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Luce suffers from anxiety and depression, and her medication is mentioned. On-page anxiety attacks. 




Mild violence and language.
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Luce had been hoping for a spa — one of those fancy ones in a grand manor that always smelled like lemons or cucumber, with complimentary prosecco offered as you walked through the door. Somewhere idyllic and rural, but not out of range of a 4G signal, and preferably with no cow pat on the ground. She’d been looking forward to fluffy, white bathrobes and hand massages, facials and bubble baths that would shed away her old skin and leave her silky and new. When her best friend — only friend, really — and coworker, Juliet, had practically forced her out of the office for the first time since she’d been hired by the law firm three years ago, gifting her a holiday booking as a late-Christmas-slash-early-birthday-present, a nice little spa break was exactly what Luce had pictured. Juliet was classy like her. They drank margaritas on a Friday night and bought all of their blazers from Selfridges.

So why on God’s green earth was Luce pulling up to a cluster of damp, rustic cabins in the middle of the Scottish Highlands rather than a pretty, little countryside estate?

Had her sat-nav malfunctioned?

The weathered wooden sign that greeted her read Alasdair Ridge, complete with a painted set of mountains and… oh, heavens… a bloody kayak.

Luce turned off the engine and glared at the endless, tall trees and dreary, gray sky through her rain-speckled windshield. She had taken this break because Juliet promised that she would love it. You need to relax, Luce. Have a week to yourself!

How was Luce supposed to bloody relax when her tires were currently being swallowed by marshy soil? Did Juliet know her at all?

No. This had to be a mistake. Luce whipped her phone from her purse on the passenger seat beside her and scrolled through her contacts with a huff. When she tried to dial Juliet, though, she realized that the bars that usually displayed her mobile data in the top corner of her screen were nonexistent. No 4G to be found, or even 3G. She would even put up with 2G if need be, though she wasn’t sure it existed anymore.

She had no choice but to stomp out of the car, groaning when her brand-new Chelsea boots squelched in an ankle-deep puddle. Around her, families bustled to and from their cars, carrying tents and sleeping bags and wearing — even the word made her shudder, God help her — gilets.

Cringing, Luce did her best to escape the mud, hopping toward the wooden porch of a small lodge labeled Reception. The drizzling, wintry rain speckled her cheeks and dampened her hair, and she hauled up the furry hood of her coat to protect herself as she waited for any sign of life on her phone.

Finally, after an eternity, a 3G sign appeared. Luce breathed a sigh of relief and called Juliet again, pinning the phone to her already frostbitten ear. As the ringing tone droned, she jiggled her knees to get the blood flowing in her legs again. A seven-hour drive in stiff denim jeans had done her circulation no good at all.

“Hello?” Juliet chirped finally on the other end of the line. From the tinniness of her voice and the whirring engine in the background, Luce suspected that she was driving — probably home from work, given the time. Luce should have been doing the same thing. She wished she was.

“Tell me I’m in the wrong place,” Luce begged, crossing her arms against a sudden cold wind.

“Did you follow the directions I sent?”

“Yes.” Luce gritted her teeth.

“And are you on the Isle of Skye?”

“It certainly would seem that way, yes.”

“Alasdair Ridge?”

Luce scowled at the welcome sign again. “Mm-hmm.”

“Then you’re in the right place, my love.” She could practically hear Juliet’s dazzling grin seeping through her words — much in the same way that the rain was seeping through Luce’s boots.

“Don’t ‘my love’ me, you sneaky so-and-so. I thought I was going somewhere nice! Why would you send me here?” Luce kept her words to a whisper-shout on account of the family passing by.

“It is nice!” Juliet argued with what was either a tut or the tick of her indicator. “You need to learn to be at one with nature, Luce. You’re always in the office. When was the last time you saw grass?”

“I don’t need to see grass. I have carpet and shiny wooden floors. They keep my feet clean and dry and warm, and cows don’t try to eat them.”

“Look, the hubby and I” — Luce rolled her eyes; she hated it when Juliet called her husband “the hubby” unironically — “loved Alasdair Ridge. Saved our marriage, you know. And our sex life.”

Luce went from rolling her eyes to trying to staunch her gag reflex. “Please warn me before you start talking about sex. My day is bad enough as it is. I don’t want to think about you and Keith rolling about in the mud.”

“Oh, I do apologize, Your Holiness. I suppose your involuntary celibacy makes it difficult to hear about S-E-X.”

Anger curdled in Luce’s gut. Her complete lack of intimacy was entirely voluntary. She didn’t have any spare time or energy to pour into another person, and what was wrong with that? Her vibrators did it better, anyway, and they didn’t ask for anything more afterward. “Piss off.”

“I’m just saying,” Juliet continued, “I think this will be good for you. Just because you don’t want it doesn’t mean you don’t need it. I’ve watched you work your arse off day in, day out for three years now, and while I admire you for it… bloody hell, you need to chill the fuck out, babes. You’ll have a heart attack by the time you hit thirty if you’re not careful, and then I’ll have to deal with Val’s tyranny all on my own.”

Val was their haughty, unpleasant boss, and loved to remind them both of such at any opportunity she got. If Luce made one typo in her paperwork or stumbled a little bit in her closing speech, Val was always there, watching, waiting for the moment to slip it into casual conversation as a snide remark or a way of belittling her.

“And please tell me how climbing trees and getting pissed-wet through in a dirty cabin will help me chill the fuck out,” Luce said, eyeing the tall pines again. She noticed now that some of them were surrounded by platforms, with zip wires and bridges knitted throughout the forest. It wasn’t just a place to camp or hole up in a tiny cabin but also a place to wear tight harnesses and helmets that probably still smelled of the stale sweat and rancid fear of their last owner. Luce knew what to expect from one too many school trips as a teenager, all of which her mother had forced her on to keep her “well-rounded.” Now here she was again. It was almost as though nothing had changed. Just once, she would like to be forced on a bloody all-inclusive trip to Mallorca or the Maldives.

“You don’t have to do that stuff,” Juliet said. “You can sign up for their outdoor yoga classes… or go hiking… ooh, and we really enjoyed the canoeing!”

Luce had never touched a canoe in her life and had no desire to now. Did her supposed best friend not know her at all? What had Luce done to deserve this? “That’s it. I’m coming home.”

“You’re bloody well not! I paid for this trip. You will enjoy it!”

“You only got it because of a Wowcher coupon!” Luce pointed out. It was only a guess, of course, but Juliet tended to get most of her things from coupon websites, whether it was Keith’s Christmas socks, cat food, or her annual holiday to Skegness.

“I don’t care. It still cost money. Besides, you never do anything fun with that stick up your arse! I did something nice for you because I care, and you’re going to enjoy it. Please just check in and enjoy my gift. And bring me back some Scottish shortbread!”

The line went dead before Luce could protest again, and she shook her head in exasperation. This was the last time she ever accepted a gift from anyone.

Still, a shred of guilt niggled at her. She didn’t mean to be ungrateful. She just didn’t want to spend a rare week off soggy and cold and miserable. It was kind of Juliet to worry about Luce’s well-being, but… there was no need. She was only a little bit stressed. She only ground her teeth in her sleep every night and woke with an aching jaw every morning. She only got heart palpitations now and again and lived off a constant supply of coffee, which did not mix very well with her perpetual anxiety and antidepressants.

Luce slumped, defeated. She did need a break, and this appeared to be as good as she was going to get. Warily, she wandered into the reception and prayed that nobody would force her into a helmet and harness.

She would draw the line at those.
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It was a cold and miserable day, and Ophelia was quite ready to close up the museum and have it done with. In fact, she had placed down her mug of tasteless, sachet-made hot chocolate and was about to change the Open sign to Closed at the door when two men walked in, shaking raindrops from their umbrellas. The tails of their long coats and leather shoes dripped, water puddling on the tired welcome mat and slipping through the creaky floorboards. Ophelia suppressed a sigh. Now she would have to mop up for the fifth time that day.

Except one of the men was familiar: the eldest, silver-haired and chiseled. Leonard Green had been her mentor back when she’d been studying for a master’s degree in archaeology. A fat lot of good that did for her in the end. Other than stumbling across a few new fossils along Skye’s coastline, she hadn’t worked anywhere remotely interesting in well over a year. Then again, that was probably her own fault.

“Leonard!” Ophelia greeted him with a toothy smile. “What a pleasant surprise!”

Leonard slipped off his glasses to wipe the rain-spattered lenses with a handkerchief, his eyes widening with recognition. “Oh, hello! I didn’t recognize you for a moment! What are you doing in old Farnoch?”

“I work here now.” Ophelia tugged at the hem of her pleated skirt and adjusted her collar, suddenly aware of the other pair of eyes on her. His companion was craggy-faced, chin dusted with stubble, his dark eyes watching her carefully. “It’s quiet, but… there’s history here if you know where to find it.” Which, at present, she didn’t, though she didn’t dare say so.

“As with anywhere. Good for you, Ophelia. It’s always nice to see a student continuing one’s career after study.” Leonard glanced around, scratching his cleft chin and pushing his round-framed glasses back onto the smooth bridge of his nose. “How rude of me. This is a, er, friend from the university. Hector. He’s interested in a few pieces you’ve got here and proposed we venture out to see them in person.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” Ophelia nodded politely, and Hector returned the gesture. Still, his rugged features remained blank, sharing none of Leonard’s warmth or friendliness, and it left Ophelia shifting on her feet uncomfortably. “Any exhibits in particular you’d like to see?”

Hector clutched his gloved hands behind his back and began to wander the space, perusing the artifacts on show. Many of them had been found and preserved well before Ophelia’s time, though she’d had a hand in locating others. “Do you find a lot of fossils around these parts?”

“Not as many as you would along the coast.” Ophelia motioned him toward a display of fossils cordoned off with rope along the back wall. Her heels clicked in the thick silence, accompanied by the shuffling of Hector following behind. “We have plenty of Jurassic ammonites, of course, though they’re common enough that I doubt you came all the way here for them.”

Hector inspected them with little interest. “For such a small village, the collection is impressive.”

“To tell you the truth,” Leonard chimed in, “I saw something about a few relics on your website. A ring, was it?”

Ophelia’s heart stuttered, a pang of dread forcing its way through her. Of course they would have to be here for the one exhibit she could no longer even bring herself to look at. The one that had caused her so much pain, so much loss, since she had recovered it from the lake pooling between the hilly lands just north of here.

“Eilidh’s ring?” she asked. Even the name tasted bitter on her tongue.

Leonard’s face brightened. “That’s the one! Is it still here, by any chance?”

With an unenthusiastic nod, Ophelia led them over to its podium, where it hid behind a glass casement mirroring their faces. The two men crowded around her as she tried not to catch the eye of the sapphire embedded in the band. It always seemed to be watching her, that rich-blue, wicked stone. “I recovered this one myself from a lake in the mountains.”

“It’s magnificent. Whereabouts was it found?” Leonard asked.

“Not far from a remote hamlet in the Cuillin mountain range, named High Mór. I came across it by chance, actually. I’d heard about Eilidh’s story before, of course, but I never expected to find the ring myself — or, at least, a ring remarkably similar.” And how she wished she hadn’t. But she’d come across Eilidh’s lake, labeled by a corroding, powdery headstone, and hadn’t been able to help herself. She was an archaeologist first, after all, and an avid lover of history. If there was something she could find to validate the truth of what was believed by many in Skye to be a mere old wives’ tale, she wanted to find it.

“I read the story online,” Hector said, indicating the plaque detailing Eilidh’s famous story. “It’s remarkable. What makes you sure the ring is truly hers?”

“We’ll never be sure,” Ophelia admitted. “But it was found at the supposed site of Eilidh’s death. If it isn’t hers, it’s certainly a wonderful coincidence. It’s described with the same sapphire in the stories.”

“A Hebridean sapphire?”

Ophelia nodded.

“We wouldn’t be able to examine it more closely, would we?” Leonard questioned, taking off his glasses again to chew on the temple tips.

Ophelia couldn’t help but shudder, goosebumps pimpling her arms beneath the frilly sleeves of her blouse. “I’m afraid not. I wouldn’t wish that upon anyone.”

“Why not?” Hector narrowed his eyes.

“Well, if you’ve read the story, you know about the curse.”

The men blinked blankly at Ophelia for a moment. It was Hector who laughed first, a trapped snort escaping from him as he adjusted his leather gloves. “You can’t seriously believe that the ring is cursed. It’s just a fable meant to scare women away from trusting their men.”

“I thought the same,” Ophelia whispered, “until I found Eilidh’s ring. Now everybody who’s seen it believes the story was real, that Eilidh truly existed, and this is the proof. And I was the one to disturb it. I touched the ring, and I wound up… cursed.”

“Ophelia.…” Leonard sighed sympathetically, squeezing Ophelia’s shoulder gently. “I doubt you could ever be cursed. I’m certain that whatever happened, it’s only coincidence.”

Ophelia welled with frustration, with raw pain. She was cursed, and she’d hoped that maybe Leonard was experienced enough to be able to help her. “You’ve never worked with a cursed relic before?”

It was Hector who tapped the glass at the center of the ring, his brows rising into his receding hairline. “I’ve heard Hebridean sapphire can absorb all sorts of karma and luck — and pass it on, I’d imagine. I’ve worked with cursed relics before, plenty of times… and believe it or not, the strongest mystical energy usually begins with a Hebridean sapphire.”

She loosed a sharp breath — of relief or desperation, she wasn’t quite sure, but she had to restrain herself from clawing Hector’s arm and begging him for a way to break the curse, to get her life back. “Do you know anything more? Is there a way to reverse a curse?”

Hector shrugged, tucking his hands into his pockets. His pale-blue eyes danced with something indecipherable.

Ophelia’s attention flickered to Leonard desperately, but his own remained steady on Hector. “I’m no expert in mystical matters, but I have heard of ways to lift curses from relics.”

“How?” She was one moment away from getting down on her knees and begging.

“Well,” Leonard started, “it usually involves returning the object to the place it belongs. I suppose in Eilidh’s eyes, you stole something from her. You took the ring from its resting place, and from hers. Your best bet would be putting it back, where the curse can’t find you anymore.”

Ophelia’s brows knitted together, and she staggered back as though an invisible wind had shoved her. Hope flickered like a candle in her gut for the first time since all of this had begun. She had a solution, or at least an idea of one. She might finally be free. “Of course. Why hadn’t I thought of that?”

“Why don’t we sit down and talk about this properly?” Leonard proposed. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of a hot cuppa, is there?”

With her lack of visitors today and the newly opened café across the road, Ophelia had tucked away Morag’s kettle in the back. She nodded, still absently mulling over Leonard’s idea. “Is tea okay for you both?”

“Perfect,” said Hector with a grin.

Ophelia wandered behind the front desk and into the back corridor, shivering as she stepped into the cool kitchen. The afternoon was gloomy behind the old lace curtains, and she switched on the light before filling the kettle and leaving it to boil.

Her mind was still on the ring, on returning it. She’d have to go alone, of course, and Morag, the museum’s owner, wouldn’t just let her take a relic from her exhibition. How could Ophelia get it out and back into the lake, then? She couldn’t very well just steal it… could she?

If it ended this godforsaken curse, the long line of terrible dates and all of the days she spent alone, she’d do anything. The only problem was that she didn’t want to exchange her dire luck for a criminal record. If she disappeared with the ring, she’d be the number-one suspect, and it would be a few days’ trek off any beaten path to get to the lake. Perhaps she could explain things to Morag. Morag was kind and warm and had been there through Ophelia’s darkest times — ones she now blamed on the curse. Maybe Morag would understand and let her take the ring.

Absently, she twirled her own band around the fourth finger of her left hand, a habit she had formed long before the curse began. The kettle
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