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It was only when Hannah Wilde reached the farmhouse 

shortly after midnight that she discovered how much blood 

her husband had lost.  

They had spoken little during the drive to Llyn Gwyr. 

Hannah concentrated on the road ahead, her vision blurred 

through rain and tears. Beside her, Nate slumped in the 

Discovery’s passenger seat, a crooked shadow. She tried to 

glance over at him as the distance to what they’d left behind 

increased, but it was impossible to comprehend the full 

horror of his injuries while they were on the road. Each time 

she suggested they pull over Nate shook his head and urged 

her on.  

Get to the farmhouse, Hannah. I’ll be OK. I promise. 
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Close to midnight, after four hours behind the wheel, 

she watched the English place names flashing past the 

Discovery’s headlights surrender to their Welsh cousins: 

Cyfronydd; Llangadfan; Tal-y-llyn.  

No other vehicles shared this night with them. And 

although Hannah could see little more than what lay 

directly ahead, she could feel the country growing wilder, 

opening up around her.  

The road bucked and twisted, tried to throw them 

loose. For a time they chased a rushing mountain stream, 

the fractured diamonds of moonlight on its surface the only 

clue to its presence. When the road looped, climbing higher, 

the reflections winked out, lost to the night. 

Half a mile from Llyn Gwyr, near the crest of a hill, 

Hannah slowed the 4x4 to a crawl and turned off its 

headlights. She inched the vehicle up the final few yards of 

the slope, to where a clump of ash trees grew. For a moment 

she watched the silhouette movement of their naked 

branches.  

Hannah switched off the ignition. The sound of the 

engine had masked the voice of the wind until now. Here, at 

the summit of the hill, it sang around them, buffeting the 

car on its springs.  
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By God, what were you thinking? Did you really 

believe this place would be safe?  

In the passenger seat, Nate roused himself, lifting his 

head. He squinted out of the window. ‘What do you see?’ 

Beyond the trees, the land dropped away below them, 

receding towards the shore of an almond-shaped lake. 

Although the moon had draped itself in rainclouds creeping 

in from the west, a phosphorescence lingered on the water’s 

surface. The black line of a river, snaking down from the 

mountains, fed the lake at its westernmost point.  

Llyn Gwyr’s farmhouse stood on the lake’s far shore. A 

steep gravel track, crossing the river at a stone bridge, 

linked it to the main road. 

‘I can hardly see a thing from this far away,’ she told 

him. ‘Not in the dark, anyway.’ 

‘There should be some binoculars in the door well. 

Check the bridge first. See if it’s clear.’ 

Hannah found the glasses, raised them to her eyes. 

Trained them in the direction of the river. She needed a 

moment to orient herself, and then she found the bridge. Its 

crumbling stone arch looked barely robust enough to 

support the weight of their Land Rover.  
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No debris on the bridge itself, that she could see. 

Nothing lurking beneath it. No signs of a potential ambush.  

‘It’s clear.’ 

‘OK, now check the house.’  

She heard him shift his weight in the seat and try to 

conceal a gasp of pain. Immediately she wrenched the 

binoculars from her face. ‘Nate? What is it? What can I do?’ 

‘Nothing, Han. I’m fine.’ His voice was husky with 

exhaustion. ‘Go on. Check the house.’ 

She raised the glasses back to her eyes, trained them 

on the farmhouse this time. Its whitewashed stone walls 

glowed with the reflection of a nebulous moon. She found 

the outline of what she knew from photographs was a 

sagging slate roof. ‘What am I looking for?’ 

‘Check the windows first. Are they intact?’  

A pause while she checked all four. ‘Yes. The ones that 

I can see.’ 

‘That’s good. What about the door? Is it open? Does it 

look like it’s been forced?’ 

‘It’s difficult to tell but—’ She frowned. ‘No, I think it’s 

secure.’ 

‘That’s good, Han. That’s great. OK, look. I don’t think 

anyone is here. I don’t think anyone can be. But we’re going 
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to be cautious all the same. We’re going to keep the lights 

out until we’re off the main road, and we’re going to drive 

slowly. The entrance is just up ahead. From what I 

remember of this place, it’s rough going until we get down 

to that bridge. Then it flattens out. We’ll park around the far 

side of the house so that nobody can see our car from the 

road.’ He paused, hissing through his teeth as he shifted his 

weight again. ‘Are you ready?’ 

Hannah blew air from her cheeks, nodded. ‘Take the 

binoculars for me.’  

She held them out to him. Felt his hand brush against 

hers. His fingers were wet, sticky. She felt her throat 

constricting. ‘Nate, are you still bleeding?’ 

‘Doesn’t matter. Come on. We’re nearly safe now.’ 

She suddenly had to know. Despite his calming words, 

his encouragement, she was still reeling from the shock of 

tonight’s events. Before they went any further she needed to 

know exactly what she faced. On impulse, her hand went to 

the overhead light. She snapped it on.  

Some of the hope Hannah had been clinging to died 

then, as she saw the true state of him. She clenched her 

teeth and forced her jaw to still itself, determined not to 

reveal how acutely his appearance affected her. 
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Blood drenched him. 

His woollen jacket was saturated with it. The fabric of 

his shirt glistened and dripped. Blood pooled between his 

legs. It collected in the folds of the seat. It soaked his jeans.  

When Hannah raised her eyes to his face her emotions 

betrayed her and she sobbed. He was dying. She could have 

no doubt. Scarcely any life could remain inside him. His lips 

had lost all of their colour. His cheeks, where he had not 

wiped blood over them, were as pale as milk. Despite the 

cool air inside the 4x4, sweat stood out in beads upon his 

skin. 

Nate tried to smile, but when his lips drew back from 

his teeth she saw a corpse leering at her. ‘I think the 

bleeding is starting to slow down.’ 

Her voice trembled, on the verge of a scream. ‘We need 

to get you to a hospital, Nate. Right now.’ 

He shook his head. ‘No. We can’t. I’ll be all right. I 

promise you.’  

‘Nate, we—’ 

‘No. Hannah, listen to me.’ Nate paused, and she saw 

he was gulping for air. ‘We can’t take any risks with this. 

You know that, I know you do. What happens to me is 

irrelevant. We have to protect Leah.’ 
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The scream pressed at the back of Hannah’s throat, 

taunting her. At the mention of Leah’s name, she turned to 

look at their daughter, asleep on the back seat. The sight of 

her smooth face, so fragile and so serene, terrified her and 

rallied her in equal measure.  

He was right; they had no choice. But how did she 

meet Nate’s eyes and accept his words without protest? 

How could she become an accessory to sacrifice like that? It 

tore something within her. Only two people in the world she 

loved like this. Putting one before the other was 

unthinkable. As was the alternative. 

Nate eased his hand out of his jacket, stared at his 

bloodied fingers. ‘This is survivable, Han. Believe me. I’ve 

lost a lot of blood, I know that. I realise how bad it looks, 

but I’ve seen injuries like this before and I can make it, I 

swear. As long as we can get inside soon.’ 

Hannah batted tears from her eyes. She didn’t believe 

him. He was a ghost. But she found herself swallowing the 

scream and twisting the keys in the ignition. ‘Hold tight, 

then. We’ll be there in a few minutes. Are you comfortable?’ 

‘Are you serious?’ 

She forced herself to laugh. It sounded like she was 

choking.  
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Easing off the handbrake, she nudged the 4x4 into 

motion. They coasted over the brow of the hill and followed 

the road down the other side, descending through forest 

that reached for them with arms of spruce and Douglas fir. 

She saw the turning on the left and took it.  

Once they were off the main road, boxed by tall 

conifers, she risked using dipped beams. The track below 

them was little more than a rocky slope. She had to keep 

their speed under walking pace to navigate around the 

larger boulders and avoid jolting Nate as much as possible. 

Even so, every couple of yards he groaned as the wheels 

alternately skidded and gripped on the stones. She flinched 

at his every sound.  

Damn the odds, keeping fighting until you have 

nothing left.  

Wasn’t that her father’s favourite phrase? This sense of 

helplessness, this fear, served no one. She forced herself to 

consider what she knew about blood loss. If Nate were to 

stand any chance of survival, she had to prevent him going 

into shock. His laboured breathing and sweating were 

symptoms of serious hypovolemia.  

She had to stop the bleeding. She had to keep him 

warm. And she had to get liquids into him.  
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They drove past a wooden sign, black lettering on a 

rotting whitewashed plank. LLYN GWYR. One of her father’s 

prepared bolt-holes. 

At the bottom of the incline, the track’s surface 

improved. She followed its curves, easing the Discovery over 

the arched bridge and swinging it towards the farmhouse. 

Its headlights swept the front of the building, illuminating 

all but Llyn Gwyr’s windows. Those black countenances 

remained stubbornly impenetrable.  

The driveway looped around the far side of the house. 

They passed stone-built stables and an empty cowshed. 

Gravel crunched under the Discovery’s tyres as she pulled 

up behind the house.  

Hannah switched off the engine, then the lights. She 

pulled the keys from the ignition. ‘I’m going to unlock the 

house. I’ll be back in a minute to help you inside.’ 

‘Take the torch.’  

She nodded, reaching behind her seat and grabbing 

their powerful four-cell Maglite. Leaning forward, she 

kissed him. His lips were clammy, cold.  

‘Don’t go wandering off anywhere,’ she said. 

‘Forgot my hiking boots anyway.’ 
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Good that he could still joke. But she could barely hear 

his voice. 

Hannah put her hand on the door handle, hesitating. 

Now that they had arrived, she was reluctant to get out of 

the Discovery; it had been their haven for the last five 

hours. As if seeking to dissuade her further, the wind railed 

with greater force.  

Every minute mattered now. She couldn’t delay any 

longer. Hannah opened the car door and jumped down on 

to the driveway. 

Immediately the wind slammed into her, rocking her 

back on her feet. It gusted and eddied, an angry wraith, 

pasting her hair to her face and squeezing fresh tears from 

her eyes. Swinging the car door shut, tucking her head 

down, she zippered her fleece and stepped away from the 

Discovery.  

Although her vision had not fully adjusted to the 

darkness, she could discern the outline of the farmhouse 

against the sky, the deeper black of its windows, the back 

door, the conservatory. A vague impression of outbuildings 

off to her left.  

Hannah quickly closed the distance between the car 

and the main residence, wondering what she would find. 



 

13 

 

She knew the place had stood unoccupied for years. Her 

father paid someone to check on it every now and then, but 

she had no idea how often. She noticed that one of the 

ground-floor windows – of what might be a living room – 

had been smashed. Not good. But there was no time left for 

caution. She had to get Nate inside.  

Hannah reached the back door and peered in through 

the kitchen window. Nothing but darkness within. She 

found the key and was sliding it into the lock when she 

heard movement behind her.  

She froze, right hand on the doorknob, left hand 

holding the key fob. The sound vanished as abruptly as it 

had begun. And then she heard it again: a skittering of loose 

gravel on the drive behind her.  

Once more it disappeared, overtaken by wind and rain.  

She had tucked the Maglite under her left arm. 

Although she had nothing else with which to defend herself, 

the torch was solid: machined aluminium. The sound 

behind her couldn’t have been Nate. She would have heard 

him opening the car door.  

Hannah transferred the flashlight to her right hand, 

gripping it towards the bulb like a club. Her index finger 
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hovered over the control switch. In her ears she felt the 

pulse of blood in her arteries. 

 They’re depending on you. Nate and Leah. You’re all 

they’ve got.  

Slowly, ever so slowly, she turned on the spot.  

Beyond the gravel driveway stood a neglected kitchen 

garden. At the end of the garden, on the far side of a post-

and-rail fence, lay the fields attached to the farm. She could 

see the moon-dusted heads of vegetation bending in the 

wind. In the distance, silhouetted mountain peaks.  

Between her and the garden, just a few yards away, 

something loomed on the driveway. She was unable to see it 

clearly in the darkness, but it was large. Bigger than her. 

Hannah heard a bass grunt. A snort of breath. 

Whatever it was, it was nearer to her than the car. 

Tensing, she thumbed the flashlight. 

Caught in the brilliance of the Maglite’s beam, washed 

in light, stood the largest stag Hannah had ever seen. Its 

coat was a reddish brown, darkening around the throat. 

Antlers, each displaying a cluster of individual tines, swept 

upwards and forwards from its head. Two liquid eyes 

regarded her. She found herself locked in their gaze.  



 

15 

 

The torch had clearly startled it. She could see muscles 

twitching and contracting in its flank. But for some reason it 

did not bolt. The stag sidestepped, gravel dragging under its 

hooves, and raised its nose high to sniff the air. It stood 

motionless for a few seconds, then tilted its head.  

Hannah noticed that she was holding her breath. If it 

chose, the animal was powerful enough – and its antlers 

sharp enough – to run her through.  

She saw its muscles bunch again, felt herself tense in 

response. Now it moved its head to the right, appraising her 

with a single glossy eye. 

So abruptly that she nearly cried out in shock, the stag 

twisted about in an explosion of gravel chippings, and with 

three leaps was gone.  

Hannah stared into the dark, transfixed by what she 

had just seen. It had been a red deer. But she had never 

heard of a population in Snowdonia before. 

Dismissing it, needing to focus on Nate, Hannah 

turned back to the farmhouse. She opened the door and 

stepped into the kitchen. A cursory sweep with the torch 

revealed a large room with an uneven flagstone floor. An 

inglenook fireplace. A sofa and two chairs. Glass-fronted 

kitchen cabinets above dusty countertops. Two Welsh 
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dressers: one displaying crockery, the other spilling over 

with paperback books, fishing reels, candles, seed packets, 

matches, a first-aid kit. A round table by the window. A 

doorway leading to an unlit hall.  

Spotting a light-switch on the nearest wall, Hannah 

toggled it. Dead. She remembered Nate telling her the place 

was too remote to be on the grid. There must be a generator 

in one of the outhouses. It, and the electric lights, would 

have to wait. 

Grabbing a box of matches, resting the Maglite on the 

floor beside her, she knelt by the fireplace. Someone had left 

logs and kindling stacked in the grate. In under a minute 

she had a fire going. She took two candles from the dresser 

and lit them, placing one on the table and another on the 

counter. She would light more later. Right now she had to 

get her husband inside. 

Outside, the wind’s intensity had increased. Frozen air 

sluicing down from the mountains brought an aching chill. 

Ducking her head, Hannah hurried to the passenger side of 

the Discovery. She wrenched the door open. 

Nate slumped inside, unconscious, skin as white as 

linen. 
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‘Hey!’ Slapping his face, she managed to rouse him. He 

lurched up in his seat, and she could see he was trying to 

focus, but his eyes were rolling in his head. ‘I’ve got you, 

Nate, OK? Don’t try to speak. It’s only a short walk. I’ve got 

a fire going. You’ll have to help me just for this next bit. I’m 

afraid it’s going to hurt a little.’ 

Hannah braced herself as somehow he managed to 

lean forward and topple out of the car into her arms. It took 

all her strength to stop him from falling to the ground, and 

all her resilience to ignore his scream. ‘Good. Good, Nate. 

That’s the hard part. Just a few steps more.’ Hannah cast a 

look back at her sleeping daughter.  

Nine years old. How can this be happening to us? 

‘Leah, sweetheart, I’ll come back for you.’ Hannah 

kicked the passenger door closed, shutting the girl inside, 

away from the storm.  

Side by side, Nate’s arm around her shoulders, they 

managed to hobble to the kitchen, where the fire was 

already warming the room.  

‘Sofa,’ he slurred. 

‘That’s where we’re heading.’ She eased him down on 

to it. Pushed a cushion under his head. Raised his legs. ‘I 

need to see under your shirt.’  
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Nate’s hands fell away from his sides. She opened his 

jacket and ripped his shirt open, scattering buttons. His 

torso glistened with blood.  

Immediately Hannah saw the two puncture wounds, 

each an inch in length. One was just above his lowest rib. 

She couldn’t tell if his lung had been pierced, couldn’t 

remember from biology how far down the ribcage the lung 

extended. The second wound sat even lower, in his 

abdomen.  

Hannah fetched the first-aid kit – a green plastic 

briefcase – from the dresser. Popping the catch, she threw 

open the lid, rummaging through its contents. She found 

wipes and quickly cleaned his wounds. Within a couple of 

seconds blood began to seep from them. At least it wasn’t 

flowing freely. Then again, he had lost so much already. 

Finding a bag of wound closure strips, she tried as best she 

could to tape him up. She placed dressing pads over the 

strips and bound them to his body with bandages, wrapping 

them tightly by passing the rolls underneath his spine.  

It wouldn’t save him, she knew. Only professional 

medical care could do that now.  
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With a blanket from one of the armchairs, she covered 

him up. ‘Nate, stay awake, OK? We need to get some fluids 

into you.’ 

He nodded, whispered, ‘I love you.’  

Saying goodbye. 

Hannah turned away from him, wiping her eyes, 

unable to reply. At the sink, she found a glass and filled it 

with water. In one of the cupboards she found a packet of 

sugar and poured some into the glass, stirring it with a 

spoon. ‘Drink.’ She held it to his lips, lifting his head as he 

slurped it down. 

He drank two more glassfuls before he indicated he’d 

had enough. Then he took a shallow breath. ‘Han . . . in the 

hall. Cupboard.’ His voice was so low she could barely hear 

him. ‘Gear . . . for the lake.’ 

‘What gear, Nate? What do you mean?’ 

‘Scuba.’ 

Hannah frowned, then his meaning hit her. She 

stepped into the dark hallway. Using the Maglite, she found 

the cupboard under the stairs. Inside, among coats, overalls 

and hats, stood a diving tank and regulator. She directed 

her beam at the chipped white cylinder. On its side in 

printed black letters: Enriched Air NITROX. In handwriting 
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on a peeling sticker above this: MOD 28M. 36% O2. She 

rapped on the tank with her knuckles, tilted it. Full. 

The enriched air would help him to breathe, allowing 

more oxygen to enter his system. It might just win them 

some time. Buoyed by her discovery, she dragged the tank 

into the kitchen, attached the regulator and pressed it into 

Nate’s mouth. ‘OK, you’re not going to win any fashion 

prizes, trust me. But keep breathing. Nice and slow.’  

He was too weak to reply, but he held eye contact with 

her. Hannah felt a thousand things pass between them in 

that look. She took his hand. Squeezed it. She couldn’t lose 

him.  

Inside the room, the crackle of the logs in the grate and 

the mechanical sucking of the regulator made the only 

sounds. Outside, the wind hurled fistfuls of raindrops 

against the windows.  

Hannah got to her feet, took a deep breath and was 

just about to go outside to Leah when something heavy 

crashed against the front door of the farmhouse.  

  




