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1.  The Apprentice
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THE APPRENTICE HELD his hammer high, ready to strike a nail into the roof tile, but paused, listening. There was a scuffle from the church below. The scuffle itself wasn’t what he found odd, though. Rather, it was the otherwise silent site which allowed him to hear it at all. 

The racket of yelling and power tools he had grown accustomed to had ceased. He wasn’t sure how long it had been since the silence fell, but now that he had taken notice, it was unsettling. He called out for his colleagues, whom he had assumed to be alongside him, merely unseen in the dense mist, yet he was met with silence. He was new, inexperienced, a liability, even. They never left him unsupervised. And yet, he neither saw nor heard a soul.

A scream echoed through the fog.

From below? He couldn’t be sure, but he had to find out. Had someone fallen? 

He hastily replaced the hammer into his tool belt and ran down the scaffolding used to access the historic church roof. The mist cool and the air still, he heard nothing beyond the creaking of the ladder beneath his feet. So poor was the visibility, only now did he realise the sun was setting, betrayed by the red glow barely finding its way through the fog. 

Once on the ground, he flinched at the shatter of glass nearby. He paused, breathing deeply, listening for further commotion. When it never came, he told himself it was likely a roof tile falling or, perhaps, a dropped coffee mug. 

“Someone hurt?” he called. “I can’t see a bloody thing—tell me where you are.”

The island answered only with silence.

Even being amongst his construction team had felt lonely on such a remote site—he was the new apprentice, after all. But it was more acute as he stood on his own, unable to see more than a few metres ahead. 

Something rustled. Taking sharp, unsteady breaths, he edged towards the source of the sound, cursing as he tripped over a carelessly abandoned wooden board. He wondered if someone had fallen from the roof; perhaps they needed assistance. He cursed the site manager for insisting they work in such poor visibility, even if it had been during a rare let-up in the vicious Outer Hebridean wind. 

“Is someone there?” he asked.

At the sound of his voice, the rustling stopped. He stood in silence, slowing his breath to listen more carefully. After a few moments it resumed—an erratic sound which was somehow both deliberate and chaotic. The young man felt in his gut that the source wasn’t human.

He found the stone church wall and followed it. Along the way, he came to a broken window. He was certain that had been intact earlier, since it had recently been replaced. He peered inside but saw only strewn tools and sawdust. He thought to yell out to ask if anyone was inside, but the unnatural rustling kept him silent—whatever was making it, he didn’t want it to hear him.

He continued along the church wall until he reached the edge. The noise was louder here. Whatever the cause, it was immediately around this corner. The apprentice wasn’t sure he wanted to find it. 

Why were his colleagues missing? 

His mind raced with conspiracy theories. Over the past few days, occasional gunshots had rung out from the nearby Ministry of Defence base—unusual for a signal station. Something was wrong on this island. He felt it now. Perhaps the St Kilda base was akin to Area 51. His leg shook as he imagined coming face to face with a predatory extraterrestrial being. He gripped his chest as he imagined an alien embryo forcing its way out.

Yet, he had to know. He steadied himself, took a deep breath, and rounded the corner. 

A dark silhouette rose from the ground. 

Eyes wide, he screamed.

The dark brown, scruffy sheep stared at him, its head tilted to the side, and bleated before it resumed grazing on the grass. As his mind processed the picture before him, he exhaled in relief.

“Sorry, pal,” he said with a slight chuckle. “I’m a wee bit on edge today.”

He turned to return to the manse house, suspecting his colleagues had simply returned for tea without telling him. But as he stepped away, a deep thump sounded from behind. He turned to find the sheep gone, the fog swirling where it had stood.

“Where’d you go?” he whispered.

A shadow swept through the mist. His heart rate quickened as he made a break for the manse, sprinting over the uneven, moss-covered ground. Tripping on a rock, he barely maintained his balance well enough to stumble inside. Slamming the door, he threw the locking bolt closed and scanned the room for his colleagues.

“Lads?” he called between breaths.

No response.

For a moment, there was no sound but the howling wind. The apprentice allowed himself to feel relief. His mind was playing tricks on him. He laughed at himself and imagined how foolish he must have looked running from shadows through the fog. It was the isolation here—this island got into your head. Then the embarrassment set in—it had been a trick. The old boys were playing a prank on the young apprentice. He kicked himself for not realising it sooner.

Thump.

The door rattled with an impact, and the apprentice rolled his eyes.

“Aye, nice try, lads,” he called. “You had me going for a minute, but I’m no that daft.”

Thump.

He flinched as the deadbolt bent. He heard the pattering of feet once more—on the ground outside—then on the roof. 

“You’re taking it a bit too far, do you no think?” 

Thump.

A crack formed up the middle of the door as something applied immense pressure on the outside. He was certain it wouldn’t withstand another impact.

Thump.

“L... lads?”

Thump.
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2.  Arachnophobia
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ARACHNOPHOBIA IS A curious thing.

Of course, this is true of all phobias—they are, by definition, irrational. And the phobia of spiders is no different. With very few exceptions, they’re entirely harmless creatures of tiny stature. Even the largest of arachnids weigh around the same as a hamster—the latter hardly able to induce debilitating fear. In every case of human-spider conflict, with only the tiniest of statistically insignificant exceptions, the spider loses. 

Of course, a hamster doesn’t possess venom. Yet, with very few exceptions, spiders also pose no risk, with their venom either having little or no effect on the human body. Even a bite from the much-maligned black widow is unlikely to result in more than an unpleasant couple of days—even without any medical intervention.

But the irrational nature of the fear isn’t what makes it so strange. What’s so curious is its prevalence. One in every twenty people suffer from a debilitating fear of spiders, and most of the populace will confess to having some level of fear. And even those of us who consider ourselves entirely unafraid must surely concede that a miniature beast of the eight-legged variety will trigger a stronger response than any other.

So, why? Why is a fear of such a harmless, tiny creature seemingly hardwired into our genome? 

Perhaps it was a helpful trait for our ancestors. Such a fear would have led to an avoidance and therefore reduced risk of spider bites. While no spiders in Africa, the part of the world where the vast majority of our evolution occurred, have significantly dangerous venom to seemingly warrant such an instinctual response, bites nonetheless would have posed a risk of infection. 

So, perhaps arachnophobia, or at least the lesser fear from which it derives, was a useful survival tool for our ancestors in the pre-antibiotic world.

Or, perhaps, our DNA isn’t where this fear originates. Perhaps it instead stems from something more abstract—the soul. Without knowledge or experience of it, a part of our spirit might sense something lurking in the shadows. Something so malignant to our world that we know in our heart to fear it, even if we cannot quite grasp why. Something skulking in a far-flung part of the world, awaiting its opportunity to bring an end to us all.
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3.  Causeway Cottage
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BRUCE GRIMACED AS HIS BMW SUV trundled down the steep, cobbled street, the clearance between his wing mirrors and the rows of historic, medieval cottages was far tighter than he was comfortable with. 

He hoped to not be in this cramped village for long. A brief visit to Causeway Cottage, get the old lady on side, and get back to civilisation before lunch.

To make his travels more difficult yet, a beam of the low morning sunlight burst through the clouds, blinding him. Instinctively, he reached for the sun visor. 

As he pulled it down, a large house spider, with dappled brown markings and a leg span which would have wrapped around a golf ball, dropped down and hung from a line of web just centimetres from his face. 

He screamed and stamped upon the brake pedal, bringing the car to an immediate stop but not before clipping his passenger wing mirror on a stone wall. He threw open the door, ignoring a blaring horn from behind, and leapt onto the cobbles.

“Whit are you playing at, bawheid?​[1]” yelled the driver behind.

Bruce raised an apologetic hand and mouthed, “Sorry,” unable to speak. He loosened his tie as he gasped for breath and braced himself against the wall. A middle-aged woman with messy hair and a pink fleece stepped out of the car. She looked him up and down with her eyebrows raised in concern.

“You okay, pal?” she asked. 

Bruce nodded, pointing towards his BMW. 

She followed his finger and saw the spider dangling from the roof lining.

“Oh, ya bugger,” she said. “Look at the size of that. I think you need to write that car off, mate. It’s the spider’s now.”

“I just need to get it out,” Bruce gasped.

“I’d be setting fire to it and moving on,” the woman suggested with a chuckle.

A passer-by, an old lady with a stick and thin-rimmed glasses, stopped by Bruce’s side. A look of concern crossed her face, likely due to his now deathly pale complexion. 

“Are you all right, son?” she asked. “You’re looking a bit peely wally.”​[2] 

He nodded, yet she was clearly unconvinced. The woman driver pointed towards the still-dangling spider.

“You’re joking me,” the old lady said. “All this over a toatie wee spider?”

She reached into the BMW and held a hand beneath the creature, allowing it to settle on her palm, before placing it gently onto the dappled white wall of the nearest cottage. From there, it scampered to sanctuary inside a crack in the brickwork.

“Right, ya big jessie,” she scolded. “You can stop blocking the road now.”

Bruce felt his face warm as he blushed, before nodding.

“Thanks,” he croaked. “I just... spiders... I can’t stand them.”

“They’re more afraid of you, you know.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

“Aye, well, you might be the exception.”

“I’d have just smashed it with a shoe,” the woman from the car replied with a chuckle.

“Why?” the old lady asked.

“Because...” Bruce replied. “It’s... it’s terrifying.”

“Being afraid doesn’t mean you have to cause harm, son.”

After recovering from his shock, Bruce examined his damaged wing mirror with a sigh. It was only a scuff, but he was disappointed, nonetheless. Climbing back inside, he progressed down the road until he reached a small car park at the bottom. He edged his SUV into a tiny parking space before cracking open the door and squeezing out. He cursed how busy the car park was—ordinarily he opted to occupy two spaces, but there were no neighbouring spaces empty. His exit was undignified, to say the least.

Once outside, he patted down his suit and gazed over the low stone wall across the River Forth. It was wide and slow here, being only a few miles from reaching the sea. It was pretty, he admitted that much. In fact, it was the perfect place to calm his nerves with a cigarette.

After finishing and flicking the butt into the river, he tightened his tie, buttoned his suit jacket, and checked his mobile phone for directions. Once orientated, he strolled along the waterfront.

Upon reaching his destination, a small, white house with black jettying called Causeway Cottage, he pressed his finger on the faded, brass doorbell. The door creaked open to reveal the same old woman who had retrieved the spider from his car.

“Oh... Missus Mary Gillies?” he asked.

“Oh, it’s the jessie. Do you need me to fetch another wee spider for you?”

Bruce blushed at her patronising tone.

“Uh, no.” He emitted a short, nervous laugh. “I’m Bruce Kadare. From O’Shea Oil and Gas.”

Her face hardened. “I said I didnae want to talk to you people.”

“Please, I’ll really only take a few minutes of your time.”

“A few minutes too many.”

“I did drive a long way.”

She chewed on the inside of her lower lip for a moment.

“Fine,” she relented. “A few minutes. But you’re no getting any tea.”

He shrugged. “Fair enough.”

Mary Gillies’s home was dark with patterned wallpaper and old, oak furniture. Bruce headed for a comfortable-looking maroon armchair.

“Not there,” she instructed. “That was my late husband’s chair. I keep it clear.”

“Oh, sorry.” 

He instead manoeuvred towards the matching sofa, squeezing past the coffee table. 

“I struggled to find the place. I’d never heard of Culross before,” he said, pronouncing the village as cull-ross.

“Culross,” she replied, correcting his pronunciation as coo-russ.

“Huh, really?”

She nodded as she stood at the other side of the coffee table. “Disnae seem like something I’d lie about, does it?”

“I... suppose not... would you like to take a seat?” he asked.

“I’ll stand. You’ll no be long.”

“Of course. So, Missus Gillies—I’m not sure how much my bosses told you.”

“They told me enough and I told them to get lost.”

“I see... Well, the signal station on St Kilda reported natural gas emissions. We’ve agreed with the government that we’ll make the area safe.”

“Out of the goodness of your heart, no doubt.”

“Well, in return for the rights to exploit the newly discovered gas reserve, naturally.”

“‘Exploit.’ Aye, that sounds about right.” 

“Since St Kilda—”

“Which island, Mister Kadare?”

“Um... St Kilda?”

“St Kilda isnae just one island. Which island?”

“Oh, uh... the... main one?”

She scoffed. “You nitwits dinnae even know which island you’re wanting to drill holes in.”

“Well, believe it or not, we’re trying to reach out to do something good. To give something back to the community.”

“I know you think you are, laddie. They already gave me the sales pitch.” She followed with a false, mocking, English accent. “With transport links and industry, the St Kildans can return to their ancestral home.” Her face hardened. “But that place was evacuated for a reason.”

“Of course. The influenza epidemic, and food was—”

“That’s what they told you, aye. But that’s no why we left.”

“So, why—”

“Mister Kadare—as much as the gesture is kind, there’s no one alive who can even remember the evacuation. I was born here—I’m a Fifer. St Kilda was my parents’ home, not mine.”

Bruce smiled and shook his head. “Sure.”

He stood and made his way towards the door. As he opened it, he paused.

“Can you do me a favour?” he asked. “Just consider it. You don’t have to live there, but it is your ancestral home. I think you should at least see it.”

“Why do you care so much?”

Bruce paused. “I know a thing or two about never knowing your homeland, is all.”

He stepped out, stopped by Missus Gillies’s hand upon his shoulder.

“Don’t go, laddie,” she said. “Don’t go to Hirta. Believe me, from what I saw earlier, you don’t have the stomach for it.”
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4.  Village Bay
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BRUCE LEANED OVER THE side of the wooden motor cruiser and vomited into the waves, unable to handle the churning of the North Atlantic to which he had been subjected since leaving the Isle of Skye over three hours ago. He sighed, realising he had thrown up on his tie, which he pulled off and discarded into the ocean.

“You haven’t got your sea legs yet, then?”

He turned to see his colleague, an engineering manager named Lewis, smirking, sitting against the bulwark with his arms crossed. Bruce thought Lewis looked as though he was preparing to scale Everest, with thick climbing trousers and a padded, waterproof jacket. Admittedly, with the bitter Hebridean winds slicing through his suit, Bruce came to suspect Lewis had dressed more appropriately than he had.
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