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A note on the cycle
These interludes are not intended as literal history, but as mythic echoes: fragments of omen, memory, and cultural afterimage woven through the making of Alba.
PROLOGUE
What the Stone Kept
A kingdom leaves more than one kind of ruin.
There are the halls a traveller can point to. The blackened beams. The church with grass growing where the altar stood. Then there are the losses for which no one thinks to raise a stone: a word no child is taught, a path no longer taken, an offering carried halfway up a hill and brought home again.
Above a crossing in the north stood a stone that had received such offerings for longer than anyone could reckon. A creature curled upon its face. Rain gathered in the carving and fell from it drop by drop, wearing away whatever certainty the carver’s hand had left.
People came to it with the things they could spare.
Bread, when there was bread.
A little salt. A clasp. The warmth of a hand before a journey.
What they wanted was harder to name. A son returned. A winter endured. Some sign that the world still recognised the bargain by which they had been living.
The stone gave no sign that could not also have been weather.
Still they came.
Below the hill, men were learning to speak of necessity. The word travelled well. It could enter a hall before the armed men and remain there after they had gone. In time, it would explain almost everything.
But at the hearth, someone still had to divide the last of the grain. Someone had to wrap what could be carried and decide what must be left. Someone had to answer a child who asked why the old name was no longer used.
These were small matters beside the making of a kingdom. Few found their way into the telling of it.
Yet a hand remembers the shape of work after the reason for it has been forgotten. A foot finds the old path in darkness. Beneath a newer prayer, the mouth sometimes begins another.
What follows survives in such fragments.
Ten brief turnings toward the hill, while the world below it changes.
The rain enters the carved mouth.
For a moment, before it falls, the stone holds it.
I
The Stone Before Names
[image: The Stone Before Names: pen-and-ink vignette.]Before kings, the stone.
Before banners, before saints’ bones, before the first man decided the hill was his because he had buried enough sons beneath it, the stone stood above the crossing with rain in its carved mouth.
Later, people named the thing upon it a beast.
They called it fish, hound, horse, demon, omen. They turned it in their tongues like a bone they could not crack. It accepted every name and corrected none.
The first people to touch it are forgotten now. That is how old it was.
The painted people came later and believed, as all peoples do, that they had arrived in the middle of the story rather than near its end. They left bread, blood, milk, bronze, and the warmth of their palms against the wet flank. They asked for nothing aloud. Wise people rarely do before old things.
The stone remembered them.
It remembered their hill-names, river-names, war-names. It remembered the children who ran around it laughing and the widows who climbed to it after dark when laughter had become too expensive.
By the time the priests arrived to call it a remnant, the stone had already outlived more gods than the priests knew how to count.
II
The Lamb with the Curled Brow
[image: The Lamb with the Curled Brow: pen-and-ink vignette.]The lamb was born in thaw-time, slick and shivering, with a black curl of wool on its brow shaped like the crest of the carved beast above the river.
Old Mòr saw it and said it should be drowned before nightfall.
The priest rebuked her.
The shepherd’s wife turned the lamb toward the hearth and wrapped it in wool. “God does not mark what He means to keep,” she said, though her voice held no conviction.
By morning the lamb was dead.
Not eaten. Not dragged off. Simply opened at the belly and left where it had slept, the straw black beneath it.
The priest said fox.
Old Mòr spat into the ashes.
“Foxes are thieves,” she said. “This was an answer.”
No one asked to what.
That evening, though no feast-day called for it, three women climbed the hill with oat cakes and laid them at the foot of the stone. None admitted to doing so. Each claimed later she had gone only for air, or for prayer, or because sleep had been difficult.
The next morning the cakes were gone.
After that, people began to watch the sky more carefully than before.
III
The Ravens Faced Inland
[image: The Ravens Faced Inland: pen-and-ink vignette.]Ravens had always belonged to the edges of battle, but that year they gathered where no battle had yet been fought.
They lined the inland roads.
They settled in birches above the fords.
They watched the smoke-holes of halls with an attention so fixed it made men lower their voices for no reason they could explain.
“The dead are coming home backwards,” said Old Mòr.
The priest told her not to speak nonsense. He was a good man, but good men often mistake unbelief for strength.
Two weeks later the riders came out of the north.
Their horses were white with foam. Their mouths were full of kings. Dead kings. Broken kings. Kings whose blood had frozen into the roots of Fortriu while the sea-wolves screamed over them like gulls over a tide-line of meat.
After that, no one mocked Mòr.
The ravens remained all through spring, their beaks still turned east, as if waiting for something larger than ruin, something not yet born but already feeding.
Children threw stones at them once or twice. The stones always missed.
That summer, when men began arguing succession more fiercely than survival, the birds only drew closer.
IV
The Hall of Winter Counting
[image: The Hall of Winter Counting: pen-and-ink vignette.]That winter the hall stopped being a place of boasting.
It became a place of counting.
Not songs.
Not cattle.
Not guest-gifts.
Men.
Spears.
Sacks of grain.
Which cousins had horses.
Which brothers had sons.
Which households had salt enough to last if the roads closed.
Which widows might need folding into another hearth before hunger made the choice crueler.
The women counted too, though men pretended not to see it. Women always count the things men forget matter: wax, wool, teeth in a child’s fevered mouth, how many hands are left to bring in the peat, whether grief has made a good worker foolish.
At the center of the hall, Ciniod’s mother turned a bronze ring round and round her finger until the skin beneath it darkened.
“What happens now?” he asked.
She looked at the hearth, then at the roof-beams, as if the question might belong better to smoke or timber than to human speech.
“What always happens,” she said. “The living crawl toward whatever shape lets them remain among the living.”
Outside, frost silvered the fields.
Above the crossing, the stone stood black against the moon.
No one climbed the hill that night.
Some feared the thing carved there. Others feared what it might fail to say.
V
Oat Cakes at Dusk
[image: Oat Cakes at Dusk: pen-and-ink vignette.]They told Mòr to stop leaving offerings at the stone.
First the priest told her gently, because he still believed gentleness had authority.
Then her sons told her harshly, because sons fear public shame more than private terror.
Then the neighbors told her with that careful, sidelong pity people reserve for those who have become either holy or ridiculous.
Still she climbed at dusk with oat cakes wrapped in wool.
Sometimes salt.
Once a strip of blue cloth.
Once the brass clasp from her dead husband’s cloak.
“Why?” Ciniod asked her when he was still young enough to think reasons ruled the world.
Mòr adjusted the basket on her arm and did not slow her climb.
“Because the tongue forgets faster than the hands.”
That was all.
She laid the cakes in the grass and never looked fully at the beast’s face after sunset. Not because she feared it would move.
Because she feared it would not.
One evening she found the cakes from the night before untouched and hard with frost.
That frightened her more than if they had vanished.
A hungry thing can be placated.
A thing with no hunger at all belongs to older laws.
The next week the first monastery on the coast burned.
VI
The Sea Learned the Roads
[image: The Sea Learned the Roads: pen-and-ink vignette.]At first the sea had seemed simple.
It gave fish.
It gave storms.
It gave strangers now and then, lean traders with amber or iron or lies.
Then it changed its mind.
Black hulls cut the water like broken fingernails. Oars rose and fell. Fire came ashore in human hands. Shrines cracked open. Bells were stolen for metal. Men who had once called the sea a boundary learned that it was a road, and roads can be used by anything with hunger enough.
The worst part was not the burning.
Fire is honest.
It was the knowledge that nowhere along the coast was truly edge anymore. The world had opened in the wrong direction. Distance had failed them.
A blind monk who fled inland from the islands said, “Even God has moved east.”
No one contradicted him, because contradiction requires confidence, and confidence had already gone out with the tide.
That autumn, when the air turned sharp, the people on the hill above the river began listening for waves in places where no water lay.
The carved beast drank rain and kept its counsel.
Below, men spoke more often now of lineages, claimants, rights of blood.
The ships had opened the wound.
The cousins were already probing it with their fingers.
VII
The Cousins Came Worse Than Wolves
[image: The Cousins Came Worse Than Wolves: pen-and-ink vignette.]Wolves kill what they can catch.
Cousins kill what is left to inherit.
After the north broke, the land filled with men who had discovered grandmothers. Men who remembered, at remarkable convenience, which marriage joined their blood to a dead house. Men who had once been content with three valleys and a hill-fort now spoke of destiny as though destiny were a cow that had wandered accidentally into their byre.
They arrived with banners, witnesses, clerks, and sharpened genealogies.
They said law.
They meant appetite.
They said order.
They meant opportunity.
Even those who hated them understood the temptation. When a kingdom loses its head, every smaller bone imagines itself the spine.
Ciniod listened to them in hall after hall and thought that sea-wolves were easier to understand. Raiders take your silver and your sons. Claimants take your future and make you thank them for preserving it.
That winter the ravens grew so fat they struggled to lift from the fields.
Above the ford, the stone watched brothers quarrel in the language of inheritance while smoke rose from the coast.
The painted people were not dying in one blow.
They were fraying.
And fraying, the stone knew, is harder to mourn because it takes longer to notice.
VIII
The Bones of Saints Go East
[image: The Bones of Saints Go East: pen-and-ink vignette.]They travelled under guard.
That was the thing no child had been taught to expect.
Relics were meant to shine in stories. To cure fevers. To outstare storms. To make kings tremble and barren women hope. But now the bones of holy men went east in wool and wood, ringed with spear-points, carried inland before the next wave of northern fire could crack their shrines open.
The monks did not sing as they walked.
Their silence was the loudest thing on the road.
A woman standing with her daughter by the ditch asked one of them where the relics were bound.
The monk answered, “Where the world is moving.”
The words struck harder than any sermon.
It was not merely the saints that were being moved. It was the center. The weight. The place toward which power leaned when the land no longer knew what it was called.
The old carved stones remained in their fields.
The rivers remained in their cuts.
The dead remained in the earth that knew them.
But meaning was being packed into boxes and sent eastward under armed men.
Years later, the daughter remembered only that: bones of saints going east while the stones kept still, and how stillness had seemed, for one terrible moment, like a greater power than holiness.
IX
The King from the West
[image: The King from the West: pen-and-ink vignette.]He came not as fire but as weather.
That was why he frightened them.
Men know how to hate a raider. Men know how to curse a butcher. But a patient king who understands memory, blood, law, and exhaustion is a subtler calamity. He does not smash the old frame if he can wear it. He does not silence every name if he can teach people to use it on his behalf.
He knew which dead kings to honour aloud.
Which old rights to repeat.
Which churches to shelter.
Which marriages to make.
Which rivals must disappear in darkness before dawn found its courage.
He spoke of endurance instead of conquest.
That made men trust him more than they should have.
The hall whispered his name with suspicion, with gratitude, with dread, with the ugly relief of those who know chaos cannot be survived forever without becoming prey to order.
Ciniod saw him once and thought: not wolf. Not saint. Not saviour.
Locksmith.
A man fitting himself carefully into a broken mechanism until the mechanism forgot his hands were not its own.
Years later people would argue over whether he had united, stolen, inherited, or transformed.
The stone above the crossing would have called it something simpler.
Occupation by memory.
X
Under Newer Names
[image: Under Newer Names: pen-and-ink vignette.]They were never buried properly.
That was the cruelness of it.
The painted people remained in the fields, in the riverlands, in the kin-lines and weathered faces of those who endured. They ploughed. Married. Buried fathers. Counted cattle. Watched rain move over the same ridges their mothers had watched.
Only the naming changed.
First in halls, where change always arrives wearing silk or iron.
Then in prayer.
Then in law.
Then in the mouths of children too young to know what had been surrendered for their peace.
Alba, they said.
Some with pride.
Some with grief.
Some because a kingdom must still count granaries and settle quarrels no matter whose language has claimed the ledger.
An old man climbed the hill one evening with two worlds in him: one in his bones, one in his mouth.
He laid his hand against the carved beast and whispered, “Do you remember us?”
The stone remembered him as a child.
His mother’s ring.
The year the north broke.
The first black sail.
The first time he heard the new name and did not spit it into the dirt.
It remembered all of them.
But stone is older than pity.
It gave him only cold.
Below, the kingdom endured beneath its newer name.
Above, the beast kept the older one.
And between them, beneath prayer and crown and chronicler’s lie, the painted people were not gone.
Only driven deeper.
Only sleeping where memory still has teeth.
About the Author
[image: Portrait of Kate Thornton]Kate Thornton grew up in Toronto, Ontario, and has travelled extensively throughout the United Kingdom. Those travels helped inspire her choice to explore the beginnings of Scotland through fiction.
Stone and Ash forms part of The Creation of Alba, a much larger writing project she is currently developing. These ten interlinked flash fiction pieces offer glimpses into that wider world, exploring memory, belonging, and the human cost of a kingdom’s making.

A kingdom takes a newer name.
The stone keeps the older one.
Above a northern crossing, a carved beast watches a world come apart. Ravens turn inland. Black sails appear on the coast. Saints travel under guard, while hungry cousins sharpen their claims to a broken kingdom.
At the hearth and on the hillside, people go on counting grain, leaving offerings, and teaching children the names they know. Survival asks its price in small things, surrendered one by one.
In ten linked flash interludes, Kate Thornton evokes the making of Alba through omen, ritual, and lives caught in the passage between worlds. Spare and haunting, Stone and Ash asks what endures when a people’s name begins to disappear.
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