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Chapter
One

 


All rental car agents needed
castrating. Or strung up by their balls. Or both. Preferably
without anesthetic. In public, as they ate the car keys of all the
heaps of rubbish they let out onto the unsuspecting public. And then
had to mend all said cars with their bare hands. Naked. Preferably
without the promise of sex until they’d got everyone back on the
road that they’d screwed in a totally different way...

Cairsti Catriona MacLean, known as Cat to
her friends—and ‘that bloody woman’ to her not-so-friends—opened
the hood of the rental car and looked at the radiator as it spat
steam and water and hissed not so gently. First the tire she’d had
to change, and the stubborn wheel nut she’d wrestled with for a
good five minutes, then the white van man who thought he’d use both
sides of the road, and give her the ‘v’ sign, and now this. Her
mobile phone had no signal, and she was fairly certain the nearest
habitation was the place she was heading to. She knew that was a
good three or four miles away.

Bloody asshole, up themselves blokes
who think that because you were jet lagged you won’t remember their
names or the crap they subjected you to. I bloody will.
One look at the set
of tools in the trunk convinced her that her ride was over for the
foreseeable future, and shanks pony—as her gran used to call
walking—was next on her agenda. Cat sighed; it served her right for
choosing the car rental agency because of its name: Mac and
Donald’s. Next time she’d stick to her usual tried and tested
company. If there was a next time. If she ever made it to
civilization.

A drop of rain hit her nose and she looked
up. The sky was dark and clouds were rolling in rapidly from the
south. Sadly it seemed that for once the weatherman had got it
right. Heavy rain with the chance of localized flooding. The
flooding was all around her. Even the apology for a road was under
two or three inches of wet stuff.

That was all she needed. With
her typical Celtic coloring, her more carroty than red hair would
soon frizz, and she’d look like a demented version of the vegetable
she hated, if there was such a thing. Resigned to arriving at her
destination with the appearance of something from a freak show—not
a good look when you were trying to make a favorable impression—she
grimaced. Whoever said early May was the perfect time of year to
visit must have been on something. If this is perfect, then heaven
help me. It’s worse than a wet day in Woolloomooloo.
She’d suffered more
than her fair share of those when she’d visited Sydney.

As she opened her oversized
rucksack and took out a few bare essentials, it began to rain
heavier and faster and the drops were both large and cold. With a
sigh that she felt right down to her toes, Cat dragged her raincoat
on, pulled the hood up, and then stuffed a change of clothes and
some basic toiletries into a smaller, and blessedly waterproof, day
sack. Those plus her tablet and her phone were necessary, because
even if the blasted phone didn’t work it represented civilization.
Once she added some oat bars, a particular sort of mint sweet, and
a bottle of water she had her basic survival kit. She was as ready
as she would ever be. Cat was used to hiking, and who knew how long
this one would take? Or for that matter, if she was even on the
right track. The map said there was a road here, and there was even a very
ornate metal gate barring her way. Okay, it had nothing on either
side of it, but it very definitely sent out a warning of some
kind. Either
step off the track and sink in a bog, never to be seen again, or
pass through me at your peril. She’d chance it.

The rough moorland did have very faint wheel
marks over it, but what she’d find at the end of it was up for
interpretation. All she had to go on was her great gran’s stories,
a very old map, and a picture.

The map roughly corresponded to the one
she’d bought at the airport, and it seemed she was going to have to
get to the other side of that imposing gate. Cat looked it over.
Not too tall, so if necessary she could climb over it. On a closer
look she saw it wasn’t padlocked, just shut with a hinged latch.
There was no time to wonder why the darned thing loomed so
large—uneasily—in her mind, not if she was serious in finding the
farm and getting dry. It was just a gate. Cat squared her shoulders
and took hold of the top rail. She drew in a sharp
breath.

The sting she got as she rested her hand on
the gate sent a strong ripple of awareness through her. Cat lifted
her hand and looked closely. There was no mark on her skin, so
evidently the barrier wasn’t electrified. Nevertheless, after the
debacle of the car, Cat decided she’d take nothing at face value.
She checked all over before touching it again. The tingle came once
more.

For some reason an old story of
her gran’s slipped into her mid. “The sting of the portal is only felt by
those who need to go through. Treat it as a gift and use it wisely.
Embrace what you see, and decide what is right. The past is ours to
accept or deny. You, my love, will need to do more than
most.” Gran
had been very specific in her stories, and had done her best to
explain their heritage to a solemn young girl. Even now, when she
couldn’t by the wildest stretch of the imagination be called
solemn, or even that young, Cat found some of Gran’s proclamations
to be a bit the magic mushroom side of weird. Reincarnation, for
goodness’ sake. Just because she looked a bit like the woman in an
old picture Gran had, and Cat was supposed to be descended from
her... Well, looks went through the family, but being that person
again?

Rubbish.

Cat opened the gate and walked
through. It clanged shut behind her. Like a prison door?

She shook her head at the vague words and
thoughts that drifted in and out of her mind. The soft sounds of a
crying baby, and a sibilant Scottish voice whispering, “Ah my
lovvie, let’s take ye tae yer maw,” made her jump and jerk, and she
splattered raindrops all around.

For heaven’s sake, get a grip.

It was this country getting to her. All the
gentle mists and rain like the waterfalls back home was enough to
make anyone start wondering ‘what if’.

“Whaach it, woman. D’ya nae
think I’m drookit enough withoot ye addin’ tae it?”

What the? A face appeared before her. The
body it belonged to was one any woman would be happy dreaming
about. Tall, black hair, dark blue eyes and... naked? I’m dreaming naked men
and I’m awake? Shit, I thought all those films about visions and
things were made for the masses and cinema stuff. So not
real.

“Ah, Cairsti Catriona, are
you not recognizing me then?”

The apparition touched her face. Cat stared
as she felt his soft touch on her cheek. How did the apparition
know her name?

“Next you’ll be saying I’m
no real. Ach well, you’ll learn. So, why’re you takin’ a walk doon
the lane? Surely a lassie needs to be inside in thon weather? An
tell me what’s thon thing ahind ye? Fair scary enough to set the
beasts afeart.”

Asshole, does he not realize
how false that sounds? Naw, thon, afeart. For
fuck’s sake
he needs to get a life...hold on? The track was empty.

She blinked and peered through the rain.
There was no one around. Just her and a dead car. A white mist was
rolling in from the mountains, and the few trees she’d seen began
to shimmer and fade. At this rate it would be dark before she found
her destination. She checked her flashlight was in her
pocket.

Oh well. In a contemplative mood, Cat
began to walk along the track. After a few minutes she started to
enjoy herself. She wouldn’t think about reincarnation, Gran, or hot
sex-on-legs men with... Agh, enough. Look at the scenery.
Not that there was
much to see. The silvery raindrops glistened on the grass, and the
mist got denser. Rain trickled down her neck, and even though she’d
got a waterproof coat on, her knickers felt damp. Even so in a
perverse way, it soothed her soul. She’d always enjoyed walking,
and spent most of her spare time outdoors, surfing, sailing, or
hiking. Though somehow she didn’t think she’d be doing much of the
first two in Scotland. Cat wriggled and her damp jeans chafed her
legs. It was as well that wet clothes could always be changed for
dry ones. She had to hope she’d have a chance to change, and get stuff dried off. The
fact that she’d been assured indeed the weather was good made her
smile. If this was good, she shuddered to think what bad was
like.

“Like the day you left
me.”

The voice came from everywhere
and nowhere. If she hadn’t have felt the rain on her face, she’d
have decided she was asleep and dreaming. First she thought she saw
a naked man, now she was hearing voices. What next?
Damn you, Gran,
this is all your fault.

“Don’t you be blaspheming,
especially about your gran. She told you what you needed to know.
So you’d be ready.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, this is
ridiculous. Stop it already. Talking back to myself has got to be
the first step on the way to the funny farm.” Cat spoke out loud
and swore on purpose. Her voice echoed in the mist, as if it
bounced off























cover.jpg
Evernight Publishing ®

B A L
i - =2

RAVEN MCALL





tmp_1d9dba0f600445617cbb9f9f58f94258_CPqbIC_html_ce939c9.jpg
Evernight Publishing ®

‘RAVEN MCALLA





tmp_1d9dba0f600445617cbb9f9f58f94258_CPqbIC_html_767cf5ac.jpg
=
)





