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			Part One

			Under dark, dark skies

			There are dark, dark mountains

			And beneath the dark, dark mountains

			Is a dark, dark road.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Mike opened his eyes and saw the looming shapes of the Kintail Mountains through the sunroof.

			He yawned, stretched and sat up in the back seat. His mouth was dry, and he reached for the bottle of spring water that lay in the space between him and Helen. As he picked it up, his fingers brushed her hand. She smiled at him, and he reciprocated through his yawns.

			“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Helen said.

			He took an enormous thirst-slaking gulp from the water bottle. Feeling more awake now, he became aware of the talk show chatter on the car radio. 

			“Of course nonhuman animals feel pain and emotions just as keenly as we do,” a woman was saying. She sounded annoyed. The male presenter cut her off and began inviting listeners to call in. Mike drained the rest of the water from his bottle. He belched, then dodged Helen’s backhander as she made a swipe at him.

			“Pig,” she said.

			“Sorry,” he yawned. “Whereabouts are we?”

			“Nearly there. Another twenty minutes or so, Alex reckons.”

			A huge Ordnance Survey map lay partly open in Helen’s lap, just as it had before he’d fallen asleep. A Google Maps smartphone app didn’t fare so well in the Highlands, where the signal was as unpredictable as the weather. Mike had watched Helen diligently follow their progress across the map, unfolding and refolding it as she went, before he had fallen asleep. Now he saw her trace a line with her finger to a dark outline indicating the foot of the mountain range. The map elevation was emblazoned with the legend ‘KINTAIL MOUNTAINS’.

			“Blimey. How long was I asleep for?”

			Alex’s gruff voice boomed from the driver’s seat. “Too fucking long, man. I could do with a kip myself.”

			Mike laughed. “You’re forgetting – he who drives the first leg gets to snooze for the second. You missed your chance to sleep earlier.”

			“Oh, you mean when you were playing Guns n’ Roses at full pelt? Fat chance I had to sleep then, man.”

			“You and me both,” Kay said. She winked at Mike and Helen from the front passenger seat. “I have to admit a fondness for a bit of hair metal, though.” She made devil horns with her right hand, teasing Alex with them.

			“Pipe down, woman, I’m bloody well trying to drive here.” Alex hit the off button on the steering wheel column and silenced the advertisements blaring out of the radio.

			“Both you men were bloody well asleep when Kay and me took turns to drive,” Helen countered.

			“Yeah, curled up together on the back seat like lovebirds,” Kay said, before adding, “The bromance continues.”

			They all laughed at that, except for Alex, who scowled ahead at the winding country road. Mike knew the constant grump act was a bit of a put-on, but he also knew Alex could get spectacularly grouchy if the girls teased him too much. He suspected that was why they did it so often – just to get a rise out of Alex.

			Mike reached into the seat pocket in front of him and pulled out his tobacco tin. The friendly marijuana leaf design on the lid greeted him as it always did, along with the legend ‘Born to… Born to… No, it’s gone’. He took out a couple of rolling papers and started building a joint, using the lid of the tin to offset the movement of the car as it weaved along the country road. Mike heard Helen exhale just a little too loudly between her teeth. She had made it clear several times that she did not approve of his smoking. But it was happy holiday time and Mike needed it to relax. And relax he could – he had graduated with upper second class honors, and now all he had to do was build a nice, fat doobie, kick back and wait for the job offers to come rolling in. Mike sparked up and breathed out a little cloud of smoke. It drifted across the back seat, toward Helen. Her heavy-breathing act turned to loud tuts of disapproval as she made a show of waving the smoke away from her face.

			“Open the window, you bloody menace,” Helen said.

			Mike activated the little window switch set into his armrest and watched the smoke escape. It curled up and out, creating the illusion of yet more mist above the mountains as it went.

			“Want some?”

			Helen rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to the map.

			“Don’t know what you’re missing,” Mike said. 

			“I know what you’re missing, smoking that all the time – a fair few brain cells.”

			Now it was Mike’s turn to roll his eyes. Much as he was into Helen, he wished she would lighten up sometimes. She, like his friend Alex, had studied law. Mike had started out on a law degree too before switching to business partway into his first year – a decision that had incurred the wrath of his parents, who were paying his fees. He had enjoyed the business course much more than he had law, though he was thankful he had started out on that track since he’d met Helen in classes. Watching her through the haze as she pored over the map, he noted how tired and strung out she looked. She’d been that way all through her finals, but they were long over and Mike was still waiting for her to snap out of it. He took another toke, hoping she might ease up later, after a couple of drinks and a sizeable dose of fresh Highland air.

			“Mike!” 

			“Shit, Helen.” 

			Lost in thought, he’d allowed the joint to go to ash and had inadvertently hot-rocked the seat upholstery between his legs. Mike patted at the angry orange nugget of burning ash, but that only made it worse. His heart sank as he saw the cinder smoldering into the plush seat cover. He looked up, and his eyes met Alex’s in the rearview mirror.

			“Idiot,” Alex said. His quiet tone carried more dread than any exclamation ever could. “The rental company told us it was no smoking when we signed the form – when I signed the form – and you said—”

			“I said I’d be careful. I know, I know, I’m sorry. Pass me that bottle of water, will you, Kay?”

			Alex’s girlfriend hailed from Palo Alto on the west coast of the USA. She had studied classics, also in Edinburgh, and had met Alex through a mutual friend. Mike liked her, though she could be a bit aloof sometimes. Her bookish ways softened the often by-the-book approach adopted by Alex, who was a natural-born lawyer if ever there was one. Mike’s and Alex’s fathers both worked at the same company, The Consortium Incorporated, which had a regional office in Glasgow. Mike’s dad was in business development, or ‘Biz Dev’ as he called it, and Alex’s dad was high up in the legal department. While their respective fathers had fallen prey to office politics – they no longer went for after-work drinks together – Mike and Alex had remained friends all through university. And Mike and Alex often joked about how, in spite of themselves, they had followed their fathers into the same line of work.

			Mike knew how bitterly disappointed his father had been when his son, his only child, had opted to switch courses. He suspected his dad had really wanted to be a lawyer like Alex’s father. Every Christmastime for the past three years, Mike had to endure lengthy lectures from his father about how the legal profession had better prospects and job security. Still, he had graduated now, and he hoped his father might chill out a bit in the knowledge that Mike had achieved a B+. He doubted it, however, and felt sure he’d get ‘the lecture’ again come next Christmas about how a first class degree in law would serve Alex much better than Mike’s mere upper second in business.

			Mike unclipped his seat belt and reached forward to take the water bottle from Kay. He shuffled aside, eliciting more protests from Helen, and surveyed the damage. It was a small burn mark, but it had gone deep. He splashed a little water onto the burn and rubbed at it with his thumb.

			“Shit!”

			His attempts had only made matters worse. He had made the black stain bigger, making the burn look worse than it was.

			“Who makes seat covers this beige anyhow?”

			“Oh, so it’s the car’s fault now, is it?” Alex’s voice bubbled with anger. 

			Mike tried to cover the damage with his hand as Alex craned his neck around to see. But Kay pointed out something through the passenger window.

			“Is that it?!”

			Mike felt relieved to hear the excitement in Kay’s voice, hoping it would be enough to keep Alex’s mind off the singed seat cover.

			“Aye, that’s the place all right,” Alex murmured as he returned his attention to the road. They each craned their necks to get a better look out of the passenger side.

			The landscape on the left-hand side of the road had opened up, giving a full view of an enormous, stunning loch. The still surface of the water was like a mirror, reflecting every detail of the sky above it. Tall, ancient trees lined its banks, and, between them, the stark white of a small building stood out from their dense green foliage. Mike tilted his head with the car’s movement around the loch and peered out at the building he knew so well.

			“Hearthstone Cottage,” he said, “venue of legends!”

			“It looks…smaller than I’d imagined,” Helen said.

			Kay hissed through her teeth. “It’s beautiful!” she exclaimed. “It looks freaking beautiful!”

			Alex cracked a smile at her enthusiasm, playfully tousling her hair.

			“Thank you for bringing us here,” Kay said softly and kissed Alex on the nose.

			Alex’s eyes were taken off the road for just three seconds.

			But three seconds was all it took.

			“Alex!”

			Helen’s horrified scream jolted Mike from the stunning view. He almost screamed too from the sudden pain of her fingernails as they dug into the flesh of his forearm. The gasp died in his throat when he glanced through the windscreen. A massive, dark shape loomed dead ahead on the dirt road in front of them. It was a stag. Mike saw, almost in slow motion, steam rising from the creature’s back in subtle wisps like the smoke from his joint.

			“Christ!” Alex yelled, gripping and yanking the steering wheel to the left.

			The car drifted as it went into a skid. Mike felt the entire rear end of the vehicle lift from the ground. He saw the stag’s eyes, twinkling dark in the daylight. Then the car hit the dirt, righted itself on its new trajectory and clipped the stag as it hurtled onward. The car shook from the impact. Mike pressed his hands over his ears at the grinding of metal and the sickening crunch of bones. Helen dry screamed, a hollow croaking sound that did not stop until the car had trundled to a halt.

			The engine died, its death rattle giving way to the sudden hiss of steam escaping from the ruptured cooling system. Steam billowed from beneath the crumpled bonnet, cloaking the cracked windscreen in vapor.

			“Shit!” Mike saw the joint at his feet, now smoldering on the mat in the footwell. He stomped it out and, on instinct, opened his door and climbed out of the ruined car.

			“Are you okay, babe?” he said through the open door. But Helen’s gaze was fixed dead ahead, as though she was replaying the point of impact over and over in her mind.

			Mike heard a click and saw Kay frantically trying to climb out after him. Her seat belt was still on. Pinioned like a butterfly beneath a pin, she struggled against it for a few seconds. Then, with a trembling hand, she reached for the seat belt clasp and thumbed the catch. Kay tumbled out of the car and staggered past Mike toward the roadside. Mike watched her stop dead in her tracks when she saw the massive deer lying in the road.

			“I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m so sorry. If I hadn’t been so.… It’s all my fault.”

			Alex caught up to her and put his arm around Kay, holding her upright as she convulsed with each sob.

			“Are you…okay?” Mike heard himself say once more. 

			His words trailed off as he realized he had wandered over to where the stag lay. Plumes of steam still rose from the animal’s powerful back and haunches. A dark slick of blood had streaked from its nose across the rough surface of the road, like a chef’s statement flourish over slate dinnerware. Mike moved closer through the silence and saw that the animal still had a pulse. One of its legs was twisted beneath its huge body, the yellow of bone poking out of a tear in its hide. An angry gash, between the struts of the stag’s ribcage, spurted blood in time with each beat of its ailing heart. 

			“My god, it’s still breathing.”

			Helen’s voice at his ear shocked Mike from the quiet. He hadn’t even noticed her leave the car and join him. No sooner had she spoken than the deer trembled.

			It’s cold, thought Mike. I’ll get a blanket from the car.

			He wondered if it felt afraid. Wondered if it knew it was dying. He recalled the voices on the car radio, discussing sentience—

			Of course they feel pain, of course they experience emotions like we do!

			Mike swallowed dryly and wished he could somehow ask the stag. To know for sure if it felt and, if so, what it felt. But then he heard a death rattle emanating from between the creature’s bloodied teeth. The animal’s eye widened and fixed Mike with its gaze.

			You did this, it seemed to say. You and your friends.

			“What are we going to do?” Kay’s distraught wail pierced the silence.

			Alex sighed, his expression grim. “We’ll have to walk if I can’t get the car running again,” he said.

			Kay slumped to the ground, defeated. Alex wiped the tears from her eyes with his thumbs, then let her be.

			Mike tore his gaze from the creature’s accusing eye and glanced across the loch.

			“It’s a long walk,” Mike said.

			“Yes, it fucking well is,” Alex replied. He was already on his way back to the 4x4.

			Mike heard a torrent of further expletives as Alex wrenched open the bonnet, engulfed in steam from the engine cooling system. He approached the car to offer Alex a hand, eager to be away from the dead stag and its dark, accusing gaze. He felt something knock against his shoe and paused. Looking down, he thought it was a rock. But then he noticed the blood and stooped to pick it up. Roughly six inches in length, it was the curved, pointed tip of one of the stag’s antlers, bone yellow beneath the blood spatter. The shard felt warm and heavy in his hand. On instinct, he pulled a tissue from his pocket and wiped away the blood spots. Mike tucked the antler into his pocket and ambled over to the car.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Daylight was fading by the time they reached the cottage. Alex had, with Mike’s help, patched up the coolant leak, but the 4x4 was on its last legs. The engine groaned its last as Alex steered the car into the narrow dirt track that led to the drystone perimeter wall.

			“That’s us, thanks tae fuck,” Alex announced. He sat back in the driver’s seat for a moment and breathed a sigh of relief.

			“Come on,” Helen said, reaching out and squeezing Kay’s shoulder over the seat. “I’ll help you with your things.”

			Mike climbed out and stretched, clicking out the vertebrae in his neck. He looked over the rough, low wall at the cottage. It was exactly as he remembered it, though it had been several months since his and Alex’s last fishing vacation. The cottage was set back from the loch and built into the curve of the land. Constructed in the classic crofter’s style, the low building always looked to Mike like it was hunkering down, huddled away from the icy water just a few hundred meters away. The narrow windows of the ground floor reflected the darkness of the landscape, while the upper windows were mirrors to the dusky sky.

			Mike craned his neck to try to see inside, but he knew the cottage would betray none of its mysteries until it was opened up. He took a deep breath of moist lochside air and caught the rich, bracken scent of an open fire. Glancing up at the roof, he noticed wisps of gray smoke billowing from the chimney stacks at either end of the cottage.

			“Someone knew we were coming,” Mike said, nodding to the chimneys.

			“It cannae be,” Alex replied. Then he, too, spied the smoke. He pushed open the gate and started up the winding, paved path to the front door of the cottage.

			Mike watched as Alex tried the front door latch. It was locked. Alex then opened the combination lockbox that housed the front door key.

			“Fucking key’s gone!” Alex cursed. “Hello?” Alex called through the letterbox. No answer came, save for the echo of his own voice.

			Alex looked back at Mike, who saw his friend’s confusion. No one else was meant to be at the cottage. Though Alex’s parents rented it out sometimes, they had arranged that it would be theirs – and theirs only – for the week.

			“Oh, no. It’s not double booked?” Helen asked. 

			This seemed to further trouble Alex, who darted around back, calling out again to whoever had lit the fire. Mike caught up to him and found him hammering on the back door with his fist. Mike peered in through one of the rear windows. The interior of the cottage was in darkness, save for a flicker of orange firelight from the hearth within.

			“D’you think it’s squatters?” Mike asked.

			“I hope not, for their sakes,” Alex seethed.

			They both turned away from the rear of the cottage and made their way across the muddy yard, past a rusty, old brown Fiat Panda that sat half-covered by a tattered tarpaulin, and toward the outbuilding.

			“Maybe we can get Meggie’s old banger running, at least,” Alex said.

			His sister, Meggie, was a fine art undergraduate at Glasgow School of Art. Mike had happy memories of drinking and chatting with Alex and Meggie beneath the sloping roof of the wood store, watching the cloud formations over the landscape, during his previous visit. They passed the wood store, beyond which was a wicker enclosure for the bins and recycling boxes. Mike followed Alex’s path as he strode past these and arrived at the door to the outbuilding. Alex’s family used the structure as a studio space and for storage. Alex’s mother, Shona, was a keen painter, no doubt the source of Meggie’s artistic DNA, and Mike could just make out a half-finished canvas standing on an easel through the grimy windows.

			Alex moved to the window at the other end of the outbuilding, and Mike followed him. Looking inside, he saw Alex’s trusty old trail bike leaning up against his father’s older, rustier model. Mike recalled the last time they had rode the bikes out to the lake, and how much they had enjoyed the rough terrain that snaked through the woods.

			“Hey, do you think your parents might be here?”

			“Surprise visit, you mean?” Alex said. “No, they would have said something. They’re in Switzerland for the skiing – Mum would’nae miss that for the world. And Meggie’s still living it up in Thailand, far as I know.”

			Mike could almost hear Alex’s growing frustration amid the quiet of the yard.

			“Whoever lit the fire will have to come back at some point,” Mike said.

			“Aye, they will,” Alex growled, and Mike noticed his friend had balled his right hand into a fist.

			Hitting the stag had been stressful enough, but now that they were locked out, Mike felt the last wisps of his warm, smoky glow leaving him cold. They had just started retracing their steps around to the front of the house, when they heard Helen’s familiar voice calling out to them.

			“Boys! Boys?”

			Alex and Mike rounded the corner leading back to the front of the cottage to find the girls waiting for them on the front doorstep. Another figure was visible, walking down the winding track that led from the hill path to the cottage. She was wearing an ankle-length skirt and carrying a huge bundle of dry twigs in her arms. A Border collie dog bounded along faithfully at her side. Seeing the young woman’s shock of long, tousled red hair, Mike recognized her at once.

			“Meggie?” Alex called out. “What are you doing here?”

			“I’ve missed you too, big brother,” she laughed as she made her way through the gate and up the path. She put down her bundle of twigs on the front porch and gave Alex a hug. The collie barked his welcome and jumped excitedly at Alex, who looked a little taken aback at the sudden display of affection from both dog and owner.

			“When did you get back?” Alex asked, helping her with the twigs.

			“Oh, a few days ago,” Meggie muttered vaguely. She really was the stark opposite to her big brother. Then, looking around at the others’ faces, she said, “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?”

			“Kay, this is my sister, Meggie,” Alex said, giving his girlfriend a proprietary squeeze.

			“Pleased to meet you at last,” Meggie said, smiling and shaking hands with Kay, who lurched forward to give Meggie air kisses, then awkwardly withdrew, settling for the handshake.

			“Mike you already met last time,” Alex went on, “and this is his girlfriend, Helen.”

			“Lovely to meet you,” Helen said to Meggie, keeping her hands to herself.

			Meggie nodded in reply. “And this unruly child is Oscar,” she laughed as the dog barked and ran rings around the legs of all the visitors. “Oscar! Behave!”

			“You could have left us the bloody key,” Alex said.

			“I just popped out for more kindling. Thought I’d get the place warmed up for you. Me and Oscar have been hanging out in the studio mostly, next to the electric heater.” Laughing at Alex’s stern look, she added, “You’re very welcome.”

			“We’re grateful, even if he isn’t,” Helen said. “A warm fire is what we could all do with right now, after the journey we’ve had.”

			“Traffic bad, was it?” Meggie asked.

			“Look at the bloody car, Meg,” Alex said.

			Meggie peered over the perimeter wall, and her eyes widened at the sight of the crumpled car. “Oh my goodness! What a mess! Is everyone okay?”

			“Kay’s still a bit freaked—” Alex began.

			“I’m all right.” Kay scowled at him. 

			“What happened?” Meggie asked.

			“We hit a stag and—” Mike explained.

			“Technically the stag hit us,” Alex cut in. “And it did’nae get up again afterwards.”

			“Poor wee beastie,” Meggie said.

			“Poor wee beastie? Have you seen what it did to the fucking car? I doubt the insurance even covers it. Christ!”

			The dog barked as if in solidarity with Alex’s anger.

			“Okay, okay. Calm down. And you, Oscar! Hey, the damage is done, right?”

			Alex shrugged, frustrated. Meggie forced a smile at the others.

			“Let’s get you all into the warm, eh? We can have a nice cup of tea.”

			“That sounds great,” Helen said. “Bring the rest of the bags, will you?” she said to Mike.

			He nodded and headed back to the car to retrieve the rest of their luggage. Pausing to watch Alex and the others as they entered the cottage, he realized that Meggie hadn’t even said hello to him.

			* * *

			A warming fire crackled in the grate with the fresh wood that Meggie had added to it. Smoke swirled into the wide, dark flue above, casting flickering shadows on the old hearthstone, which lay like a toppled monolith in front of the fire. The impressive stone mantelpiece and supports were fashioned from the same weathered stone.

			Mike breathed in the smell of the burning wood. It was sweet and earthy, an olfactory description of the cottage he stood in. He remembered being intoxicated by the smell of the hearth on his very first visit to the cottage. It smelled like home, somehow. The months since he’d last stayed there had done nothing to diminish the effect. In fact, if anything, he felt more drawn to the old place than ever. He settled into the old armchair and took a warming sip of tea.

			Alex, ever the hunter-gatherer, was unpacking their food and stowing it away in the open-plan kitchen cupboards. Kay was already rifling through the bookcases, which were filled to bursting with an eclectic mix of local guidebooks, paperback fiction, and elderly hardback editions of shooting, fishing, and sporting almanacs. Helen had generously made a pot of tea for everyone, while Meggie tended to the fire, leaving Mike in the position that came most naturally to him – sitting comfortably on his arse, watching everyone else do the work. He savored another sip of tea from his mug and sighed contentedly. Despite their earlier tangle with the stag, he now felt sure this was going to be a good break for all of them.

			“Looks like the Cheshire cat, that one,” Meggie said as she fed the last of her wood to the fire.

			Mike looked over to her but found she had her back to him. The firelight made her red hair dazzle. She was evidently talking about him, not to him.

			“Aye, never happier than whenever other folk are doing all the hard labor,” Alex said.

			Mike lifted his mug of tea in a mock toast. “Cheers,” he said.

			“On your feet, soldier,” Helen said before draining the last of her tea. She popped her mug on the kitchen counter and walked over to their luggage. “Help me carry these upstairs. I’d like to get unpacked before we all get too settled.”

			“Why don’t we settle first? We are on hols,” Mike protested.

			“I hate living out of a suitcase,” Helen replied, “and you’ll never get unpacked if you don’t do it right now. If you think I’m going to—”

			“All right, all right,” Mike sighed. “No need to mother me.”

			“I think your mother would disagree with that,” Helen countered, eliciting sniggers from Alex and the others. “Come on, get up off your arse and help me with these.”

			“Shall we?” Kay said to Alex, tearing her attention away from the cottage’s makeshift library.

			Alex nodded and grabbed their bags from the pile.

			Meggie stood up from the hearth and smoothed down her skirt. Tucking a long strand of red hair behind one ear, she said to Helen and Kay, “I’ll give you the tour. I have a feeling you’re going to love your rooms. Did my brother show you any snapshots?”

			“Of course he didn’t,” Helen replied.

			“Bloody men,” Meggie muttered as she led the way aloft.

			Alex went up first with his and Kay’s bags, followed by Mike. The staircase was narrow and turned a sharp left toward the top, making it difficult to carry the bags without knocking against the walls.

			“Try not to demolish the place on the way up,” teased Alex. Reaching the landing, he added, “Bagsie the master bedroom,” before quickly ducking inside with his luggage.

			“I guess that leaves spare bedroom number two,” Mike said. “If you don’t mind?” he added, nodding to Meggie.

			“Oh, no, not at all. I already took the single. Oscar’s happy to share.” Meggie winked.

			“What are those?” Helen asked, pointing at a series of wooden carvings hanging above each bedroom door.

			Mike looked up to see they had been carved into a series of runic symbols – four for each room. He didn’t recall seeing them on his last visit. Probably Meggie’s artwork, or her mum’s. 

			“They’re Haelu charms, aren’t they?” Kay interjected. 

			Meggie looked impressed. “You know your folklore, I see. Yes, they are. It’s an old tradition in this neck of the woods to hang these up around the house, especially over the thresholds.”

			Mike looked at the charms, mesmerized. He reached out slowly and took one in his hand before recoiling as if a sudden shock of pain had jolted through his arm.

			“Ouch! It bloody burned me!”

			He looked at Kay’s shocked expression and couldn’t help himself. He cracked up laughing. Alex punched him playfully on the arm.

			“Dick,” Helen said. “Almost had us going there.” She nudged Mike aside and took a closer look at the charms. 

			Mike grinned, noticing that she didn’t touch any of them.

			“What’s their significance?” Helen asked Meggie as her eyes scrutinized the charms. “Do they mean something specific?”

			Meggie pointed out each symbol in turn. “The Anglo-Saxon meaning is ‘health’, ‘wealth’, ‘luck’—and that one on the end there means ‘blessings’.”

			“I like them,” Helen mused. “Do they sell them in local gift shops, or museums round here?”

			“You made them, I reckon, eh, Meggie?” Mike said.

			Meggie chuckled. “Oh, no, I couldn’t make those. They’re very old. Maybe someone is making copies. The old crafts are certainly coming back. You’d have to try eBay.”

			“Not that you’ll have any luck getting online here,” Alex said.

			Helen had already unlocked her phone screen. “No wi-fi?”

			Mike shook his head, smirking at Helen’s growing look of horror.

			“Nobody told me there was no bloody wi-fi.”

			“Welcome to the wilderness,” Meggie giggled. “There isn’t even a landline.”

			The sound of her mirth was infectious, and they all shared a laugh.

			* * *

			Unpacked and settled in, Mike and the others sat around the fire, which roared in its grate beneath the fireplace. The golden light flickered across the impressive mantelpiece. Mike followed the line of the flickering light and noticed that the mantel’s supports and the slablike hearthstone appeared to be fashioned from the same weathered rock.

			“That fire’s lush,” breathed Kay, the light dancing in her eyes. “The hearthstone looks really old. Like someone lugged a chunk of Stonehenge all the way up here.”

			“From Salisbury? No need,” Meggie said with a smile. “Plenty of local rock in these mountains. All the houses in the village are made from the same stuff.”

			“Grub’s up!” called Alex from the kitchen.

			Mike followed his nose to the conservatory. The most delicious wafts of hearty beef stew guided him in to land at the big, old dining table. The others soon joined, and Alex made a show of popping the cork on a bottle of cava.

			They each helped themselves to a steaming bowl of stew and passed around a wooden chopping board laden with crusty bread. Mike delved in before the others had even finished dishing up, and caught Helen’s look of admonishment as he did so.

			“What?” he asked through a delicious mouthful of food. “It’s not like anyone’s gonna say grace.”

			He wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve and took the glass that Alex offered to him.

			“A toast,” said Alex, and they all raised their glasses. “To still being alive after hitting that bloody stag.”

			“And to still being alive after our fricken finals,” Kay added.

			They all clinked glasses, and the first drinks went down quickly enough for Alex to have to pour refills before his stew had even had time to cool down. Finally he sat down and tucked in while Mike helped himself to seconds.

			“The view is just stunning,” said Kay. “I could never get tired of it.”

			Mike looked out over the loch. The conservatory windows gave a widescreen view of the landscape. Dark clouds drifted overhead, the gaps in between them directing dappled light onto the surface of the water. The sun was setting behind the mountains, turning the sky a ruddy shade of orange.

			“It can get lonely out here, but there’s no shortage of inspiration for painting and sculpting,” Meggie said.

			“So, you’re an art student?” Helen asked.

			“Was. I went to Glasgow School of Art.”

			“When did you graduate?”

			“I didn’t. I…took some time out to travel.”

			“She bloody well dropped out is what she means to say,” Alex said.

			“Bit harsh, brother mine,” Meggie said softly. Then she blushed a little. “I might go back and finish my studies….”

			“If Pa and Ma cough up for another year’s fees, eh?” Alex laughed sarcastically.

			“Where did you travel?” Kay cut in, elbowing Alex in the arm and throwing him a cautionary look.

			“Thailand mostly,” Meggie replied. “I was at a yoga retreat for a while, and I took some art classes to keep my brush-hand in.”

			Meggie glanced at Alex, her eyes twinkling, and rose from the table. She began gathering up everyone’s dishes.

			“Oh, no, I’ll do that,” Helen offered.

			“No, you guys relax. I’ll do the washing up. We can take turns each day after that. So don’t worry, you’ll all get your chance,” she laughed, carrying the dishes to the sink.

			“Even you,” Helen said to Mike.

			“Hey, I’m a dab hand at…air-drying,” Mike replied, provoking laughter from the others.

			As the laughter subsided, Mike saw Kay glance over her shoulder. She leaned in close to Alex and lowered her voice, almost to a whisper.

			“Hey, you shouldn’t be so hard on your kid sister like that.”

			“She’s no kid; she’s twenty now. My folks were absolutely bloody furious when she dropped out of college. Even more furious when she went cap in hand to them for more money to go gallivanting off halfway around the world.”

			Kay elbowed him again, making him lower his voice.

			“Come on, I’m just joshing with her. She knows that.”

			Mike watched Meggie in the kitchen. She didn’t look like she knew Alex was joking. Far from it. As she worked on the dishes, scrubbing them hard beneath the trickle of hot water from the tap, he saw her blink something away from the corner of her eye. He felt sure she must be crying in silence over there all alone. She must have sensed him staring at her because she turned and looked straight at him. He felt his arms turn to gooseflesh at her blank look, like she was staring right through him.

			“Jesus!”

			Mike jolted at the sensation of something cold and wet brushing against his right hand. He looked down and saw Oscar sitting right next to his chair, tongue lolling out of the corner of his mouth.

			“Blimey, you’re jumpy,” Helen said, smiling at Mike and then getting up from her chair to fuss over the dog.

			Kay looked troubled. She folded her arms and shivered. “It’s hard to forget the look in that poor stag’s eyes.”

			“Aye, and it’s hard to forget we totaled the bloody car,” Alex said.

			Mike could tell that Alex was trying to make light, but the annoyance in his friend’s tone was evident. 

			“Another drink, anyone?” Alex asked, holding aloft the empty cava bottle. “We made light work of this one. Something a wee bit stronger next.…”

			Alex sloped off to investigate the bottles of spirits on the sideboard.

			“I’ll chuck another log on the fire,” Mike said. “It’s getting chilly in here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Mike savored the peaty scent of the single malt whisky that Alex had poured for him. It tasted earthy and good. The afterglow of the drink warmed his throat and stomach. He felt almost content and was confident he would achieve full contentment after another stiff measure.

			The fire crackled on in the hearth, making flickering shadows dance across the rug and the pale walls. Mike wondered how many nights had been spent like this in the crofter’s cottage, sipping whisky next to a roaring fire after a hard day’s toil. Helen and the others were milling around in the kitchen, checking out the tourist leaflets that Alex’s parents kept stacked up next to the vegetable rack. He ambled over to the table to join them, placing his hand on Helen’s shoulder. She took it in hers – her hands were always cool to the touch, the opposite of his – and squeezed it before continuing her chat with Kay and the others.

			Just then, the clouds parted, allowing a brilliant shaft of moonlight to appear. It shimmered, silver-white on the black surface of the loch. The moon was full and so bright that it caught the attention of everyone in the room. The conversation subsided as they each gazed out at the beautiful sight of it. Mike supposed they had all become too used to the light pollution in the city. It certainly felt like he was seeing something they all took for granted for the first time, standing there in the conservatory.

			Oscar growled and gave a tense little bark. He darted between the table legs and emerged on the other side. He began scratching at the back door with frantic front paws, knocking over some Wellington boots as he did so.

			“Call of nature, is it, wee Oscar?” Meggie said.

			Oscar pricked up his ears and ran around in a little circle next to the door.

			“Wee-wee, Oscar,” Kay quipped tipsily.

			Alex smirked, then kissed Kay on the cheek. “Oh, well done, Yankee Doodle Dandy,” he said.

			“Effortless,” Mike added, smiling as Helen laughed, long and loud.

			Good, thought Mike, she’s loosening up.

			“Come on, Oscar,” Meggie said, opening the back door. She dodged to one side as Oscar made a swift and clumsy exit into the night air. “Anyone coming?” she asked the room. “It’s a lovely night.”

			Mike turned to Helen. “Fancy some fresh air, babe?”

			“Sure.” She smiled back.

			“What about you two?” Meggie asked her brother and Kay.

			“Oh, I’m a bit busy with the contents of this glass right now,” Alex chuckled.

			“Suit yourselves,” Meggie said, “but remember – it’s bad luck to look at the full moon through glass.”

			Meggie stepped out, leaving Kay looking puzzled.

			“What did she mean, bad luck?”

			“Superstitious bloody claptrap,” slurred Alex.

			Helen looked at Mike, clearly amused. He decided to play up to it.

			“Come on, Alex, Kay – you don’t want to be cursed by the full moon!”

			He made the last word into a howl for good measure. From outside, Oscar barked in reply. Even Alex laughed, hearing it, and they all headed out into the night air.

			* * *

			Helen had started snoring within minutes of her head hitting the pillow. Mike envied her ability to sleep on demand. He, more often than not, needed a smoke before he could sleep, and even then he’d have to listen to his heartbeat throbbing in his inner ear for at least an hour before he dropped off. The booze was still in his bloodstream, too stimulating – and entirely the wrong kind of buzz if he wanted some shut-eye. He turned over under the covers and let out a sigh of frustration. He heard a giggle, then low laughter through the wall. The sounds soon gave way to moans of pleasure.

			Great, he thought, now I have to listen to Alex and Kay shagging.

			He prayed that the amount of booze they’d put away would mean it would be over quickly, at least. As the muffled moans reached their climax, Mike rolled out of bed and crossed to the window. The full moon was high in the sky, painting the surface of the loch in silver light and making it look frozen. He knelt on the window seat and pressed his forehead against the glass, eager to feel its coolness on his hot skin. The drinks had given him the night sweats, and he relished the respite the windowpane was giving him. His breathing slowed as he watched clouds drift darkly across the moon, a halo of light dancing on the windowpane. The tips of fir trees moved against the invisible breath of a breeze, their shadows cast on the loch like the bows of ancient boats long since sailed for other shores. The tree nearest the window joined the dance, the tips of its branches skittering across the glass and making a faint scratching sound.

			As his breath fogged up the window, diffusing the moonlight, Mike wondered how many other sleepless souls had gazed out of this very same window in the middle of the night. The thought troubled him, somehow making him feel insignificant in the grand scheme of things.

			He heard another sound then, fainter and more distant than that of the branches. As it repeated, muffled yet shrill, it made the hairs on the nape of his neck stand up. He tore his gaze from the window and glimpsed a shadow breaking the dim light between the door and the floorboards. He grabbed his check shirt from the end of the bed and tugged it on over his t-shirt, then crossed to the door and opened it carefully so as not to wake Helen. Another shadow flickered across the wall down the hall from the doorway, and he heard the sound again – much clearer this time.

			It was the sound of a child’s laughter.

			He stood at the threshold between the bedroom and the hallway, uncertain whether he wanted to investigate. Another shimmer of youthful laughter came, from downstairs now, and he wondered if Alex and Kay were playing tricks on him, restless after their bout of obnoxiously loud lovemaking. He glanced back at Helen, watching the covers rise and fall gently with her breathing. She could sleep through a thunderstorm, that one. He felt too wakeful to climb back in beside her under the covers. He pulled the door shut behind him quietly, stole out of the room and padded down the hall to the narrow stairwell. His skin turned to gooseflesh as he heard a high-pitched giggle.

			Kay, it has to be. The giggling continued, becoming maniacal as he made his way down the creaking stairs. Yeah, keep telling yourself that, buddy, he thought and swallowed against the dryness coating his throat.

			“Alex? Kay? This your idea of a windup? Well, it isn’t funny, you bastards,” he whispered. “You’ll wake Helen.”

			He reached the foot of the stairs and paused for a moment, clenching his teeth at the piercing sound of child’s laughter. As soon as his bare foot touched the stone floor, the sound stopped dead.

			“Alex? You there? Kay?” he called out, all the more conscious of the apprehension in his voice now that he was standing in the silence of the living room.

			No answer came, save the faintest crackle from the fireplace. Amber light pulsated on the stone floor, cast by the last embers of the fire. He entered the room and walked toward the light. The smell hit him before he saw it fully. A stench like salt meat burning on a spit.

			The enormous shape of the stag lying across the hearth made him gasp. Its ribcage rose and fell as it took a labored breath. The animal’s eye was open and its unflinching gaze upon him. Unable to speak due to the shock of finding it there, Mike watched the animal die all over again, just as he had at the roadside. As the weary animal breathed its last, Mike noticed a piece of antler in the grate. He walked over to the fireplace and crouched low to try to rescue it from the heat of the embers. It was the same broken piece he had brought back to the cottage. He reached out, tentatively because of the heat, and touched it with his fingertips. It felt cold to the touch, but how could that be? His fingers closed around the shard, and he retrieved it from the hearth, marveling at the cool sensation of it in his hand. But as he did so, the fire erupted in a sudden, angry ball of flame. The hot gust knocked him back from where he crouched. Sprawling to the floor, he sliced his hand open on the jagged end of the antler. Cursing, he tossed the antler aside and saw that the fire was out. Gray ashes littered the grate, cold and lifeless.

			Impossible, he thought, it was a raging bloody inferno a moment ago.

			He opened his hand and saw blood pumping from a deep wound at the center of his palm. The sight of so much blood made him gag. He swallowed his revulsion and smelled that salt meat stench again, felt hot breath ruffle his hair. The shadow of the beast loomed large over him. He knew it lived. Knew it wanted to exact its revenge upon him. The scrape of a hoof on the hard stone floor made his heart skip a beat.

			Mike woke up thrashing, a choked scream dying in his throat. He sat up, vaguely aware of Helen lying asleep in the bed beside him. His hand was gushing with blood, and his head swam at the sight of it. He was bleeding out all over the white sheet, which had become an enormous bandage to swab the relentless flow of his lifeblood. He tried to scream, but no sound would come. He tried to move his other hand, intent on rousing Helen. Try as he might to waken her to his agonies, he felt paralyzed. Helen slept on with her back to him, in the oblivion of dreams. He struggled to find his voice, to cry out for help, but still no sound would come.

			Breathe, he told himself, just breathe.

			It was difficult. There was so much blood. But he managed to focus and slow his breathing just enough to make a difference. He felt a sensation like pins and needles passing through each of his limbs and then out through the extremities of his fingers and toes. Then the paralysis was gone. Able to move freely again, he looked in panic at his hand. There was no blood, no wound to be seen, nothing. He examined the bedsheets and found them drenched only with sweat, not a single drop of his blood.

			He lay back as the first light of morning flickered through the trees, casting its glow on the bedroom wall. Shadows of branches moved above him, phantoms haunting the ceiling. Helen stirred beneath the warm cocoon of the covers and murmured something softly under her breath. Mike tried hard to hear what it was she was saying. Unable to hold onto the conscious, waking world, he fell fitfully asleep.

			* * *

			Breakfast was a welcome tonic to Mike’s night of disturbing dreams and nightmare injuries. He had awoken to find Helen already gone and the delicious smell of frying bacon and fresh toast wafting up the stairs. After a quick shower to wash away the sweat of the night before, he joined the others in the conservatory and was welcomed with fresh coffee and a kiss from Helen.

			“Sleep well?” she asked, taking a bite of buttered toast. “You were still out for the count when I got up, so I decided to leave you to it. Knew the smell of brekkie would wake you up, if nothing else. You’re like Oscar.” She laughed, and he shrugged, smiling before taking a few welcome gulps of strong black coffee.

			“Save some bread for us, lassies,” Alex said. “Mike’s going to need to make some sandwiches. Long day’s fishing ahead of us. Hungry work, and thirsty too.” As if to illustrate his point, Alex tapped the lid of a beer cooler he had placed on top of the counter.

			“Make your own bloody sandwiches,” Mike replied.

			“I’ll make the sandwiches the day that you can row us out onto the loch. Remember last time? You had us going round in circles for so long it was like being trapped in a bloody whirlpool.”

			Alex and the girls laughed, entirely at Mike’s expense, but he had to relent. Alex was right; he really was lousy at rowing.

			“All right, all right, I’ll make the frigging sandwiches,” Mike said. “Then I can eat them all while I watch you doing all the rowing.”

			Alex threw a tea towel at him, and Mike caught it.

			“I’m having some bacon and eggs first, though; they smell amazing.” Mike loaded up his plate and took a place at the table opposite Kay. He shoveled food into his hungry mouth and watched Meggie wander in, toweling her hair.

			“Breakfast?” Helen asked, offering her the last of the bacon.

			“Oh, no, no thanks,” Meggie said, looking more than a little horrified. “I’m vegan.”

			Alex rolled his eyes. “Not that shite again. Have some bacon, you need the bloody protein.”

			“I get all the protein I need, thank you very much,” Meggie replied. She crossed to the refrigerator and poured herself a glass of orange juice. On her way to the table, she paused and patted her brother’s stomach, using her free hand. “You could do with a bit less saturated fat yourself, Captain Cholesterol.”

			Alex scoffed, red-faced, making Kay and the others laugh. Meggie sat down nearest the window, the morning light adding an orange glow to the red curls of her hair.

			“Good first night?” she asked the table.

			“Oh, yes,” Helen was the first to reply. “Slept like a baby.”

			Mike felt himself wince at the memory of the child’s laughter from the night before. Dipping his toast into his fried egg, he put his nightmares to one side, focusing instead on the view over the loch. It looked to be a fine day for fishing.

			Meggie gulped down the rest of her orange juice and placed the glass on the table, idly turning it around and peering at the fragments of fruit coating the inside of the glass.

			“We wondered if we could ask a favor, Kay and I,” Helen said.

			“Ask away,” Meggie replied.

			“Well, we don’t want to spend the day watching this pair of lummoxes fishing.” Helen ignored Mike’s and Alex’s noises of protest, adding, “Can’t think of anything more boring, to be honest.”

			“I’m with you there, ladies,” Meggie replied, with a twinkle in her eye.

			“We wondered if we could borrow your car, go and explore the village?” Kay said rather bluntly.

			“We’d walk, but it’s a bit much after a big night,” Helen explained apologetically, “and we’d like to get a few more provisions. Maybe there’s something you need?”

			“I’ll drive you,” Meggie offered.

			“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Helen said.

			“Oh, no, no. It’s no bother at all,” Meggie replied.

			Mike saw a flicker of discomfort on Helen’s face. She looked more than a little uncomfortable at the prospect of spending time with Meggie. Or perhaps it was merely reluctance to ask a favor from a relative stranger. Mike couldn’t be sure – Helen could be pretty tightly wound and was nothing short of impenetrable at the best of times. Her ‘lawyer’s poker face’, as he liked to call it.

			“Really, it’s no bother,” Meggie said. “My car is a bit…temperamental anyhow.”

			Alex chuckled dryly. “One way of putting it,” he joked.

			Meggie ignored him. “So it’s probably best if I drive. And I know the way. I can be your tour guide for the day. Not that there’s so much to see in Drinton, of course.”

			“To be frank, there’s more to see on the loch,” Alex said, and Kay elbowed him softly. “Still, it’ll be an adventure, taking your chances in Meggie’s old rust bucket.”

			“It’s in better shape than your four-by-four,” Meggie said pointedly.

			Alex grimaced and turned his attention to the coffee pot for a refill.

			“I still can’t shake the image of that poor stag,” Kay said with a frown, the shadow of a memory darkening her eyes. “I had a dream about it last night. I could hear it breathing. Poor thing was in agony, and I-I just couldn’t do anything to help it.” She looked sorrowfully around at the others. “Did any of you dream about it too?”

			Mike felt cold all of a sudden. The breakfast sat heavy in his stomach, and a bead of sweat trickled onto his brow. He gazed out of the window, once again willing away half-remembered fragments of his nightmare. The stag looming large, the sickening scrape of hoof on hard stone floor. He felt his heart beat faster, just as it had during his bad dream. No one said anything, the conservatory now quiet and the atmosphere no longer convivial but strangely somber. Then a sudden and enormous bang shattered the silence as a black crow smashed into the conservatory window.

			Kay shrieked with fright at the sound, causing Alex to startle and spill hot coffee down his shirt. Alex’s unfettered cursing prompted Oscar to bark loudly. The panicked dog began clawing at the door, desperate to get out. Mike reached out and grabbed Oscar’s collar, pulling him back from the door and trying to calm him down. As he did this, Meggie opened the door and dashed outside. Oscar turned on Mike, barking at him and snapping his jaws. Mike let go of the collar, narrowly avoiding being bitten.

			“Oscar!” Alex exclaimed and gave chase, forgetting about his coffee burns for a moment.

			Mike followed and stumbled outside. He saw Oscar run straight for Meggie, who was crouched beneath the section of glass where the bird had hit. She stood up, and Mike noted that she had the feathered bundle cupped safely in her hands. Seeing Oscar, she sidestepped the crazed animal and shouted at him until he backed off, turned tail and ran full pelt away from the garden and under the fence until he was out of sight.
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