Mairi MacLeod rose before dawn the next day, as she always did. The small kitchen was dim, shadows pooling in corners and along the low beams, the lamp casting a thin, trembling glow across the worn table. Her hands moved with the precision of habit: kettle filled, porridge set to warm, bread sliced, butter cut into neat pats. Outside, the village stirred slowly awake. A cockerel crowed from the Mackie farm, and somewhere down the lane another answered, echoing across the mist that lay thick over the loch. Dampness clung to the air, curling along the cobbles, around the chimneys and into every doorway.
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