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Prologue


SUMMER 1939



The village of Heritage had been nestled on the southern edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains ever since settlers first made their homes across North Carolina. Looking to live in the solitude and peace of the Appalachians, they were uncaring about the indigenous land they stole, and despite battles, Heritage remained. With a population of fewer than a hundred souls, its community lived off the grid. Its fields yielded an abundance of crops: apples, peaches, and a variety of berries, all of which thrived in rich soil. Every season was marked by the rhythm of planting, growing, and harvesting. The village drew its water from clear springs, as the people passed their skills of hunting, fishing, and foraging down through the generations, ensuring no one went hungry. It was a place of the old ways, respecting the mountain they lived on. The high rocks sheltered the village from the world beyond.

“Freakin’ yokels,” Henry Sawyer grumbled as he got into his rusted pickup, slamming the door behind him.

Having had no choice but to stop in this small village to ask for directions, he had been met with only vacant, unhelpful stares.

“They say where it is, boss?” a young voice from the driver’s seat asked.

Sawyer turned to Ed Oswald, the newest mining crew member, who sat fresh-faced and smiling behind the steering wheel. Sawyer hated that he had to travel with this kid and resented his perpetual joy—a trait he wished he could punch right out of him.

“Kid,” Sawyer said, “does my face look like I got the news I wanted? Am I smilin’? Do I look happy to you?”

Ed, barely nineteen, shrugged. “You look like you normally do, boss.” He gulped. “I… I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile, if I’m speakin’ plainly.”

Unable to contain a sudden grin, Sawyer’s rough beard parted, revealing a set of browning teeth behind cracked lips. “Well, you got me there. Let’s just continue up the track a way. Gotta be along here somewhere.”

“They didn’t help us to the caves at all?”

 “Nope.” Sawyer shook his head. “And I told you already, stop callin’ ’em caves. They’re pits. Miners call ’em pits.”

“Sorry, boss, I forgot.”

The ride up the rocky track was precarious and slow going. Tools in the flatbed rattled loudly. Pickaxes, shovels, pans, hand-crank drills, sledgehammers, oil lamps, and a box of dynamite clanked and banged against the suspension of the old pickup.

As he drove, Ed didn’t say a word and just stared ahead with immense concentration etched on his face. Not only desperate to get them there in one piece—if they could ever find it—he also wanted to impress Sawyer. He needed to keep this job.

Ed’s uncle—one of the crew they were on their way to find—had vouched for his nephew to the company as a great driver and a hard worker. Something Ed knew was a big chance for him to be given. His uncle’s reputation was in Ed’s hands, and how he did was up to Sawyer.

Money was tight for Ed, of course. His family needed it. Since his father passed, Ed had been the sole breadwinner for his sisters and mother. He had to step up, and this job promised more income than he could have got lugging coal or rolling paper at the mill. No, this was a chance he wouldn’t give up, nor one he would fail at. Too much was riding on it.

Sawyer, on the other hand, had no one to support, no family except the men on his crew, the men he knew and trusted. But he resented being stuck as the mentor to anyone this young. Not because he was a mean person, but because he had seen how new workers could end up. No matter how you teach someone to tie the rope or hold the pick, all new crew members were accident magnets.

Before Ed, in the last year alone, three new crewmen had been hired. Three young, happy, eager annoyances that all ended up the same: injured and having to quit. Mining wasn’t a safe job, especially when mining old, uncharted underground systems. But no matter what, each new job started with a new man waiting to be mentored, and it was Sawyer’s turn to teach him what to do so he didn’t get killed.

After an hour of slow driving, as the winding dirt track snaked up even higher, they reached a plateau as the track veered left into a large swathe of woodland.

“We’ll go as far as we can here or just make camp and walk it,” Sawyer said. He glanced at the sun that had begun its descent towards the horizon. “Won’t make it back down in the dark.”

“Hey, look!” Ed pointed ahead of them.

Up ahead, the tree line parted, and a makeshift campsite emerged from between the trees. Three other rusted pickups had been parked on one side.

“Well, halle-fuckin’-lujah,” Sawyer said.

The pickup rolled to a stop beside a small cluster of two-man tents sitting around a used firepit.

As Sawyer got out of the truck, he surveyed the site with a sense of unease. “Check those tents. I’ll start unloadin’.”

After closing the driver’s door quietly, Ed obediently walked over to the tents. At each one, he unbuttoned the flaps and peered inside, expecting to find the crew asleep. But he found only empty cots.

As Sawyer carried a crate of pans from his pickup to where other tools had been left, he noticed the burnt-out fire in the centre of the camp. He moved over to it, crouched, then held his hand over the blackened wood. His weathered face creased with concern; the fire had been out for some time.

“This ain’t right,” he muttered, scanning the area.

“Nothin’ in the tents over here,” Ed said, walking to Sawyer. “Ya think they gotta be off down the pit?”

“Not now, no.” Sawyer scrunched his brows. “We all start early and always end early. Always. No exceptions.”

“How come?” Ed asked. “Not like you can see the daylight down there.”

“’Cos pits change at night,” Sawyer explained matter-of-factly. “Dunno how, but they always do. Like the dark outside brings new dangers down there. No digger stays past sundown. It’s unspoken but always followed.”

“Unless they found something good, I guess?” Ed added, hopeful.

Sawyer sighed. “Sure, I guess,” he said, though he didn’t believe a word.

In all his years as a digger for the Eastern Mining Corporation, he had never seen a big find on any of their scouting trips. Their job was to go around the country, finding cave systems that may still have some remnants of gold in them. And if they had them, they would call it in for a proper digging excavation.

The only issue was that most underground systems had been stripped bare decades before.

Finding a brand-new cave was rare. Finding one with an abundance of riches inside was even rarer. The most they could hope to find were small nuggets of gold they could excavate and bring in themselves. But these caves, though unofficially charted, must have been dug out.

As a crew, they had been scout-mining over the Appalachians for nearly a year. Each cave they were sent to was allegedly untapped. But every time, it had been stripped clean long ago. And this was the last section of caves they’d been hired to check out. For the whole year, the sum of their efforts was collapsed tunnels and broken bones. There was no gold. Just weakened caves that required extra care to traverse.

“What do we do now?” Ed asked.

“We wait.”

*  *  *

The night brought with it a cold that made sleep difficult for Ed. With Sawyer in his tent, snoring loudly, Ed woke up after hours of frozen restlessness and decided to sit by the campfire.

None of their crew had returned in the hours since they made camp, and despite Sawyer’s gruff insistence that all would be fine, Ed was still very worried. Intuition scraped his mind that something had gone wrong.

In the tent, still dressed in his dirty overalls, Sawyer was dreaming of what he always dreamt of: mining. It’s all he knew and all he ever did. That, and drinking. He had no time for love, or travel, or family. He was content to dig until the day he keeled over dead. But tonight, his dreams were ripped away as a shattering cry ricocheted from outside.

“Help!” Ed screamed from the far side of the camp.

Sawyer lurched upward, violently awoken. Scrambling out of the tent, he struggled to focus in the darkness. As he tried to discern where the scream had come from, Ed appeared by the tree line holding a lit lantern.

“I need help!”

Rushing over, Sawyer saw what had caused Ed to yell out. A man was slumped against a tree, broken, coughing up blood as he tried to breathe.

This man, dressed in torn overalls, was caked in blood, mud, and filth. His skin was stained by a murky redness. Ragged wounds marred his body—and deep gashes that oozed almost-black in a slow, pulsing rhythm. His breathing was shallow and hitched. His wide eyes were pale, terrified, catatonic, staring ahead at nothing, glazed over with shock.

Despite the state of this man, Sawyer recognised him easily. Chuck Barnecki. The crew’s pit leader.

“Chuck, what happened?” Sawyer said, and his voice shook as he crouched beside the man. “Where’s everyone?”

Ed couldn’t contain his panicked tears. He had never seen injuries like this.

“Chuck!” Sawyer screamed louder.

But still no reply.

He noticed the gouge across the man’s stomach, a wound so large and deep he could see his glistening intestines poking out.

Before anyone could retch at the grotesque sight, before anyone could run to find some help in the small village down the mountain, before Sawyer could reassure Ed that everything would be okay, Chuck spoke his final words.

“I left ’em down there,” he spluttered as his face contorted in torment. “God forgive me. I left ’em. They screamed. They screamed so loud.”

The light in Chuck’s eyes flickered as he took his last ragged breath.

Sawyer stared down at his lifeless body.

“No, no, no,” Ed wailed. “This can’t be happening.”

Sawyer couldn’t allow Ed to be consumed by his fear. He had to find his crew, and he needed Ed’s help to do it.

*  *  *

Following a blood trail that Chuck had left in his injured wake, the search for the pit proved easy. A hundred yards from the campsite, a large hole opened wide at the base of a high rock face, giving way to a dark cave system below.

A series of ropes crawled out from the darkness and led to a set of iron pitons that had been hammered into the dirt. Each rope that trailed downward had been knotted around its own piton.

Ed stood behind Sawyer, barely able to talk. Images of Chuck spun in his head like a nightmarish carousel.

Sawyer stared down at the ropes with grim resolve. Carrying his hard hat in one hand, a pickaxe in the other, and a lit oil lamp hanging from his belt, he spoke without turning to Ed. “You wanna help your uncle, right? No time to cry or be scared. You got me? Especially down there. That asshole, Chuck, must’ve left them trapped.” He gritted his teeth. “We never leave anyone. Ever.”

“But what did that to him?” Ed bawled, unable to control his emotions. “His belly… It was—”

“I told you pits ain’t good after sundown.”

He stepped forward, the cave’s entrance opening in front of him. He knew full well that night was still very much upon them, and that any danger he spoke of was still very much present.

“If ya finished your tears, grab any rope ya want,” Sawyer said, motioning to the ones fixed to the pitons. “You know what to do… you’ve done it before. And don’t think of Chuck. Just think of your uncle waitin’ for us down there. How happy he’ll be that we came after him.”

*  *  *

It was the smell that hit them first: a mix of decay, damp earth, and something more pungent. Something that clawed at their instincts, telling them to turn and run. But Sawyer, wearing his miner’s helmet—complete with his name painted in large black letters on the front—ignored the smell, tightened his grip on the rope, and descended into the void. The oil lamp attached to his belt swung with each movement, its beam doing little to break through the gloom.

Ed descended slowly on the left just behind Sawyer. His hands trembled as he used all his strength to hold his weight. His helmet—also with his name painted on the front—was slightly too big for his head, and it moved about precariously.

The coil of rope Sawyer had made him carry over his shoulder dug into his neck and restricted his movement, but he was happy not to be the one carrying the heavy pickaxe. The lower he went, the more Ed tried to control his breathing. Fear spiked his breath with every exhalation as every fibre of his being screamed at him to run.

He just wanted to go home, but he had no choice, and his uncle could be in danger.

The air around them grew colder the deeper they descended, and the ambient hum of nature became more and more distant, replaced by a hollow echo of emptiness.

The rope ran out just as Sawyer hit the floor, and a crunch came from under his boot. The moonlight barely touched them, but as he angled his oil lamp down, its glare exposed the small remains of animals strewn across the rocky surface.

He grabbed the large pickaxe from his belt and white-knuckled it.

“Fast and quiet,” Sawyer said in a low rasp, once Ed reached the end of the rope beside him. “We find ’em and get the hell out, get me?”

Ed nodded. He straightened his hat, then adjusted the oil lamp on his belt. His pulse pounded with a rising panic and the rope slung over his shoulder felt heavier.

They moved cautiously through the small chamber, Sawyer in the lead. Ahead of them, the tunnel quickly narrowed into a jagged crevice, so much so that they had to duck through. The low ceiling scraped their backs.

Each sound made Ed pause. Every drip. Every crack. The deeper they travelled, the more noises they heard. His mind spun with all the possibilities of what lay ahead. For Sawyer, though, he knew that pits made all manner of noises. He had heard rocks groan and water cry. None of it fazed him, not anymore.

But the shuffling, wet scraping, like something dragged across the stones, made him freeze in his tracks. A sound directly ahead of them he had not heard before.

“What was that?” Ed whispered, voice barely audible.

“Shh,” Sawyer hissed, his eyes scanning the weakly illuminated passage ahead.

After a few seconds the noise stopped, leaving only their heavy breathing and distantly dripping water.

Sawyer dismissed the sound and took a cautious step forward, testing each rock beneath his feet before shifting his weight. Ed followed, his heart pounding like a sledgehammer.

Then they came upon it—a deeper cavern. The tunnel in front of them opened, revealing a large domed space, the ceiling of which was lost in the shadows above. The walls around them were slick with moisture and shimmered in the light.

The air here was thicker and more difficult to breathe. Every inhale left a tangy, coppery taste in both of their mouths.

Still leading, aiming his lantern ahead, Sawyer crossed the cavern. Approaching the centre of it, he looked down, his oil lamp illuminating a yawning black void in front of them.

Frayed ends of ropes had been spiked at the edge of the hole with pitons, just like up on the surface, and each trailed down into the murkiness below.

“There,” Sawyer said, pointing out the ropes to Ed.

But before they could follow their crew, a low, guttural growl reverberated behind them.

Sawyer froze, his hand tightening around his pickaxe. He forced himself to breathe steadily, keeping his eyes locked on the darkness ahead. This was more than just a normal sound from a pit. With a finger to his lips, he motioned for Ed to stay quiet, the urgency in his gesture unmistakable.

But there was no time to do anything else.

Out of the darkness, something barrelled towards them with terrifying speed. Sawyer barely had time to register the movement before an immense force slammed into his chest, sending him backwards. The oil lamp slipped from his belt and clattered to the ground, its light flickering wildly before it died out.

The ground gave way beneath him as he tumbled backwards down into the hole, plummeting at full speed, the world spinning around him in a disorienting blur.

Sawyer’s agonised scream was so loud he could not hear Ed’s from above.

His body clipped the rocky wall again with a sickening crunch, the impact knocking the wind out of him. He tumbled and tumbled, then slammed into his landing. A squelch echoed in the pitch black as bones shattered. Blood burst from his mouth, forcing him to choke as his body flooded with agony.

Where he landed was consumed by a dense, inky darkness, along with pungent rot. It was so overpowering it filled the cavern like a thick, vomitus fog. It was so awful that Sawyer could barely stop himself from retching through the blood that choked his windpipe.

He tried to move, but every attempt he made sent fresh waves of pain through his broken body. He could feel his strength ebbing away as fast as his consciousness faded.

Desperately, he reached out with one trembling hand, searching for anything solid in this darkness. Something to hold on to. Instead, his fingers brushed against something cold and wet—something fleshy that lay beneath him. Panic surged through him as he realised he hadn’t collided with rock or earth. He had landed on something dead. Something freshly dead.

A growl echoed off the far wall. One that grew louder, closer. The air around him seemed to vibrate with this sickening, primal noise, drowning out his pained gurgles.

His heart pounded erratically, the pain in his chest becoming unbearable, but he still fought to stay conscious. He had to survive. He had to escape. But here and now, he could not do a thing except lie in a heap, broken and fading.

The last thing he heard before the darkness swallowed him whole was a terrifying, monstrous shriek directly over him as a clawed hand dug into his chest.







Chapter 1


THE END



“Lean in!” Juno Kaplan yelped as the Hypalon raft crested above the colliding waters of the River Tay rapids. She clutched the nearest grip as the raft’s snubbed nose lifted and the icy torrent beneath catapulted the raft into the air. It crashed back down on the whitewater with a raucous splash, and Juno whooped.

Behind her, gripping their oars firmly, Sarah Carter and Beth O’Brien did not feel as victoriously feral as Juno. They were both leaning into the middle of the raft, ensuring they wouldn’t capsize as they bounded over the wash.

They wore bright yellow lifejackets and crash helmets securely strapped to their heads as they traversed the last legs of the tumultuous river.

“Forward!” Juno screamed, grabbing her oar and beginning to row.

On this command, Sarah and Beth leaned back out over the side of the raft and rowed in sync.

“Drop!” Juno yelled as she glanced back at her friends. “Isn’t this freaking awesome?!”

Her American drawl never failed to make Beth smirk. As the only American in the friend group, Juno often amused her British friends with her pronunciation and quirky Americanisms, and this latest exclamation was no different.

“It’s totally tubular!” Juno added as she fist-pumped the air, oar in hand.

“Cowabunga, dude!” Beth shouted in reply, a wide Cheshire cat grin plastered over her face. Her RP accent made her words sound intentionally ridiculous.

Sarah just shook her head and held on to her grip as the raft edged up on one side, then fell again.

As the water dropped away, the boat lurched forward and it fell four feet to the water below. They moved at speed downstream as the waters grew more and more violent around them.

“Stay alert,” Juno shouted, loving her leadership role. “Gonna get a bit wilder from here on.”

Sarah stared at Beth, wide-eyed and confused. Wilder? she thought. How could it get wilder?

The choppy waters tossed them about to and fro. Their bodies were yanked hard. Like rag dolls, they fell up and down, side to side, holding on to their grips for dear life.

The current dragged the raft at a furious pace. When they did not need to hold on, each worked their oars together, guided by Juno’s commands.

“Left back,” “High side,” “Lean in.” No matter what was called back, Sarah and Beth followed.

They may have looked less than enthusiastic about what they were doing, but that was only in comparison to Juno’s ebullience and overexcitement. Sarah and Beth loved this. They just had a hard time concealing their fear on this wild ride.

The waters churned and twisted them along. When the spume occasionally cleared, they could see the bottom through clear water. Large boulders lurked beneath the surface, each looking as if it were lying in wait to snag flesh or break bones. That is what Sarah thought to herself as she glanced over the side between her frantic oaring. These morbid thoughts were soon dragged away as she heard the sudden song.

“Come all ye young fellows who follow the sea,” Beth sang at the top of her lungs, barely audible over the roar of the water. “Wey hey, blow the man down.” She glanced at Sarah. “Come on. And pray, pay attention and listen to me.”

“Give me some time to blow the man down,” Sarah belted.

They merrily shouted this song as they rowed the rough waters ahead. Juno, though, was silent. Her excitement was dulled by the exclusion. She did not know that song and felt like a third wheel between Beth and Sarah, which was not anything new. Being the only American in the group often caused her to feel alienated, which she understood and never blamed anyone for but always tried to make up for.

As their song ended, Juno leapt at the chance. “Row, row, row your boat. Gently down the stream.” She turned as she sang loudly to her friends.

“Yes!” Beth shouted back. “Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily. Life is but a dream.”

The three screaming this nursery rhyme was secondary to the bellowing roar of the river. The crashing and smashing waves violently exploded into each other, soaking them and the raft as they rowed over it.

Between the gusting wind that pushed them at an incredible pace and the relentless current that dragged them along, the raft careened round the twists of the river with little control as it entered the lower course.

As they floated onward, the rocks on either side of the riverbank loomed high, cutting out any battling autumnal winds. Within a few moments, they had gone from hurtling over a cacophony of waves to drifting on peaceful ripples of shallow waters.

They could not help but burst out laughing, their song giving way to giggles.

Sarah gripped her oar, basking in her adrenaline-fuelled glow. They all did, feeling like they’d just won a battle as dopamine rushed through them.

Juno had the largest grin of all, naturally, and she turned to Sarah and Beth while barely holding in her exhilaration. “You think it’s over, don’t you?”

“It isn’t?” Beth asked as her smile faltered.

Juno nodded ahead of them. “Calm before the storm, babe!”

Sarah peered ahead, and just beyond this stretch of river, the waters grew choppy again. The noise was even more turbulent than before. “What is that?!” she shouted to Juno.

“That,” Juno replied in a raised voice, “that is the meat grinder!”

Beth could not hold in her laughter. “Who names it that?”

“We can quit now if you want,” Juno added. “It’s the last part, but it’s the most dangerous and the most fun. Trust me.”

All three began to backpedal to slow the raft down.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for this yet,” Sarah called out as she felt a strong urge to quit. “Bit above my skill set.”

Not giving them much more time to think, the strong current tugged them along harder and harder.

“Well?” Juno asked as the thunderous noise ahead heightened. “Last chance.”

Sarah peered farther downstream and could make out figures standing on rocks just beyond the rough waters.

“They’re watching you, Sarah,” Juno said as she also noticed them. “Let’s make ’em proud, eh?”

Even though she could not see their features, Sarah knew it was Paul. Her husband. Her perfect husband. And Jessica. Her daughter. Her perfect daughter. Never an argument between them. Never a harsh word was spoken from their lips. She often felt that her life was too ideal to be real.

“Sarah!” Beth shouted, grabbing her attention. “Whad’ya say?”

Juno turned expectantly to them.

“Fuck it!” Sarah said with a sudden bravado. “Let’s do this!”

*  *  *

On a large flat rock overlooking the end section of the rapids, in front of the steps leading down to the car park, Paul Carter crouched next to his five-year-old daughter, Jessica. Both were wrapped up in padded coats, woollen hats, and thick gloves. Though not winter, the chill was biting.

“Here comes Mummy,” he said as he wrapped one arm around his daughter.

“Is that her there?” Jessica asked, pointing at the furthest point of the rapids.

“Yes, can you see her? She’s the one at the back on the boat on the left-hand side.”

Jessica jumped on the spot. “I can see her! It’s Mummy!”

*  *  *

“Ladies,” Juno said, “remember to hold tight and keep rowing, no matter what. Even if you feel like it’s not doing nothing!”

“Alright?” Beth looked at Sarah.

“Alright!” Sarah replied, determined.

“All-fucking-right!” Juno repeated. “Come on now, row!”

All three quickly thrust their oars into the water and began to row the raft towards the edge, across the point of no return.

The current pulled hard at the raft. With a stomach-churning yank, they were dragged over the edge and into the fray.

There was no more controlling their fate. They were, at the behest of nature, just witnesses to the river’s incredible power.

With one hand on a grip, Juno screamed for joy.

Sarah and Beth were both the same as they held on to their grips for dear life.

The crashing water threw them every which way as the boat seemed to twist beneath them, bouncing off rocks on their way down.

“Mummy, Mummy,” Jessica cried out in happiness as she saw the raft enter the calm waters at the base of this “meat grinder”.

All three on the raft held the same wide-eyed expression. Relief, excitement, hyper-focus, and joy collided to render them temporarily speechless.

Eventually, Juno giggled. “Wanna do it again?”

No one answered, but Beth just shook her head with a smile as they drifted across the calm basin.

“Mummy,” Jessica cried out again.

Sarah smiled as she waved at her family, and all three in the raft began to paddle towards the shore.

“You did it!” Paul called out. “You did it!”

Juno, glowing with the thrill of it all, glanced back at Sarah. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she said. “Admit it—I was right! This was awesome and not hard at all?”

“Piece of piss,” Beth added.

Sarah burst into a sudden laugh. Even though this was an established course, a place where few were ever seriously injured, it still made her glad to be alive.

Juno had been right. This was fun. This was needed.

As the raft hit the riverbank, Juno stood and waved to Paul and Jessica.

“Shall we?” Beth asked Sarah in a whisper, nodding to Juno as she carefully got to her feet.

Sarah smiled with mischievous glee.

Trying not to lose their balance—but more importantly, trying not to alert Juno—both moved closer to the head of the raft.

Juno, meanwhile, was busy clowning around for Jessica’s sake, standing on one foot to mock a ballerina pose and sticking her tongue out. She yelped in surprise as her friends pushed her over the side, and she fell headfirst into the shallow waters with a massive splash.

“You assholes!” she shouted.

Beth, Juno, and Paul could not help but laugh.

Jessica just looked up at her dad. “What’s an assow?”

“It’s a Mummy-and-Daddy word,” Paul said, still laughing.

As Sarah stepped off the raft, Jessica ran over and threw her arms around her.

“Jessie-bear, are you proud of your mummy?” Sarah asked, kissing her daughter on the head.

Jessica just replied with a tighter hug.

Paul, meanwhile, walked over to the shoreline and offered a hand to Juno, who was still in the water, looking annoyed.

With a thankful nod, she reached out and grabbed Paul’s hand. As she did, a pendant fell from around her neck and onto her exposed cleavage.

Paul glanced down at the shiny metal resting on her wet olive skin and could not hide his smile. Juno noticed the gaze, and with a brazenly seductive smirk, she tucked the pendant back into her vest.

As she dragged the raft onto the shore nearby, Beth could not help but notice their interaction.

Sarah, meanwhile, was busy looking up at the dark-grey clouds crawling overhead. “We’re lucky we booked the early slot today. Looks like it’s going to bucket it down, doesn’t—”

A thunderous rumble sounded above them, and rain suddenly erupted from the sky in a torrent.

“You think it’s gonna rain?” Juno asked her with a smile.

Jessica giggled as her father walked over to her.

“Jess,” he said, holding his hand out, “come on, you’re getting soaked. Let’s get to the car.”

“Where are you parked?” Sarah asked.

“Just down here.” Paul held Jessica’s hand and turned down the steps leading to the car park.

“I’ll be there in a bit. Just gonna help with the raft,” Sarah added.

“Why don’t you just go on ahead?” Juno said. “Beth and I got this.”

“You sure?” Sarah asked as she unstrapped her helmet, allowing her long blonde hair to fall and hit her shoulders.

“Yeah, we can finish up here,” Beth confirmed. “You should go. No sense in all of us getting soaked! Get Jess in the warm!”

“We’ll see you back at the hotel, okay?” Juno said.

“Thanks, guys, really. You’re both awesome.” Sarah smiled then turned, hurrying after her family down the steps. “Wait for me, guys!”

Juno peered up through the falling rain at dark clouds as another thunderclap rang out. “Couldn’t have held off five more minutes, could ya?” she sighed.

Raindrops thudded onto the hollow raft as Beth watched Paul’s car leave the small, gravel lot in the direction of much darker clouds.

“Juno?” Beth asked. She turned back to her friend, who was busy deflating the raft.

“Yeah?” Juno said without looking up.

Beth spoke with a polite tone that belied the language she used. “What the fuck was that shit?”

Immediately, Juno paused and peered at her, blinking rapidly. “What the what now?”

“That look?”

Juno’s eyes widened for a split second. “You’re gonna have to use your words more, Ms Bethany O’Brien. I have no damn idea what you’re saying.”

“With Paul.” Beth crossed her arms as if to make a bigger point. “You gave him that fuck me stare you give all the blokes.”

Juno shot Beth a frown. “Paul?” Her question came out as if the notion was the worst thing she could imagine. “Do you take me for someone who shops vanilla?”

Beth shrugged. Doubt quickly crept into her head. Paul and Juno? That’s ludicrous.

Juno chuckled and turned her attention back to the raft. “You think what really floats my boat is a guy who wears loafers and has a nice short back and sides?” Before Beth could respond, she continued. “You don’t know me that well, do you?” She chuckled again. “Paul? Paul? Are you kidding? Really?”

“You raise a good point there.” Beth shook her head. “But it looked like you were giving him that look you always give those poor bastards you’re about to ruin. And if Sarah saw that, she’d probably break your—”

“Paul, though?”

The rain began to pelt down, ripping them away from their conversation.

“Quick, let’s get this packed away,” Juno said, shifting their attention to more important matters.

*  *  *

The storm intensified, and the rain fell in a continual torrent onto the car’s windshield as it snaked through the wild moorland of Glenbuck Loch. The wipers furiously sped back and forth as they tried to clear Paul’s vision, but it was a constant losing battle. As soon as the rain was wiped away, it immediately skewed his vision once more.

Beyond his concentration on the road, Paul’s mind was elsewhere.

The thunk, thunk, thunk of the wipers, along with the drumming rain on the vehicle’s chassis, filled the silence.

Sarah, noticing his distraction, reached over and touched his hand that rested on the steering wheel. As if shocked from a dream, Paul recoiled quickly before shaking his head with a smile.

“Oh, sorry,” he said, reaching out to hold her hand. “Was a million miles away.”

“Are you okay driving? I don’t mind if you’re tired. I’m still buzzing from the rafting. I can drive.”

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” he replied, forcing him back into the present. “You’ve had a busy day.”

As the sun began to set, the rain battered the countryside endlessly. The moors to either side of them were barely discernible through the windows.
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