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When Hattie opened the boot of her car, the last thing she expected to find was a man curled up below an old tartan throw, gently snoring. His green-hued beard was in need of a comb. A pair of battered brown boots peeked out from below the throw.

'Hey,' Hattie called out, giving him a big-enough shove to wake him from his slumber.

He blinked a couple of times, muttering incoherently before jolting upright, nearly hitting his head on the raised roof of the boot.

'What do you think you're doing in my car?' Hattie demanded. This was the last thing she needed.

'Having a picnic with squirrels. What do you think I'm doing?' The reply was gruff and of Eastern European stock.

'But why my boot?'

The man shrugged. 'Why not?'

'Vik, I don't have time for this. Get out.'

Vik glared at her but pulled the throw aside and clambered out of the small space. 'You should have more respect when talking to a God.'

Hattie laughed wryly. 'Spirit. You're a Forest Spirit. Not a God. Don't go giving yourself airs and graces.' She nudged him aside and grabbed the torch Vik had been lying on. She flicked the switch a couple of times to check the batteries still worked.

'It's cold,' Vik said, rubbing his arms.

'Tends to be a side-effect of winter,' Hattie replied, closing the boot again. She chucked him the tartan throw. He wrapped it around his narrow body as he took in their surroundings.

'You woke me up mid-winter? Are you mad, woman? I should not be woken until the spring time. You are crazy.'

'My car, my rules. Besides, you never even asked to use my car.'

'You would have just said no.'

'Exactly. Look, I need to abandon this heap of junk. At least until I reach the next village. It conked out. The car, I mean. Not the next village.'

Her bad attempt at humour was lost on him. His expression was blank.

'I am hungry,' he declared, giving the back of his trousers a good, indiscreet scratch. 'We go to village. You get me food.'

'You give me money, I'll give you food.'

With the throw hanging from his shoulders, the forest spirit patted his trouser pockets. 'Oh no, I appear to have left my wallet at home. In the forest. Where there's nowhere to spend money.'

'Alright, smart-arse.' Hattie made sure the car was locked, and switched on the torch. She started walking away from the car and her unexpected passenger. Moments later, she heard footsteps trudge behind her.

'My footwear is not equipped for dealing with this pointless weather,' he said, not a minute after they'd started walking, following the beam of the torch. 'What shoe size are you? Ten? Eleven?'

'Six, thank you very much. And I'm not about to give you my shoes.'

'You are a very rude woman. If I was in one of my forests -'

'You're not in one of your forests, though, are you, Lesovik? You're on a snow-bound road in the Scottish Highlands, at the height of winter, with one pissed-off woman. Now, if you don't shut up and stop moaning I'm going to leave you here and you can make your own way back to your bloody forests.'

'Fine. This is where we part company,' said Vik, grumpily.

Hattie didn't stop. Instead, she offered a brief back-handed wave and continued along the road. Sod him. She had plenty on her plate without adding the Slavonic spirit to the list.

It felt like forever before the distant glow of a village came into view.  Hattie picked up her pace, intending to reach the local pub – what village didn't have a pub? – and get a drink and cooked food inside her before sorting out the car.

Diana Dinky, the proprietress of The Wrinkled Farmer Inn, was all concern and kind words when Hattie walked through the doors.  The landlady pushed a glass of whisky into Hattie's gloved hands, and mentioned that the village mechanic would be in soon for his daily after-work pint. Hattie gladly accepted the dram, ordering a hearty meal from the menu at the same time. Afterwards, she weaved her way through the busy bar and into a small side room. All but one of the tables  were occupied. The old boys nursing their drinks gave her a customary glance.

She took the last table, happy to be indoors. The fire in the hearth across the room was big and healthy. She could feel the warmth from where she sat.

As she slipped off her jacket and gloves, she thought of Vik. For all that he annoyed her, she hoped he was alright. He was a creature of Autumn, not Winter, preferring to hibernate during the coldest season. Their initial encounter happened during a particularly violent clash with a kelpie down in Epping Forest. Vik was touring the British woodlands at the time, and had reluctantly helped out.

Her eyelids felt heavy. The whisky was warming her like a winter duvet. She stared into the hypnotic flames of the fire, feeling herself begin to drift off.

'There you go, sweetheart.'

Hattie woke with a start. How long had she been asleep for? She looked up into the welcoming face of the landlady who placed a plate of steak and ale pie on the table before her.

'Oh, thank you. Smells wonderful,' said Hattie, as she was handed a fork and knife. She cut into the pie. The gravy bled out, making Hattie's mouth water. Her stomach groaned impatiently.

'My son's the chef here,' Mrs Dinky explained. 'Gets his cooking skills from me.'

'Gaw, datsh lu'ly,' Hattie said with a mouthful of the pie. She nodded appreciatively .

The landlady smiled at the garbled compliment. 'I'll let him know. Oh, and Carl, the mechanic I was telling you about, is here. He's having a quick drink then he'll be through to see you.'

'Thanks. I really appreciate it,' Hattie replied. With another smile, Mrs Dinky headed out the room.

Hattie felt herself relax considerably as she continued her meal. The stresses of why she had come up to the Highlands in the first place dissolving as the whisky coursed through her. At one point she needed to visit the bathroom and did not hesitate to leave her half-eaten meal and drink on the table while she was gone - not something she would easily decide to do back in Edinburgh. There was something... safe... about village pubs in the Highlands, despite what old horror movies would have you believe.

She regretted her decision on her return from the bathroom, though, when she found someone throwing back the last of the whisky, the plate having already been licked clean. The old boys nearby were casting the newcomer wary looks. Hattie slid into the seat opposite and glared at the man.

'What are you doing here?' She watched as Vik put down the now-empty glass and licked his cracked lips.

'Having a baby, what does it look like?' He said, in that deadpan tone of his. 'I was hungry. Someone left food and drink here. I did not want to see it go to waste.'

'I left them there. Momentarily.'

Vik met her hardened gaze for a moment. He looked on the verge of apologising. Instead, he stifled a burp and patted his belly, taking in his surroundings with mild interest.

With a little more force than she intended, Hattie placed the cutlery and empty glass onto the plate and carried the lot back through to the bar. The mechanic, still dressed in his oil-stained blue overalls, was just finishing his drink. He introduced himself with a warm smile and an appreciative once-over at Hattie. He was handsome enough, with longish dark hair and the look of someone used to the outdoors.

'Diana tells me your car needs looked at,' he said. Hattie could have listened to that soft Highland lilt all evening.

'Aye,' she replied, her own Lowland voice thickening slightly. 'It's a heap of junk but it more or less gets me from A to B.'

Carl smiled. 'Point me in the right direction and I'll get my tools and take a look for you. Are you staying here for the night?'

Hattie glanced at her watch. It had just gone 8pm. 'If there's a room going spare.'

The landlady had been half-listening to the conversation during a lull in the bar, and spoke up. 'Take your pick, sweetheart. It's the winter season after all. All my profits come from the locals at the moment.'

'Thanks.' Hattie unzipped her handbag and took out her purse.

'Oh, don't worry about money just now. Pay tomorrow. I'll put your meal
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