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Praise for Witch Trial:

‘Audacious, mind-bending and brilliant. I couldn’t read it fast enough!’

Lisa Jewell

‘Harriet Tyce’s best book yet. Gripping, original and so very clever. I was captivated by this deliciously twisted thriller. And what an ending! Genius. I loved it!’ 

Claire Douglas

‘Daring, different, clever and compulsive – a truly original novel. Delicious.’

Andrea Mara

‘Absolutely superb. Grips like a vice throughout and has a perfect, bold ending that no one will see coming. An utter masterpiece of the murder mystery and the legal thriller genre.’

Sophie Hannah

‘I loved this. Harriet Tyce is a master storyteller. Supremely plotted, elegantly written and with an ending that will shake you up! An absolute triumph of a book that takes the legal thriller to new heights and will stay with you for a long time. Best thing I’ve read this year.’ 

Abir Mukherjee

‘A legal thriller unlike any you’ve ever read, this witchy, mind-melting page-turner is Tyce at her whip-smart best.’

Ellery Lloyd

‘Brilliantly clever and utterly addictive, I loved it. Courtroom drama at its finest.’

Clare Leslie Hall

‘Witch Trial is like the lovechild of Alfred Hitchcock and The Crucible. Dark, wry and slippery underfoot, I adored it!’

Sarah Pinborough

‘Tyce creates a swirling miasma of meaning and counter-meaning that keeps the reader enthralled and tantalised – and in its audacious final act, revealing layer beneath confounding layer, Witch Trial pays fitting tribute to the James Hogg classic that inspired it.’ 

Chris Brookmyre

‘I utterly adored this. Harriet Tyce is truly the queen of plotting and suspense. This is a riveting, rip-roaring ride through a murder trial, which confounds expectations at every turn. I was torn between being desperate to rush straight to the end, and not wanting the story to finish. Simply brilliant.’

The Secret Barrister

‘Compulsive reading – I was totally immersed in the story. One of the best courtroom dramas I’ve read in a long time.’

Araminta Hall

‘Give me witchcraft, a mind spiralling into madness and questionable narrators any day – just my cup of tea. A brilliant and twisting new novel from Harriet Tyce. I flew through it.’

L. V. Matthews

‘Cancel all plans because this book is going to grab you by the throat and not let go until you turn the final page. It’s a startlingly original courtroom drama, and a psychologically astute depiction of a man in freefall. Deliciously chilling and like nothing I’ve ever read. I ate this up.’

Chris Bridges

‘An unputdownable, twisty legal trial from the queen of the courtroom drama. Spellbinding and sinister. A masterclass in plotting and pace.’

Kate Gray

‘I read Witch Trial then I read it again. Compelling and twisty with perfectly drawn characters. Never have I said “Oh My God” out loud at the end of a book and meant it more.’

Rachel Wolf

‘Clever, propulsive, with a wickedly satisfying twist. Excellent. My favourite Tyce book yet.’

C. E. Hulse

‘Totally original and impossible to put down, Harriet Tyce has shown once again that she is the absolute master of the legal thriller with a twist. Brilliant!’

G. D. Wright

‘At first sight a legal thriller, Witch Trial is multi-layered and subtle, delving deeply into the intricacies of the relationships between teenage girls and perceptions of female cunning. We are plunged into a world where nothing is as it seems. Brilliant.’

Heather Critchlow

‘Harriet Tyce’s masterful courtroom drama is intense, terrifying, and utterly addictive, with a devilish twist in its tail.’ 

Gilly Macmillan

‘I loved this clever book! Stunningly written and may be one of the best endings I’ve read. Despite being deliciously dark, I found myself chuckling in places. Harriet’s best book yet!’ 

Niki Mackay

‘Dark, twisty and unrelentingly brilliant. Tyce in top form.’ 

Femi Kayode

‘Tense, creepy and very, very clever with a genuine jaw-drop of an ending.’

Susi Holliday

‘Will spark a million water-cooler debates! Bold and brave, but eminently readable.’

Jo Furniss

More praise for Harriet Tyce:

‘One of the best openings I’ve read in forever. I devoured it.’

Alex Michaelides on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘Dark, twisted and utterly nerve-jangling – a sharply structured thriller that left me breathless.’

Lucy Clarke on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘A shocking, provocative, standout thriller. Harriet Tyce at her twisting, wicked, razor-sharp finest.’

 Chris Whitaker on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘An edge-of-your-seat thriller. Harriet Tyce’s eye for people – their foibles, missteps and cruelties – is sharp as a blade.’

Abigail Dean on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘Inventive, chilling and utterly compelling . . . further cements Harriet Tyce’s place amongst the great British crime writers.’

M. W. Craven on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘Perfect plotting, utterly brilliant.’

B. A. Paris on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘An imaginatively told (and very bingeable) thriller.’

John Marrs on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘Tyce’s denouement pulls things together skilfully and surprisingly.’

Sunday Times on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘A masterclass in the dark art of plotting. A propulsive read that crafts a scintillating and vivid story out of characters that gnaw and claw from the page. This is a great crime novel, and the chills last long after the final page is turned. Absolutely stunning.’

Janice Hallett on A Lesson in Cruelty

‘Takes us into the deepest, most toxic recesses of human behaviour. With the author’s signature blend of courtroom suspense and relationships in mortal crisis, this is another delicious treat from Tyce.’

Louise Candlish on It Ends at Midnight

‘A cinematic gut-punch of a book that will linger in your memory long after you’ve finished it.’ 

Mark Edwards on It Ends at Midnight

‘Fantastic, intricately plotted, skilfully woven and beautifully tricky.’ 

Helen Fields on It Ends at Midnight

‘Intense, clever, important and deeply chilling . . . proves that Harriet Tyce is a writer at the top of her game.’

Phoebe Morgan on It Ends at Midnight

‘Harriet Tyce cements her position as Queen of unreliable narrators. 

A must-read high stakes-thriller.’

Fiona Cummins on It Ends at Midnight

‘A breathless read – with a shocker of an ending!’

Shari Lapena on The Lies You Told

‘Every bit as intriguing, well-written and addictive as its predecessor.’

Sara Collins on The Lies You Told

‘Gripping and intelligent.’ 

Stylist on The Lies You Told

‘A classy thriller with complex and compelling characters.’

Clare Mackintosh on Blood Orange

‘This brilliant debut from Harriet Tyce has it all – a tricky murder case, a complex and conflicted female barrister battling her own demons and a breath-taking ending.’

Rachel Abbott on Blood Orange

‘Breathes new life into the domestic noir genre and grips until the final page.’

Daily Express on Blood Orange

‘A heart-pounding . . . and deliciously twisty plot.’

Good Housekeeping on Blood Orange

‘A dark and disturbing thriller – we were gripped.’

Closer on Blood Orange

‘Fans of Apple Tree Yard and The Girl on the Train will love the atmosphere of clenched ambiguity Tyce sustains so well.’

Guardian on Blood Orange

‘Dark and immensely readable. An impressive debut.’

The Times on Blood Orange





Exhibit 1




MONDAY




1

How to describe it, the fug of shit and blood that hit the back of his throat the moment he walked into the dark of the wooden shed, so pungent he nearly gagged. All he wanted to do was turn round and get the hell out of there. Instead, he switched on a torch, moving it slowly across the plywood floor. Feathers everywhere, that’s what he registered after the smell, blood smeared everywhere too. Not randomly, though. As he scanned the area, the light beam picking out the marks, he saw that there was a deliberate pattern to it, a five-pronged star.

A pentagram. And at its heart, a dead pigeon, headless, its breast cut open down the middle, its wings spread out wide underneath in its last bloody flight. A scene he will never forget.
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She puts her hand on her daughter’s gravestone, the granite rough under her hand. The day is clear, the sun bright overhead, the loch so still it’s a bottomless mirror, the hills reaching down as far as they climb to the blue sky above. She’s blind to all that.

Sorry, she says. Sorry.

She’ll never stop saying sorry.
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First, do no harm.

But there’s always a moment when it’s too late, the point past which the decision could have been made, the one from which no harm was done. So many smaller choices leading up to that moment, each a nail hammered into something we see only afterwards is a coffin.

Matthew Phillips doesn’t know that this is one of those moments. As he walks through the door of the High Court, he’s not thinking about the forks ahead, the road less travelled that brought him here. It’s all behind him – work, wife. Other woman. The moment the jury citation arrived on his doorstep he knew what he wanted to do. And now he’s here, every finger crossed that he’ll be one of the lucky ones actually drawn to sit on a jury trial.

The longer the trial the better.

He could have told the court straightaway that he had a holiday booked. The citation said explicitly they’d take that into consideration, he’d be able to move his jury duty to a different date.

He didn’t. Nor did he tell Rosalind he wouldn’t be going away with her on a long-awaited week away, the first holiday without their daughter now that she’s safely packed off to university. The holiday he’d explicitly promised wouldn’t be cancelled because of work, regardless of what might be happening.

He didn’t discuss it with Rosalind at all.

Nor Olivia. Though he’s not thinking about her just now.

He could have cited work as another reason to be excused. Matthew can’t be spared. Dominic made it very clear. Mrs O’Neill is a triple bypass – Adam is far too cack-handed to trust with it, however keen he is – there’s a stent to fit and a dinner that night at the New Club at which he’s due to stand proxy for Dominic, the senior surgeon’s trip to New York with his new girlfriend (brunette, young, the opposite in every way from his soon-to-be ex-wife) taking priority over even such an honour as this invitation. I can’t believe they won’t let you off. Haven’t you written to them? Since when were doctors eligible, anyway?

They’re eligible. They’re also eligible for excusal as of right, if they bother to apply to the court within seven days of receiving the citation. All Matthew needed to do was tell them what he did for a living and he’d be off the hook. A rare benefit of always being up to his elbows in someone else’s blood. He didn’t say that to Dominic though. He didn’t say anything. No point. Dominic never listens, even at the best of times. Too many letters after his name.

Matthew knows perfectly well that in trying to escape, all he’s doing is piling up the problems that will be waiting for him when he returns to work. He’s not a man who dodges his responsibilities; he takes his job seriously. It’s always a matter of life or death. But opening the jury citation, he felt like he’d won a golden ticket. If he’s stuck in court, no one can get to him.

And now he’s here. He waits outside the entrance for his turn to go through security, a queue to the only kind of holiday Matthew can permit himself to take. A matter of civic duty, with only one responsibility, to determine whether someone is guilty or innocent? Sign him up, please. It’ll be a welcome break from all the usual shit. And God knows, he needs a break. He’s so tired . . . Regardless of the sun, sea and sangria Rosalind was seeking, it was never realistic to expect a man in his position to spend a week lounging about on a beach as though there were nothing more important to be done. She knows it, too, deep down. Or at least she will, once she’s calmed down. He’ll explain it all to her. Soon.

As soon as he’s through the metal detectors, he sees the court official he’s been told to expect, a man in a suit and a long black gown. Matthew tells him who he is, shows him the folded piece of paper he pulls from his pocket. Before Matthew can say anything else, he’s directed off to a small room, nothing in it but a few rows of chairs occupied by a couple of people already waiting.

The room is steadily filling up. All the potential jurors are keeping themselves to themselves, perched on hard seats, eyes fixed to their phones. Every one a smartphone. Matthew thinks smugly about his basic brick phone, the way he’s avoided the addiction from which the rest of the world suffers. An analogue man in a digital world, proud of it too. He’s come prepared with a paperback, a reissue of an old classic with an introduction by a Scottish author he likes. It seemed appropriate with its crime themes and Edinburgh setting. But gripping as it is, it fails to capture him. He’s too on edge.

He puts it down to reread the instructions that were sent with the letter, though he’s read them so often he can quote most of it from memory, he’s been so keen to be involved. He’s held hearts in his hands; Matthew wants to know how it would feel to hold someone’s liberty, too, delving into the depths of someone else’s dark desires for once, rather than constantly being confronted by his own.

He glances round the room, checking out the competition. There’s around thirty people in the room now. The chairs are nearly all full, the air beginning to thicken with conflicting perfumes, sweat. A faint whiff of old cigarette smoke from a woman by the door. With any luck he won’t get stuck next to her, the ashtray pall sickening him to his core. He cut someone open the week before last who was on forty cigarettes a day and he could have sworn the same stench came off the man’s greying lungs, seeping through Matthew’s surgical mask, crawling into his mouth.

He shifts from side to side in his seat. The caffeine from an espresso he drank earlier is jangling through him, his tongue thick and his foot twitching. One of his eyelids, too. The man sitting opposite him doesn’t look comfortable, either. He keeps crossing and uncrossing his legs, constantly in motion, as is his neighbour, a woman in her mid-forties with a fair, brittle bob and a large handbag through which she keeps rummaging. Matthew glances at her only briefly but she catches his eye, her irises a washed-out blue, as pale as her sandy-coloured hair.

‘I’m not going to be able to do this,’ she says.

‘How do you mean?’

‘If they call me, I won’t be able to do this. I can’t. I need to be at home for my daughter. There isn’t anyone else.’

‘How old is your daughter?’

‘Sixteen. But she’s a very young sixteen.’

‘Right,’ he says. The man sitting next to her rolls his eyes as if he’s heard her say this a hundred times already this morning.

‘It’ll be fine,’ Matthew says. ‘You just explain it to them if they call your name.’

‘You really think so?’

‘I’ve told her this,’ her neighbour says. He stands up, stretches, wanders away.

‘He keeps saying it’ll be fine, but I’ve heard they’re strict. They don’t care about anything other than their precious trials. What if I can’t get out of it? What if I get caught up in something that goes on for weeks? What if it’s a child abuse case? I really couldn’t cope with that. I mean, as a mother it would kill me to have to look at any terrible photographs . . .’ Her voice trails off.

‘I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ Matthew says again, the words automatic. He’s looking at her more closely now, a prickle in his scalp. Her voice might sound jumpy but there’s something calculating in the way her eyes are set, the tip of her nose pink, almost quivering. Like she’s thinking about potential horrors, relishing the thought. Matthew stands up and moves away too.

A woman in a black gown comes into the room. ‘I’m the Clerk of Court,’ she says. ‘Before we go into the court for the ballot to empanel the jury, I’m going to read some names to you. If you have knowledge of any of the people that I name, if you know them personally in any way, I’d ask you to speak to me privately. Attract my attention and I will come over to you.’

A pause, an intake of breath.

‘Isobel Smyth. Eliza Lawson.’

Girls’ names, not the neds he was expecting. There’s a ripple in the room, a gasp of recognition. Something stirs in the back of his mind, a vague sense of familiarity.

‘Does it count if it’s from the news?’ the awful woman says. Matthew glances over at her, repulsed by the excitement he sees shining in her eyes.

‘Beyond the news,’ the court clerk says. ‘If you know them personally, as I said.’

The woman shakes her head. No one else speaks.

Matthew’s wracking his brain but he can’t place the names he just heard, despite his normally excellent memory. A headline he’s read, maybe? Not like he ever has time to spend reading the news, surfing the internet. The others certainly seem to have heard of them, all of them sitting up a little straighter, heads alert instead of slumped down into their phones. Matthew’ll find out soon enough, if he’s lucky.

Last chance. He could choose to make his excuses, get out of this. It’s not like his job isn’t important. A literal heart surgeon, as his daughter would say.

But he doesn’t want to. He wants the escape of this.

He wants to run away.

‘Please follow me.’ The clerk is now standing by the door. No one has pulled her aside, all obediently lined up behind her instead. The sandy-haired woman from before stands beside him, the calculating expression still on her face. She licks her lips, the tip of her tongue flicking from one side of her mouth to the other. She wants gore, Matthew can see that now. She wants to pore over photos of pain, of extremity, twisted limbs and bloodied flesh.

Matthew is about to turn away, but not before she meets his gaze, an eyebrow raised as if in recognition. For a moment it’s as if she sees his soul, greets it as like meeting like. Shame writhes in his stomach, a tightening and twisting. He might know her voyeuristic desires, her longing to wallow in the horrors inflicted by a crime, feast on the suffering of those hurt by it.

But with that one glance, straight into the core of him, she knows that these are his longings, too.
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Court to Matthew’s mind means dark wooden panelling, an imposing space. He watched Witness for the Prosecution on his laptop when the jury letter arrived, keeping the screen hidden from Rosalind. She’d only have made some snide remark about how he’d be lucky to find anyone like Marlene Dietrich popping up on the stand.

Any thoughts of old films or antique courtrooms go out of his mind as soon as he’s through the door. It’s office-bland, light wood and glass. But not without pomp, slick and modernised as it might be. A coat of arms above a chair on a dais where he assumes the judge will sit, NEMO ME IMPUNE LACESSIT written on the wall in black letters glaring down at him – no one provokes me with impunity – as if the thoughts of Matthew’s mind have been weighed in the balance and found distinctly wanting, try as he might not to be provocative. He shifts from foot to foot, uneasy. Something dark in him is writhing too close to the surface.

As all the potential jurors file into the courtroom, the air hums, excitement growing. Matthew feels it too, his palms tingling. A loud rap-rap from the side of the courtroom makes his heart jolt, miss a beat. He looks over to see a man in a black gown carrying something like a lantern on a pole over his shoulder enter through a door to the right of the dais. The clerk shouts the word ‘Court’ as he does. There’s a flurry as the advocates all rise to their feet as the judge walks in, a woman in a wig, resplendent in robes, white satin over crimson, red crosses down her front, a white silk scarf round her neck like a tie. The man puts the object into a holder on the wall behind the judge, next to the coat of arms.

‘What the hell’s that?’ the man next to Matthew mutters but Matthew doesn’t move. He’s transfixed by the pageantry of it, a ceremony of centuries, beyond now or then, a timelessness that picks him up and carries him with the tide of it.

‘Call the diet. Her Majesty’s Advocate against Eliza Lawson and Isobel Smyth.’ The man in the gown is declaiming again.

Matthew is about to look more closely at the girls in the dock but one of the advocates sitting at the curved table in front of the judge’s clerk gets to her feet, distracting his attention.

‘My name is Miss Brodie. I appear for the first accused, my lady. Eliza Lawson. She pleads not guilty to the charges in the indictment.’

Another advocate pops up as soon as the woman sits down. ‘I’m Miss Goodly. I appear for the second accused, Isobel Smyth. She also pleads not guilty to all charges on the indictment.’

So the male advocate on the other end of the table must be the advocate depute, the person prosecuting the case. Matthew tingles with momentary pride that he’s remembered the proper name.

Movement from the dock, a hand rising, falling again. Matthew looks over properly for the first time. It’s raised to the same level as the judge, containing two smaller figures sitting hunched between burly security guards, stern-faced women in uniform at each end of the dock, dwarfing the slight figures who are both wearing grey hoodies, heads bent down. One fair-haired, one dark. A third security guard separates the girls from each other.

Behind the dock is the public gallery. It’s packed, the rows of chairs all full. Only a few people stand out – a blonde woman sitting in the front beside two men, all with notebooks in their hands. A large group of teenage girls huddled together, younger than Daisy. School uniformed, burgundy V-neck jumpers and white shirts. Matthew is surprised to see them – it’s not half-term yet. That’s the whole point of Rosalind’s diatribes about the holiday, to get there before schools are out. Maybe the girls are studying law.

Back to the dock again. Three security guards, glass walls at each end of the dock separating the accused girls from the rest of the court; a tumbler over spiders to keep them enclosed. They don’t look like spiders, though. None of the menace. They look like children, small, pale faces peeking out behind masses of hair, shoulders hunched over. The fair-haired one straightens herself upright. Her skin is clear. The one with dark hair stays stooped though, a greasy fringe flopping down across her face. Matthew can’t see too clearly, but it looks like she’s got a piercing under her lower lip, a large stud sitting amongst a cluster of angry spots.

The clerk of the court is speaking. She’s got a glass bowl in front of her full of slips of paper from which she’s going to pull out the names. Matthew drags his gaze from the back of the courtroom to the front. 

‘Will the ladies and gentlemen whose names she calls out please come forward and take their seats in the jury box.’ 

At that she gestures over to the space at her left, three tiers of seats, computer screens attached to the desks before them, one between two.

The potential jurors shuffle. The court clerk coughs, clears her throat.

Christopher Patel

Emma Fraser

Alistair Macdonald

Aisha Ahmed

Roderick Davidson

Russell McLean

Michael Reid

Dharam Singh

Jasmine Lewis

Called out in turn, each makes their way up to the jury box and takes their seats. The sandy-haired woman is there. Emma Fraser. She makes no effort to extract herself from the situation, a smile lifting one corner of her mouth. She catches Matthew’s eye again and the smile spreads. It’s a taunt.

Neil Mackay

Leroy James

Sarah Thompson

Only three spaces left now. It isn’t going to be him. He can go back to work, back to Rosalind. Back to normality. Everyone will be happy.

Nicola Wilson

Elliot Graham

The Clerk of Court leans back for a moment, takes in a deep breath. One space left. She runs her hand around the rim of the bowl as if to prolong the agony. It won’t be Matthew, he knows it now. He can see Olivia’s eyes smiling at him above her mask, across the operating table. A question. Later?, one eyebrow raised. It’ll be sooner than he thought.

Matthew Phillips

He walks over and takes his place.




5

There was never a doubt that he’d do it. The only uncertainty was whether he would be called. But here he is.

Relief, that’s his biggest emotion. The die cast, he can be honest with himself. He’s been desperate for this. A get out of jail free card to send someone else down, nothing else for him to do. Better than a holiday. They’ll have to leave him alone here.

The woman who gave him the creeps – Emma – is sitting in front of him. He’ll have to do his best not to look at her. At least she won’t be able to see him, though she keeps turning her head, checking everyone out. They’re all looking round though, heads turning left and right, fifteen meerkats on high alert, doing their best to avoid each other’s eyes. He glances down his row – the four people sitting along from him all seem normal, at least, no one overly gleeful. Nothing like the sharp look he saw from her.

A number of people in the public gallery are staring straight at the jury, weighing them up – they might not be sitting that close but Matthew can tell they’re being evaluated. Not by the teenage girls – they aren’t paying any attention. They’re restless, flicking their hair, their heads moving from side to side. One of them is chewing gum, her jaw moving constantly.

Matthew is restless too, his curiosity building, desperate to know what the accused girls are supposed to have done. He peers at the advocates sitting in front of the judge. The advocate depute accompanied by a man in a suit, the defence advocates with two younger women next to them also wearing wigs and gowns, men in suits sitting behind them. There are piles of papers and laptops open before them, though Matthew can’t make out any details from where he’s standing, squint as he might.

He doesn’t know much about court proceedings, but his gut tells him that the more lawyers are involved, the more serious the matter.

They’re so young, though, the girls sitting in the dock. Younger than Daisy. Vulnerable, up there between the security officers who are each twice the size of the girls. One would be enough to take them both down. He checks himself at the thought. He’s no idea what the girls are capable of, pathetic as they may seem.

Matthew knows this is how the system works. Some of the most serious cases in the country are heard in this room. He can imagine a row of beefy men sitting up there charged with multiple robberies, murders. But these children? Daisy always bollocks him when he calls her a kid, but nineteen or not, that’s how he sees her, and these girls are clearly younger than her.

‘I will now read out the indictment,’ the court clerk says. A ripple through the jury. At last he’ll find out.

The girls stand.

‘Please confirm your name for the court.’ He points at the girl on the left, the one with fair hair.

‘Eliza Lawson,’ she says. Her voice is quiet but clear. There’s a firmer set to her jaw than Matthew anticipated from the meek expression on her face. Perhaps not so pathetic, then.

‘Date of birth?’

‘The eighteenth of June, 2001.’

2001. Matthew was right. She’s seventeen. A couple of years younger than Daisy. The hairs on his scalp lift.

‘Your address is Ardvulin, Longniddry Road, North Berwick.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Please be seated. Will the second accused please stand and give the court her name?’

Eliza sits down, still confident in her movements, her head held high.

Isobel, the dark-haired girl, is not the same. She gets to her feet slowly, her shoulders still hunched, her arms hanging loose at her sides with her hands hidden by the sleeves of her hoodie. Unlike Eliza, whose face was bare of make-up, she’s wearing heavy black eyeliner and there’s a ring through her nose as well as the stud under her bottom lip. Looking more closely at her hair, it’s clear that it was dyed some time ago, the ends nearly black while the roots are greasy and mouse-coloured. She’s not very prepossessing.

‘Isobel Smyth.’

‘Date of birth?’

‘The fourteenth of November, 2001.’

‘Your address is 14 Cluny Gardens, in Edinburgh. Is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

Cluny Gardens. That’s somewhere out Barnton way, Davidsons Mains. Near the supermarket. Not that it matters now – he needs to pay attention. He pulls himself together, looks at the judge. She has a notebook in front of her, a pen in her hand, businesslike. The grey of her wig matches the grey of her hair, the two seamlessly blended together.

The clerk speaks again, her words blurred at first, then razor sharp as Matthew tunes in ‘. . . that on or about first May 2018, in Inverleith Park, Edinburgh, you did assault Christian Shaw and did threaten her with a knife, thus causing her to believe that she was at risk of imminent attack, and you did so knowing that this action would result in her death or were wickedly reckless as to that risk given your knowledge of her pre-existing heart condition, in consequence of which assault she sustained a heart attack whereof she died; and you did murder her.’

Murder. He blinks. So much for schoolgirl high jinks.

At the mention of the victim’s name, there’s a loud sob from the public gallery. Matthew looks over; one of the girls in school uniform is covering her face with her hands. He turns his head to see that Isobel is looking up at them too, her dark hair pushed back from her face as she tips her head towards them. Her expression is set, stern, a line between her eyebrows.

A shimmer in the air. The lines around her eyes deepen, darken, her brows knitted together. Her hair seems to move, writhe, twisted in dull hanks that stir around her head, snake-like. Her lips are thin, tightly pressed together. A cold rage beats out from her.

She shakes her head once, twice, glancing over at the jury box, catches his gaze. Holds it. Freezes him to the spot.

One beat, two. The air shimmers again. Matthew blinks, rubs his eyes. He’s still looking at Isobel but she’s herself again. A girl in her late teens, similar age to his daughter.

Only a child.

The air’s shifted. A cold breath on Matthew’s face. Run away, get away before it’s too late, a voice says in his head, so clear it’s as if someone’s whispered to him. It is too late, though. He’s in for the ride. A murder trial – less escapism to be found here than he hoped. Not an escape from the pressures of his day job – different sandpit, that’s all. The middle-aged man in the public gallery looks as tense as any relatives waiting outside one of his operating theatres. At least no one can say that he’s in charge of anything, though. Or that he’s to blame if it all goes wrong. Not like . . .

The judge coughs, clears her throat.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, you have had the indictment read over to you. Shortly you will be asked to take the oath, but before—’

The oath. He’d forgotten about that. He’s been flipflopping for days about what he’d do, take the Bible or affirm. He’s still undecided, agnostic to the core. What would carry more weight? Does he even believe in God any more? The judge is still speaking and he tunes back in.

‘Do any of you know of any reason why you could not impartially serve as a juror?’

Matthew looks over at the girls in the dock. Eliza at least is indistinguishable from many of Daisy’s friends, centre parting, head bowed low. That’s not a reason not to do it, though.

The clerk takes over, briskly asking all the jurors to raise their right hands. They’re all still standing. Before Matthew has fully clocked what’s happening, the clerk has rattled through asking if they swear by Almighty God that they will well and truly try the accused and give a true verdict according to the evidence. A mutter of I do, the words barely leaving Matthew’s lips, before the clerk gestures to them to take their seats.

Is that it? His solemn promise? It doesn’t feel very binding. He looks sidelong – the woman next to him is rigid, her lips a tight line. The words of the oath ring in his ears. He’d have liked to have sworn on the Bible, after all. There’d have been a comfort in the grip of the book in his hand. It would have felt more sincere, somehow. Laden with more meaning.

He shakes his head, dismissing the thought. He’s too rational to need a prop. Matthew believes in facts, in experts. He seeks the opinion of scientists, making a point of walking under every ladder he sees.

Perhaps something of his childhood lingers. Christened, confirmed, Sunday schooled. His family’s God sawest all, although it’s been years since he went inside a church, turning his back on it all the moment that he went to university and started to study medicine. Matthew’s gods took on human form – it would only be a few years before he could join their ranks, weighing life and death in his own hands, as soon as he was allowed to wield a scalpel. He measured everything in numbers, peer reviews and blind testing his new testaments.

This way of swearing in a jury should appeal to him. But instead he just feels small.

Before he can brood more on it, the judge starts speaking again. She’s adjourning the court, giving them the chance to go to their room, take off their coats. Choose their lunch. ‘One final matter before you do that. I shall mention this in more detail on your return, but even at this stage, you must not, even out of idle curiosity, carry out any investigation about anyone or anything relating to this case. I say this in recognition that by means of mobile phones it is now very easy to use these devices to gain almost instantaneous access to information on almost any subject, and some people are very adept at doing so.’

Matthew shifts from foot to foot. He feels seen, the God of his childhood suddenly replaced by this woman in a wig with dark, piercing eyes. He wants to protest immediately. He wouldn’t dream of looking anything up. He knows how serious it is. But his fingers are itching to type the words Isobel Smyth Eliza Lawson murder in his search engine all the same.
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The judge leaves and the jury go out through a door at the side of the court, along a corridor and into a room dominated by a large table. The familiarity of the scene reassures Matthew. The courtroom might have fallen short of Witness for the Prosecution, but this is pure Twelve Angry Men, even if there are actually fifteen of them, of whom more than half are women, and no one looks particularly angry. At least not yet.

Unlike the messages that arrive on Matthew’s phone as soon as he switches it on, fury throbbing through the ether, repeated pings of irritation. Everyone is angry.

Where the hell are you?

You can’t be spared.

Why didn’t you tell them you were unavailable?

He sends the same message to Rosalind and Dominic, to the registrar at the hospital. To Olivia.

On a jury for the next two weeks.

After a pause, he types out another message. Sends it.

It’s beyond my control.

His phone starts ringing. It’s Rosalind. Matthew doesn’t need to answer it to know what she’ll have to say. She knows him too well. Knows the system, too. He could hold the line that the court refused to excuse him but she’ll never believe it. He turns the phone off again without looking at the screen and pushes it back in his jacket pocket. He never has his phone on at work – they’re used to it by now. They’ll give up calling soon.

Anyway, he doesn’t really care. Perhaps he should, but it’s relentless, the ringing of the phone, the shrillness of Rosalind’s voice, the way she keeps telling him what to do. It’s her fault, what he’s done. He’d never have been so irrational if she hadn’t been so bossy, dictating to him what his obligations were.

‘Coffee?’ one of the other jurors asks. Roderick. He’s in his forties, wearing jeans and a checked shirt. Matthew will do the same tomorrow, not bother with the suit and tie he’s wearing today, by far the smartest of anyone in the room.

Dressed to impress.

‘Yes, please. Black,’ Matthew says, smiling.

With the interruption, his thoughts do an about-turn. He’s a dick. It’s not Rosalind’s fault. It’s his. He’s in dereliction of his duties. He’s abandoned his family, his work too. It’s unforgivable.

‘What do you think of all that?’ a voice sidling in at his shoulder, sly. He knows without turning it’s that woman. Emma.

‘We shouldn’t discuss it,’ he says. ‘Only when all of us are talking about it together.’

‘They’re all around us. Don’t be such a stick in the mud. You know you’re dying to talk about it.’ Her lips are moist, her eyes blinking fast.

‘We’re not meant to discuss it, not like this. We should just listen at this stage to what they’ve got to tell us.’

‘Ooh, look at you all high and mighty. After the job of foreman, are we? All booted and suited like that.’

She’s leaning in close, her breath stale. There’s something musty coming from her hair and it catches in the back of his throat.

‘Here’s your coffee,’ Roderick says. The interruption is extremely welcome.

‘Thanks,’ Matthew says, as Emma turns to him.

‘What do you reckon? Do you think they killed her? I know who they are. I heard about them on TV.’

Matthew shakes his head, Roderick also. His nose wrinkles, just a little. Matthew moves closer to him.

‘I have no idea,’ he says, ‘and we shouldn’t talk about it.’ He starts to move away from her.

‘They’re the witch girls,’ Emma says. ‘This is the witch trial.’
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Witch trial. Something’s flickering in Matthew’s mind, a glimmer of a memory of a headline he’s glimpsed, beckoning round a corner before fleeing out of sight.

‘You heard what the judge said,’ Roderick says, and turns his back to her, shutting her out from any further conversation. She snorts and walks away in search of easier prey, though none of the other jurors look exactly keen to speak to her.

‘Roderick,’ he says, holding his hand out.

‘Matthew. Matt. Nice to meet you.’ They shake hands. Matthew forces himself not to repeat what Emma has just said. Witch trial. ‘Causing any difficulties for you, being called like this?’

‘My boss isn’t happy,’ Roderick says. ‘Not much he can do about it though. I’ll have to work around it to an extent. I’m an accountant and it’s the end of the tax year. All those returns to wade through.’

‘Unfortunate timing.’

‘I could have tried to put it off, but to be honest, I was interested in what being on a jury would be like.’

Matthew nods. Someone else gets it. ‘I didn’t want to put it off either. Though God knows they all told me to.’ He gestures out wide with his hands at the word they; Roderick looks sympathetic. Perhaps Matthew has found an ally.

The other jurors are chatting to each other, too, everyone standing round the table, only a couple of people choosing to sit down.

‘I hope it doesn’t go over the two weeks though,’ Roderick says. ‘That will cause problems.’

‘Hopefully not.’

‘Can we talk about it now?’ Emma says loudly. ‘It’s only us. I know all about this case.’

Murmurs. They’re all looking any direction but at her. The judge’s warnings are running through Matthew’s head.

‘I just don’t see how they can be saying such terrible things about those wee girls. The one with fair hair – she doesn’t look like a witch.’

Is this what Emma really thinks? Or is she just fishing? Either way, no one replies. She looks around them all, the eager expression in her eyes subsiding as she realises that they’re not going to play.

‘Let’s wait until we’ve heard all the evidence before we leap to judgement,’ Roderick said, his voice not unkind. Matthew bites back a sharper response. It’s as well that just then they are called back into court.

They file to their seats. The same rigmarole but this time Matthew knows the name for it; he asked the court official who brought them back into the jury box. The macer leads in the judge before placing the mace in the holder on the wall. A ceremonial function. There was more to it but Matthew loses track of the explanation. All part of the arcana of it, the ritual.

Like witchcraft. Emma’s words have stuck in Matthew’s head. Witch trial. He looks over at the girls in the dock again, trying to make sense of it. Not a wart or hooked nose to be seen. No one is green. It’s only the judge speaking that stops him from snorting with laughter at the thought. She’s lecturing them again about who does what, her voice so calm and modulated that it soothes Matthew almost to the point of sleep, his head nodding as she explains it all to them. It’s only at the end he zones back in.

‘The background of this case has attracted some media attention. If you have seen or read anything like that you must ignore it. The internet also carries material about it. You must not access such material throughout the course of this trial.’

She pauses for breath. In other words, don’t fucking google it, dickheads. A big red button marked DO NOT TOUCH. Matthew’s got the point. He’s bored now, ready to get on with it, hear the real meat of the case. It’s a murder – there’s going to be blood and guts. What he lives for. Not this prissy laying down of the law. She is the law, motherfuckers, Judge Dredd in a frilly wig.

He folds his hands in his lap, digging his nails in sharp on both sides. Start taking this seriously, for God’s sake. He knows exactly what he’s doing, taking the piss in order to puncture the dignity of the place a little. Matthew’s intimidated by it all, out of water, and he doesn’t like it.

‘As I say, this case must be decided solely on the evidence you hear in court. If you become aware of any fellow jury member who has conducted independent investigations, please inform the Clerk of Court at once.’ She fixes them with a hard stare. Matthew feels every part of him contract, withering inside. ‘I may say that after this warning, if I become aware of any juror carrying out such investigations, I shall take a very serious view of it. It may very well result in the trial collapsing with all the attendant cost that would involve. It likewise may constitute a contempt of court. If it did constitute a contempt of court, all sentencing options are open to me.’

Matthew stares up at her, the rest of the jury too. All sentencing options? Meaning?

‘Prison.’ She adds one word in clarification, seemingly annoyed by the blank stares she’s receiving from all fifteen of the jury.

He blinks. She’s not messing around here. He glances at Emma, to see if she’s taking the point. Her head is bowed, her hands moving in her lap, a repetitive motion like she’s working through a rosary, or worry beads, though her fingers are empty.

There’s more to the speech. Way more. It goes on for about half an hour. Matthew is doing his best to listen, but it’s difficult. The wine he drank last night to let go of the strain of the tricky operation he’d carried out that afternoon, the fact he’d woken at three, excited as a child at the prospect of getting picked for a jury; all of it is catching up with him now. He’d thought he’d be witnessing the cut and thrust of a cross-examination, shouts of my learned friend and I put it to you, not this droning on about rules and housekeeping, not to talk to anyone about it or allow anything to influence his decision. To report any strangers who approach them outside court and attempt to discuss the case with them.

Come off it, this is hardly a spy story. They’re not in fifties Berlin. The caution is over-egged – pettifogging, procedure-heavy. All the things he wants to leave behind in the reality of his day job. This is meant to be swashbuckling fun, the stuff of movies. But it’s dull. Dull, dull, dull.

His head nods down once, twice; if he doesn’t watch it he’s going to fall asleep, start snoring before the case has even begun. When he thought he was foreman material, too – what a joke. That’s clearly going to be Roderick, all neatly combed hair, pen in his right hand, as he scribbles down furiously while the judge keeps on and on. Matthew picks up his pen and starts doodling on the paper in front of him to try to keep himself awake, birds taking flight across the page surrounded by a constellation of rough, five-pointed stars.

But this can only hold his attention for a few moments. Soon he puts his pen down, hoping to God it’s going to finish soon. Surely there can’t be much more to say? The faces in the public gallery look the same as he’s feeling, tense and bored. No one in the room is hearing what they really want to know. Who’s dead, how did she die, and did these girls in the dock really kill her?

Now the judge is introducing the jury to the main players. Matthew’s ears prick up; he turns the page to a clean piece of paper. Something worth noting at last.

‘The prosecution is brought by the Crown. That’s the name given to the public prosecutor in Scotland. The Crown has to prove the charges and it seeks to do so by presenting evidence. The case for the Crown is presented by the Advocate Depute, Mr Alexander, and he is assisted by Mr McLeod and they are sitting at the table to my right. You have already been introduced to Miss Brodie who represents Eliza Lawson and Miss Goodly who represents Isobel Smyth, who are sitting at the table to my left. In Scotland there are no opening speeches—’

Matthew puts his pen down, stifles a cheer. He’s been dreading another lengthy session. Although having said that, they need to get on with telling them what this is all about.

Not yet though. Still more speech. Details of evidence, of legal procedure. What time lunch will be served. The fact that the trial is being recorded. At this moment the judge waves her hand in the general direction of the side of the court where the blonde woman is sitting. Matthew glances over at her. Her hair’s twisted up into a bun at the back of her head, an elegant sweep of it away from her face. Her head’s downturned, intent on the notebook on her lap, a beige trench coat on the seat next to her, but as he gazes at her she looks up, catches his eye; red lipstick, a blue-green gaze.

A pulse beats hard at Matthew’s neck. He sits tight, swallows. She smiles, turns away.

Another ripple in the air. He’s not confronted by a monster, though, no crone here. A melody from a half-remembered Lloyd Cole song plays in his head, about an actress in a black and white film. He understands the pull of the words now.

No Marlene Dietrich, but he’s found a film noir star.
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The judge is getting into the minutiae of the law now, throwing around words like credibility and corroboration with abandon. Matthew has given up all pretence of listening. He’s transfixed by the woman sitting at the side of the court. She doesn’t look up again – all he can see is the soft wing of pale blond hair, the curve of the top of her red lip. With an effort, he pulls his eyes away from her, looks at the accused girls instead.

Eliza is looking down, her hair still across her face, but Isobel is alert, the rage still crackling off her as she turns her head slowly to look around the court. Matthew freezes, a rabbit about to be caught in a headlight. He wants to look away, he can’t move his head, a moment of paralysis where any minute she’s going to see him, fix him with her eyes and then— the girl coughs and it breaks the spell. Matthew looks down, sinking back into his chair. Relief courses through him at the close escape.

One glance more at the woman with the notebook then he forces himself to look back to the judge. She must be winding up by now; the modulations in her voice have an air of finality to them. Though that might just be wishful thinking.

She’s explaining reasonable doubt: the sort of doubt that would make you pause or hesitate before taking an important decision in the practical conduct of your own lives. Is that all it needs? The sort of doubt that would make you pause? He thought it would be more than that; a crushing sense of apocalypse, more like, a presentiment of certain doom. Matthew’s doubted every decision he’s made, in his personal life at least. Proposing to Rosalind, that was nothing but doubt, the strongest desire he’s ever had to run to the hills and not look back as she sat there, hand extended, waiting for the ring she had no doubt that he’d provide.

You must be certain so that you are sure. Familiar territory again, but only in work. When he’s poised with the scalpel, about to cut open a patient’s chest, Matthew’s always sure. He knows exactly where to cut, making the eight-inch incision with total certainty, pulling the ribs apart and connecting the heart–lung bypass machine, breath held for the moment that the patient is clinically dead until the mechanical pump takes over. He never doubts that. Fixing the accused girls with a stare, Matthew promises himself that he’ll only convict them if he can feel that sure, powerful as the cut made by his obsidian blade.

But the doubt faded about Rosalind. He needs to remember that. The moment of panic followed by a lifetime of happiness, his partner in everything that he does. If he puts Olivia to one side, that is, the other Olivias who came before. But temporary doubt doesn’t mean doubt enough to acquit someone, not when it’s murder . . .

More of the about-turns. He blinks, dizzy for a moment, disorientated by the sense that this is not his world, these are not his rules. He doesn’t even know enough to break them. He needs to pay more attention, however hard it feels.

Everyone is standing now, and Matthew realises that the judge is leaving the courtroom again. He jumps up to his feet, catches the eye of the woman with the notebook who smiles at him, striking straight to his core. Who is she? A pause. The question repeats itself, this time more ominously. Who the hell is this woman? Why does she keep looking at him? The notebook in her hand – he’s assuming she’s here to cover the trial. But what if she’s got another agenda? What if Dominic’s sent her? The hospital?

Matthew’s head is about to explode. He rubs his eyes hard. He’s being neurotic now, uncertain of himself in this new environment. He mustn’t let his paranoia go out of control. He looks over again at where she was sitting but she’s gone now, her seat empty.

He’s got to stop being daft, hold on to what he knows for sure. No one is here to spy on him – she’s just a pretty girl and there’s a mutual attraction. That’s all. Rules against speaking to people outside
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