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The rain had advanced up the valley like a grey wall. For a short while after they'd crested the ridge, they had been able to look down the trail and see the small stone building they were heading for. But it, and everything beyond it, had soon disappeared under the downpour rushing toward them. When the squall reached them, it was so heavy that it was a struggle moving forward through it.

Zoe had the best waterproof coat she had been able to find. It didn't leak, but the water was hitting her so hard that it forced its way through any gaps and openings. Worse still, she hadn't put waterproof trousers on, and her hiking trousers were drenched in moments. Her socks were soaked as well, and the water was leaching into her boots. The more the weather hit her, the further away the bothy hut seemed.

Her husband wasn't faring any better. His outdoor gear was as good as hers, but suffered from the same problems. "It can't be much further." Derek said, barely audible over the sound of the storm. "They'll be there already, and there'll be a fire on."

"I bloody well hope so." Zoe said. They crested another small rise and, maybe, the darker shape up ahead was the sanctuary they sought. "This was a stupid idea of mine. I'm sorry, we should have picked somewhere more civilised."

"This was a great idea of yours. The weather's just shitty luck. Come on, that looks like it just up there."

The guttering on the bothy had been overwhelmed by the downpour, and a small waterfall cascaded onto the path near the door. After what they had just walked through, this was a minor inconvenience, and they hardly even noticed. Derek pushed the door open and they stepped inside.

The five men already in the small building stopped pulling on their waterproofs and looked at the newcomers. "Excellent timing," said the nearest of them, "we were just about to set off and find you. Come in, but not too far. You're soaking."

Zoe pushed back the hood of her coat, and received one last unpleasant surprise from the rain as water fell off it to run down the back of her neck. She shivered and pulled a face, but composed herself as she turned to face the hut's occupants.

The five men were walking toward them, led by the one who had spoken when they had entered. "You must be Zoe and Derek. I'm Steve. This is Ken, Henry, Mark and Gary." Zoe tried to remember which names matched which face, but worried that she'd need reminding several times before they stuck. They crowded around her and Derek, but mostly her. "You two are soaked, you need to get out of those wet clothes." Steve said, glancing over at Derek and getting a light nod in reply.

"I think Zoe might need some help." Derek said. "Why don't you guys assist her."

Zoe opened her mouth, then realised she didn't know what to say. Wide eyed, she looked at the men who now surrounded her. She was short, and they all towered over her. Derek was above average height, a head taller than her, and all but one of the men around her were taller than he was. She stared up at all the friendly, helpful smiling faces.

This wasn't what they had planned, but it was going in a direction that Zoe liked. She stood still as someone behind her took the weight of her backpack and arms reached in from either side to slide the straps off her shoulders. She had packed far more than was needed for an overnight stay, and when the heavy pack was taken away from her, she felt light on her feet, almost ready to float.
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