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Chapter One
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Caroline Doherty sat in her little Peugeot, staring out the side window at the hills of west Cork. The air in the car was icy, but not as cold as outside. She gripped her phone, hoping the device would pick up a signal for the first time in half an hour. 

This remote corner of Ireland was famous for its rugged beauty. Its hills, valleys and peninsulas were spectacular, not to mention its jagged cliffs towering over the Atlantic Ocean. 

Caroline and her boyfriend, Jason Murphy, were headed for The Cliff View Guest House, located on the Beara Peninsula in the extreme south-west of the country. Evening was falling and the hotel was still some distance away. They were in a hilly area. Nothing but grass and rock all around them. 

It was a terrible place for a car to break down. 

As far as Caroline could tell, the nearest town was ten or fifteen miles away. Getting there would demand a long, dangerous walk. As well as being twisty, the road ahead was narrow and, of course, had no footpath. 

The road behind them was equally bad. She couldn’t imagine walking back to the petrol station they’d stopped at a few miles earlier. Out here, each mile felt like ten.

The late February light was beginning to fade. If they were walking on the road and a car came along, they’d be almost invisible. Jason was wearing a puffy black coat and dark jeans. Caroline’s jeans and olive-coloured jacket were almost as dark. Her blonde hair was the only thing that might be visible in the gloom. Still, she figured that a driver was more likely to knock them down than give them a lift.

The road had clearly been cut out of the hillside, and there was not an inch to spare on either side. A rocky cliff rose up on the right side while, on the left, a hill of gorse fell away sharply. Rocky hills filled the middle distance. 

Caroline opened the car door. At once, she felt the pounding of the rain. She opened her umbrella and walked over to Jason, who was still fiddling with the engine. Caroline was certain he had no more idea than she did about what was wrong with it. He insisted on trying to fix the thing anyway.

“Any luck?” Caroline shouted to be heard over the rain.

“Not yet.”

Valentine’s Day was meant to be romantic. A weekend break in the wilderness. Though they were both from Cork City, Caroline had taken frequent trips into the wilderness of West Cork when she was growing up. This place was a different world. Largely unspoilt, it possessed a rough beauty that Jason didn’t seem to appreciate. He was always more interested in staying in the city, or even going to Dublin, rather than exploring his own county’s wild side. 

“Can you shine a light here?” Jason shouted. He was bent over the engine, his face almost touching it.

Caroline turned on the torch on her phone and pointed it where Jason’s hands were making a fumbling, uncertain exploration. It reminded her of the first time he’d tried to unhook her bra.

“It’ll be dark soon,” Caroline said.

“Why do you think I want a light?”

“I mean, we need to do something.”

Jason straightened up and turned to her. His long black hair was plastered to his face and neck. His features, normally so chiselled and handsome, twisted into a sneer. 

“What do you want me to do? I’m trying to start the fucking car.”

Caroline flinched. During their six months together, she had rarely seen him angry. He hadn’t wanted to come here, she knew. He’d only agreed to please her. But she’d been sure he’d start to enjoy himself once he arrived. She couldn’t have known the car would cut out in the middle of nowhere.

“Look,” she said, “I can’t get a signal. You can’t fix the car. We should try walking.”

Jason looked around. 

“On these roads?”

“I know, but we can’t stay here. We have to try something,” Caroline said. “We have to go somewhere.”

“Just let me fix the car, will you?”

“You’ve been at it for ten minutes.”

“If you weren’t nagging me, I’d be finished by now.”

Nagging. 

The word slapped her across the face. So she was a nag now. Her first serious boyfriend had said it. Jason turned his attention to the engine again, not seeming to notice how much his words had hurt her. 

Caroline turned off the torch app. 

“Hey,” Jason said, but she ignored him, and walked towards the back of the Peugeot. She didn’t want to sit in the car. It was stopped in the middle of the road, blocking the lane. She imagined another car coming along and smashing into them. It was unlikely – traffic out here was infrequent – but her stomach churned with dread all the same.

She went and got the red warning triangle from the car’s boot. She walked forty paces from the back of the car and set the triangle down on the tarmac. The only reason she hadn’t put it out earlier was that Jason had seemed so confident he’d have the car running again in no time. 

Just a second – that was the phrase he’d used, after the car cut out.

Caroline shook her head, wondering why she had listened. Jason played bass guitar in a rock band. He hadn’t a mechanical bone in his body.

Just a second could mean all night.

As she was walking back towards the car, a gust of wind got under the umbrella and tore it from her hands. She let out a shout of surprise, and watched the umbrella fly away, over the side of the road and down the hill. She hurried over and looked down after it. An almost vertical drop greeted her. The ground levelled off far below, maybe eighty feet down. Nothing but gorse and rock and yellow heather. And – what was that? 

Caroline squinted, shielding her eyes from the rain.

Was that...?

A flash of light on the road distracted her. She turned to see headlights approaching.

“Someone’s coming,” she shouted. 

Caroline had never been so happy at the sight of a stranger’s car. She’d started to get worried. After all, it was dark and stormy, and they were broken down, with no way to contact anyone. She jogged back to the Peugeot.

“What did you say?” 

She grabbed Jason by the arm. “I said, someone’s coming.”

He straightened up. “I’ve nearly got it figured out,” he said. “I think what we have here is a bad actuator.”

“Never mind that. There’s a car coming.”

Ignoring Jason’s scowl, she turned on her phone’s torch function again and went around the side of the Peugeot. Standing in the middle of the other lane, she waved her hands in the air. The car was coming from the direction they had come. Maybe they could get a lift to The Cliff View Guest House.

The headlights of the oncoming car grew larger. 

It didn’t slow.

“Can they see us?” Caroline asked. She waved her phone higher in the air, hoping the light would be obvious. 

The car was nearly upon them, and its roaring engine made Caroline’s chest tighten. She waved her arms and called out, “Hey. Hey.”

Jason straightened up and looked at the approaching car. His eyes widened.

“It’s not stopping,” he said. “Get out of the way.”
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Chapter Two
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Liam McGlynn’s pale fingers shook as he gripped the steering wheel. The teenager was driving too fast. The truth was, he shouldn’t have been driving at all – not in his state, and not in this weather. 

Liam had driven halfway to his girlfriend, Emily’s, house before he changed his mind and pulled in at the side of the road. He stopped there, intending to give himself a little time to think things over, but instead his eyes welled up with tears, and he sobbed like a child.

He wanted to get away from there. To be far away, with Emily by his side. But involving her in this was selfish. Liam had no money. He had nothing. Asking Emily to go away with him would have been asking her to give up any chance of a decent life. Liam didn’t want that. 

So he’d wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his hoodie, turned the Range Rover around and started to drive back home. He didn’t want to do that, but what other option was there? No one was going to help him. No one cared. 

As he approached the local petrol station, Liam saw an unfamiliar grey car at the pump. A seven-year old Peugeot 5008. Diesel. Manual transmission. It was pointed west, so he figured the driver was heading towards Liam’s house.

He pulled in at the side of the forecourt and watched a couple get out of the car and head
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