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			When all desire at last and all regret

			Go hand in hand to death, and all is vain,

			What shall assuage the unforgotten pain

			And teach the unforgetful to forget?

			 

			‘The One Hope’ – Dante Gabriel Rossetti
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			PROLOGUE

			The sun set some time ago. Although it is not yet dark enough, somehow, for murder.

			The east side of the island lies in dusky purple shadow, with the rising of the moon still hours away. But what little light remains in the sky is reflected pale and pink upon the unusually still waters of An Loch Dubh, making silhouettes of the man and woman as they run from the house. For more than an hour, only the single lit pane of a downstairs window has broken the twilight, seeming to flicker feebly, like a candle, in its fight against the smothering half-­light.

			It burns still as the figures flee the hulking shadow of the house that stands black against the sky. And the silence of the night is breached only by the sigh of the sea loch surging between headlands to drown the tiny sandy beach below at high tide.

			Out across the clifftops they run, oblivious to the phosphorescence of salt water breaking white against the rocks thirty feet beneath them, the sound of it masking the shouted words exchanged. Until he reaches her with longer strides and catches her arm, turning her towards him. Then the shrillness of her voice rises into the night. Words lost, but meaning clear. He takes her other arm and shakes her. She tears it free and swings an open palm towards his face. The force of its impact is discernible in the sudden turn of his head.

			
			

			There is a moment, then. A hiatus that might have lasted half a second or a whole lifetime. Before he lifts a hand to strike her back. She staggers away, caught either by surprise or by the strength of the blow, half ­turning and losing her footing as she does. It is almost possible to feel his panic as he lunges forward to try to catch her. But she escapes his grasp, as elusive as redemption, and topples sideways from the cliff, spinning into the night to vanish beyond an outcrop of black, Lewisian gneiss. The oldest rock on earth, witness to the snuffing out of a life, like the briefest flare of a match struck in the darkness of eternity.

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			I.

			It was early. The exceptional spell of warm, still weather had brought tourists and midges in almost equal number to this island off an island on the north-­west coast of the most north-­westerly outpost of the European continent. The voices of children rang out in the bright, clear morning, tiny footprints left in wet sand. A shouted warning rose above the rush of the sea, as parents laden with folding chairs and rugs and a hamper hurried down the tiny single-­track road towards the shore. But a solitary, sharp scream sent back fear like an arrow, and everything was dropped, sand flying in the wake of swift feet as they sprinted towards the water’s edge.

			The children were standing either side of a human shape lifting and falling only slightly on the ebb and flow of the sea, hair fanned out like seaweed in the sand. The young woman stared up into a sky reflected in the blue of her wide-­open eyes. A pretty face, but bruised on the left side, the blood leached from a gash on her cheek by seawater. Her T-­shirt was torn, ripped away at the neck, one breast exposed. She was barefoot, white panties shredded in bloodstained ribbons.

			
			

			One of the children turned a pale face towards her parents, the death of innocence already apparent in dark eyes. And in a tiny voice said, ‘Will she be alright?’

			II.

			George Gunn folded his jacket and laid it carefully on the driver’s seat before swinging the door shut. It was not gone nine-­thirty, and yet the morning sun was already hot. He clipped his Motorola Airwave to his belt and folded up each sleeve of his blue shirt to just a fraction below the elbow.

			‘It’s going to be another hot one, George.’ Detective Constable Louise McNish appeared pleased by the prospect.

			Gunn grunted and glowered at her across the roof of the car. He preferred the wind blowing in off the sea, the sting of rain in his face. All a matter, he supposed, of what you were used to. McNish, a good twenty years his junior, was a mainlander. From the soft south. Sometimes known as Glasgow. They ran for cover at the first sign of real rain there. He turned his gaze towards the shore.

			From the gravel parking area above the beach he saw the black rock exposed at low tide breaking through a skin of sand, high tide delineated by the seaweed it had left behind in wavy lines. The smell of it carried on the breeze, salty and familiar. Next to a white Nissan X-­Trail, the ambulance was parked almost on the sand itself, the flashing of its blue light nearly lost in the brilliance of this late August sunshine. A woman crouched at the tideline, leaning over a figure that lay prone on the gentle shelving of the sand. A uniformed police officer and two ambulance men stood watching. Death seemed particularly inappropriate on such a morning.

			
			

			Gunn picked his way across the beach, Louise following in his wake, black boots leaving deep treads in soft sand. The uniform nodded acknowledgement and stepped aside. The doctor looked up from the body. Fair hair dragged back and held out of her face by clasps. A strong face, pale, without make-­up. She looked weary. ‘Just a lassie,’ she said.

			Gunn let his eyes fall to the body and felt something turn over in his stomach. He knew this girl. Not personally. But her face was very familiar. A striking face, full lips that he had seen often parted in laughter. Her long silken chestnut hair lay tangled among the seaweed, blue eyes gazing up at him, almost in accusation. He knew, of course, that was just in his mind. The guilt he always felt when confronted by a death he had not been there to stop. He closed his eyes. What was her name again?

			‘Caitlin Black, Detective Sergeant,’ the doctor said, as though she had overheard his thought.

			Gunn nodded. Yes, he remembered now. He opened his eyes and ran them over the familiar contours of her face, taking in the bruising below her left eye and the gash on her right cheek. ‘How did she die, Sam?’

			
			

			Dr Samantha Blair had been on the island for a full year now, filling a vacancy at the GP practice in Stornoway, and bringing the invaluable expertise of three years working as a pathologist’s assistant in Aberdeen. The powers that be in Church Street had immediately enlisted her services as police surgeon. In that capacity she had attended suicides and accidental deaths. But it seemed as though this might be her first murder. ‘Violently,’ she said. ‘Much of the contusion you can see, the abrasions about her body and the wound on her face, occurred ante-­mortem.’ She pursed her lips. ‘And she may well have been raped. Quite brutally.’ She tugged at the girl’s torn T-­shirt, drying now in the sunshine. ‘Ripped nearly off her. Panties torn. Vaginal damage.’

			‘Cause of death?’

			Sam shrugged. ‘Impossible to say. Could have been a blow to the head. She might have drowned. Her lungs are filled with water, though that doesn’t mean anything. It’ll take an autopsy to establish exactly how she died.’ She stood up now, stretching stiffened muscles. ‘I’ll take a vaginal swab for DNA. If there’s semen there it’ll give us a clue to the identity of the rapist, who is probably also her killer.’ She sighed. ‘It’ll be a few days, though, before we get results back from the lab.’

			All Gunn could hear were the cries of gulls flying around the cliffs where they nested, the sound of the sea as the retreating tide sucked it out once more into the Black Loch. Sunlight fell, sparkling like jewels, on the surface of the water, and beyond the headland he saw a gannet diving for fish somewhere out on East Loch Roag. Life continuing as it had since the beginning of time on this convergence of the Atlantic Ocean and the north-­western fringe of the European landmass. But not for this poor dead girl at his feet.

			
			

			And he knew that all this would still be here when he, too, was gone. He had been resisting retirement, despite the pleading of his wife, with the sense that it would only accelerate him towards an end he had resolutely refused to acknowledge all his life. An end that was becoming increasingly hard to ignore. He let his eyes fall again to the lifeless form of Caitlin Black at his feet and felt reproached for surviving this long when someone so young had not. Someone with everything to live for.

			Sam dropped again to her hunkers, and her voice dragged him away from his reverie. ‘You should look at this, George.’

			He blinked and refocused, crouching beside her as she began carefully to part the girl’s salt-­crusted hair. The ends of a fine gold chain, irretrievably tangled among the individual hairs, caught the sunlight. The doctor turned the dead girl’s head to one side and revealed a small shiny gold object nestled behind her left ear. It was still attached to the broken chain. Gunn frowned and peered at it more closely.

			‘What is it?’

			‘A pendant of some kind.’ It was round, the same gold as the chain, and cut in the shape of an eye, with a virulent blue stone set at its centre like an iris. ‘A sapphire, I think.’

			Gunn looked at her, surprised. ‘Real?’

			
			

			She shrugged. ‘Beyond my field of expertise. You’ll need to ask a jeweller.’

			‘Hers, do you think?’

			‘Could be.’

			Gunn reached around to the back pocket of his trousers for his Samsung phone. It was what they issued them now, a replacement for the traditional police officer’s black notebook. Officially known, prosaically, as a Mobile Handheld Device. Unlike the old notebooks, you could take photographs with it, record statements, type in reports and send them wirelessly. Gunn hated it. He fumbled to activate its camera function. Louise leaned over and tapped the screen. ‘Just swipe up now, George.’

			He snatched it away from her in annoyance. ‘I know how to use it!’

			An image of the girl lying in the sand flickered on to his screen. He took several photographs before asking the doctor to part the hair again so that he could get a close-­up of the pendant. He stood up, heard a crack in his knee and felt a twinge of pain in his lower back. ‘Anyone know where she lives? How she got here?’

			The uniform was eager to help. A young constable, not long out of probation. ‘When I first arrived,’ he said, ‘there was a woman at that house over there.’ He waved a hand vaguely towards the far side of the beach. ‘She said there was a light on all night at the house on the cliffs.’ And he turned to point almost directly overhead. Black rock rose twenty-­five feet into the blue of the sky, and the gable ends and pointed dormers of a white-­painted cottage with slate roof broke the skyline.

			
			

			III.

			Gunn was out of breath and trailing several paces behind his younger colleague by the time he and Louise had climbed the single-­track road to the top of the cliffs. And he was glad of the stiffening breeze that blew in off the loch up here, cooling the heat in pink cheeks and providing much needed oxygen for toiling lungs.

			The cottage was bigger than it appeared from below. An outbuilding attached itself at right angles to the far gable, creating a sheltered semi-­courtyard behind the house. A vehicle gate stood open, but the pedestrian gate was jammed shut, and Gunn and Louise had to pick their way across a cattle grid.

			The chippings that had once covered the courtyard were mostly lost in mud baked hard by the recent unaccustomed dry spell. The house itself had seen better days, whitewash peeling from roughcast walls, weeds growing in profusion around the step at the back door. A battered old lime green Ford Fiesta stood parked by the outbuilding.

			Gunn stopped to take a photograph of it before approaching the vehicle. He pulled on latex gloves to open the driver’s door. The interior of the car was faded and tashed, and Gunn was struck by the smell of damp fighting for ascendancy over the scent of stale perfume and the musty odour of wet dog. He stooped to pick a lipstick holder from a mud-­caked rubber mat on the floor. Fuchsia pink. He placed it carefully on the worn seat cover and glanced in the back. Half a dozen dog-­eared fashion magazines were strewn across the back seat and liberally covered by muddy paw prints. He closed the door and rounded the car to the passenger side, where he sat in to open the glove box. Sweet wrappers and empty packs of chewing gum fell out, along with the other detritus of a teenage girl’s life. A broken mascara brush. A dried-­up bottle of pale blue nail varnish. Right at the back was an owner’s manual, water-­stained and tattered. Gunn leaned over to riffle through the stuff that had fallen out, and a short plastic wand about six inches long, pink at one end, white at the other, caught his attention. He picked it up. A small rectangular window at the white end displayed two short parallel red lines.

			
			

			A shadow fell through the open door and he turned to see Louise leaning in for a closer look.

			He said, ‘Is this what I think it is?’

			She bent down to retrieve an empty cardboard box from the floor and held it up. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘It’s not a Covid test.’

			‘Jesus!’ The oath slipped from his lips in a pained whisper. Somehow, this only made it worse. He pulled himself together and photographed both items before slipping them into a clear plastic evidence bag and sealing it shut. He slid out into the warmth of the sun again. ‘Check out the perimeter of the house, Louise. And follow that path out to the far end of the headland. If there’s anything kicking about out there, we want to retrieve it before the wind gets up.’ He turned to cast his eye over the back of the house, windows almost opaque with dirt and masking the gloom beyond. ‘I’ll take a look inside.’

			
			

			The house was cool, thick stone walls defying the best efforts of the sun to penetrate its inner chill. There was a lingering hint of dampness in the air, and yet a sense of recent human presence. Something hard to define. Olfactory, perhaps. Bodies. Sweat. And something else. Alcohol, he realized, as he stepped from the gloom of a narrow hallway into the kitchen and saw a half-­empty bottle of white wine catching the light of the sun that angled through a front window. Two glasses stood beside the bottle on a stained worktop. One still with an inch of wine in the bottom of it, a smudge of fuchsia pink on its rim.

			There were crumbs on the worktop, and Gunn flipped open a pedal bin to look down on the remains of a half-­eaten sandwich and its plastic wrapping among crumpled paper bags and napkins, and two empty wine bottles.

			He crossed to the window and shaded his eyes from the sunlight to peer out. From here, the body and the little group of people attending to it down below were invisible. But he could see across to the far side of the bay where sunlight glinted off the bonnet of his car, and a woman was hanging up washing on a line outside a house on the hill above. He glanced at the ceiling and saw that the kitchen light was still on, although it would have been hard now to separate it from the wash of sunlight flooding the room. But it would surely have been visible at night from the house across the way, and he assumed that the woman hanging out the washing was probably the one who had reported it to the constable.

			
			

			From the kitchen-­diner, he wandered back into the hall. A door opened off it into a small living room with vintage nineteen-­seventies wallpaper, faded and browned by years of peat smoke. The distinctive toasty odour of the peat lingered still, though who knew how long it was since a fire had burned in the grate?

			Upstairs were two bedrooms, one either side of a small landing, separated by a tiny bathroom. In the room to his left, a lumpy old bed with wooden head-­ and footboards was covered with a frayed candlewick bedspread, dark blue, almost black, like a widow’s modesty. In stark contrast, the bed in the other room lay shamelessly naked, exposed by sheets flung aside to reveal the chaos of what looked to have been frenzied activity, depressions left by heads pressed into soft pillows. The room smelled of sex. There were stains on the sheets, and the evidence of long chestnut hair shed on white pillowcases.

			Something caught Gunn’s eye on the floor, half­ hidden beneath the bed. He crouched down to see that it was a discarded credit card receipt. Standing up again, he crossed to the dormer. He tilted his head at an angle to see Louise coming back along the path from the headland, and took his Airwave from his belt to call her.

			It was a couple of minutes before he heard her coming into the house and he shouted her up the stairs. She stepped into the bedroom and her eyes fell straight away on the bed. She turned to look at Gunn. He said, ‘We’re going to have to dust for prints, swab for DNA. And photograph everything here. Starting with this . . .’ And he crouched once more, this time to photograph the credit card receipt before lifting it between latex fingers to examine it more closely.

			
			

			‘What is it?’ Louise said.

			Gunn dropped it into an evidence bag. ‘Credit card receipt from the Co-­op in Stornoway. Probably for that half-­drunk bottle of wine sitting downstairs in the kitchen.’

			 

			Gunn left Louise on the beach watching as Caitlin Black was zipped carefully into a body bag, the impression she had left in the sand erased now by the incoming tide. Soon, any evidence that she had been there at all would be lost for ever, like her life itself.

			The detective sergeant was perspiring freely by the time he had navigated the stony track that led from the road up to the bungalow on the far side of the bay, stopping and fumbling to find a handkerchief to wipe his forehead. The woman was still at the washing line. Had she been there the whole time? He saw that she was taking things in now. Sheets, shirts, socks. All dropped into a brown plastic basket. He could believe that she had hung them up and taken them down half a dozen times in the last hour. Giving her a fine excuse to be out in the garden with an uninterrupted view of activities on the beach.

			She looked guilty as he approached.

			Gunn said, ‘Good morning, Mrs er . . .? ’

			
			

			‘Caimbeul,’ she said, and wiped both hands down the front of her apron. She was a woman in her fifties. Her shiny smooth-­skinned face severely exposed by the silver-­grey hair pulled back from it and held in a neat bun behind her head.

			Gunn nodded towards the beach. ‘Nice view.’

			She glowered at him. ‘It is.’

			‘That’s a lot of washing you’re doing today, Mrs Caimbeul.’

			‘Profiting from the good Lord’s sunshine. Heaven knows, we don’t see that much of it.’

			Gunn managed a grim smile. ‘Aye.’ And took out his warrant card. ‘Detective Sergeant George Gunn,’ he said, holding it out towards her. ‘You’ll have seen the comings and goings down there, then.’

			‘I have. They came up here to phone the police.’

			‘Who did?’

			‘The folk that found her. Tourists. English, of course. Their schools are still on holiday.’ She shook her head. ‘There’s no mobile signal down there.’ And sighed. ‘The children were in a terrible state. A young policewoman drove them back to Stornoway. To take statements.’

			Gunn nodded. ‘It was you that reported seeing a light on in the house over there all night?’

			‘It was.’

			‘Who owns it? The house.’

			‘Oh, I wouldn’t know about that now. It used to be an elderly English gentleman. He came at Easter, and for a few weeks in the summer. But he died last year, so . . .’

			
			

			Gunn waited for her to go on, and prompted her when she didn’t. ‘So . . .? ’

			‘Anna Macpherson over at Breacleit used to clean for him. Before he came and after he left. So she’s probably still got a key.’ She folded her arms knowingly beneath ample bosoms. ‘I’ve no doubt that’s where they got it from.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Caitlin Black and her young man. They’ve been meeting there off and on all summer. No doubt they imagined that no one knew.’ She blew derision through mean lips and shook her head. ‘You can’t do anything around here, Mr Gunn, without someone knowing.’

			‘Primarily you.’

			If she thought to take offence, Gunn pre-­empted the mounting of her high horse by producing his Samsung. ‘Is this Caitlin?’ he said, and swiped an image he had taken of the dead girl across its screen.

			She glanced at it, and her eyes opened wide. A hand flew to cover her mouth. ‘That’s her down there?’

			Gunn nodded.

			‘Oh, my God! The poor wee lassie.’

			‘Caitlin Black?’ He didn’t want there to be any dubiety.

			Mrs Caimbeul nodded mutely. She appeared to have trouble catching her breath. ‘Is she . . . is she dead?’

			‘I’m afraid so.’

			To Gunn’s discomfort, tears sprang unexpectedly to her eyes. ‘Her poor mother’ll be devastated.’

			
			

			‘You know the family, then?’

			‘There’s not a lot of us left here on Great Bernera, Sergeant. Everyone knows everyone.’

			He returned the Samsung to his back pocket. ‘I don’t suppose you’d know who her young man was?’

			Indignation forced its way past her tears. ‘Of course I do. I’ve seen him often enough at parent–teacher nights at the Nicolson.’

			Gunn couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘He’s a teacher?’

			‘Aye. And far too old for that lassie.’ She returned teary eyes to the beach. ‘That poor, poor girl.’

			IV.

			And still the good weather continued, as persistent as the summer rain that usually blew in off the Atlantic at the approach of autumn. All the way during the long drive up the west coast to Ness, Gunn sat silent in the passenger seat. Impervious to the sunshine. Wrapped in his own deep despond of gloom. He had been happy to let Louise drive, knowing that he would not be able to concentrate on the road.

			For most of the forty-­minute trek across the moor, he had gazed sightlessly through the windscreen, north and east, across its vast featureless expanse. The heather was already in bloom, an ocean of undulating purple that shimmered off into the uninhabited interior of the island, where at other times of the year blue flowering water forget-­me-­not would fill sodden hollows, and the yellow of marsh marigolds grew along roadside ditches.

			
			

			Villages strung out like beads on a necklace lined the road north, fully exposed to the anger of the winter storms that blew across three thousand miles of ocean to vent their fury on a resolute coastline that reflected the character of those who lived there. Nothing grew, beyond a few stunted bushes, to offer any kind of protection. Trees here had an even more tenuous hold on the landscape than people. On the west side of the road, the land that stretched off to the shore was known as the blackland, the fertile machair that had drawn folk to settle here in the first place.

			And each settlement had raised its own church, different denominations of the same religion, reflecting man’s inability to agree on anything. The Church of Scotland. The Free Church of Scotland. The Free Church of Scotland Continuing. The Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland. Gunn had long ago given up counting. The things you saw as a police officer made it hard to have faith in anything.

			They passed the dominating edifice of the Free Church at Cross, with its bell-­free bell tower, and accelerated up the slope beyond. Then minutes later they began the gentle descent towards Port of Ness. At Crobost Stores, Louise turned right, and they climbed up to the village of Crobost itself, stretched out along the crest of the hill. An arc of golden sand opened out below them, sweeping around to the harbour at the port. Sunlight coruscating across the bay was blindingly bright, and Gunn slipped on a pair of sunglasses, as much to hide behind as for protection.

			
			

			On their right, a metalled turning crossed a cattle grid to Crobost Church, with its commanding view across the north of the island to the lighthouse at the Butt. A sprawling car park reflected the continuing influence of the church in the local community, and the manse that overlooked it stood proud against the blue, blue sky. The home at one time of Donald Murray, a man who had killed to save a life, and lost his own in consequence.

			Which made Gunn think again of Fin Macleod.

			It was many years ago now that he had first come to Ness with Fin to show him the place where Angel Macritchie had been murdered. In the boat shed just down there at the port. And it was almost as many years since he had last seen him. Not since he’d left the island following the shooting of Donald Murray outside the church court in Stornoway. He had liked Fin from the moment he met him. A troubled man, yes, but a cove with a good heart. He had deserved better than the things fate had flung at him in the past. And better, Gunn knew, than those that lay immediately ahead. He closed his eyes and felt despair in his soul.

			‘Is this it?’ Louise’s voice crashed into his darkness and he opened them again.

			‘Yes.’

			She turned into a gravel parking area above a nineteen-­fifties pebbledash bungalow that sat down below the road looking out across the bay.

			
			

			‘Do you want me to come with you?’

			He nodded and they both stepped out of the car into a soft breeze blowing off the moor to the south. Gunn stood for a moment to gather himself, and took a deep breath.

			Louise followed him down the path and they climbed to the door. Gunn rapped on it three times, then stood back to remove his sunglasses and slip them into a breast pocket. The knot of his tie felt uncomfortably tight.

			It took an eternity for the door to open, and a slip of a girl stood there barefoot in T-­shirt and baggy jog pants. It was years since Gunn had last seen Donna. He knew that she must be in her late twenties, or older, though she still gave the impression of a twelve-­year-­old. Small. Slight-­built. Fragile. He was shocked, all the same, by her appearance. Sallow skin, almost translucent blue. Penumbrous shadows beneath her eyes. Shoulder-­length hair was greasy, an almost indeterminate colour, and dragged back behind her ears. There was fear in her dark stare.

			From somewhere Gunn dredged up his voice. ‘Hello, Donna.’ And even to himself it sounded unreal. He paused. ‘Is Fionnlagh at home?’

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			The hum of the air conditioning was a distant accompaniment to his disillusion. Constant, if almost imperceptible. Awareness only ever perceived in the temperature management of this windowless room.

			Fin blinked weary lids several times over gritty eyes in an attempt to clear them, before refocusing on the centre screen of three 27-­inch computer monitors arranged on the desk in front of him. Beneath it he felt the heat of the computer terminal against his leg, and he moved his chair a little to the right. Both the computer itself, and the screens displaying the images it processed, issued their own distinctive hum, a chorus of discordance in jarring harmony with the air conditioning. He had long stopped hearing any of it. Aural sensitivity trumped by visual trauma.

			He had been working this case for weeks now, investigating officers providing an endless supply of laptop computers, external drives, USB sticks. Desperate men had done their best to erase images downloaded from the dark web. It was Fin’s job to recover them. Evidence against an extensive ring of men sharing what anyone else would regard as unthinkable.

			
			

			He had done his best to tidy the cables of all the drives and peripherals that littered his desk, but still they resembled the leftovers in an Italian restaurant at close of service. With a flick of his mouse he launched a piece of file recovery software and sat back to watch the results of its processing power fill his screen with folders, and folders within folders, until it began to resemble a chequerboard of previously deleted data. The CPU whirred and growled beneath his desk, and he waited, and waited, until it had done its worst.

			It was some minutes then before he could bring himself to select the first batch of recovered files and drop them into his preview software, which in quick succession opened dozens of jpeg images on his right-­hand screen. There was hardly anything he hadn’t seen by now, but still it repulsed him. Each fresh image like a fist in the gut.

			He held out his hands and saw that they were trembling in the light of his monitors. His breath rapid and shallow. For a moment he wondered if he would be sick. There was a plastic bin beside his desk. It wouldn’t be the first time he had used it. He made a conscious effort to breathe deeply, and remembered the description they had provided for this job on his application for it.

			 

			The successful candidate will be required, through robust digital forensic investigation, to direct technical aspects of computer investigations, by collecting, extracting, interpreting and presenting this evidence in a manner acceptable to the courts. The job will involve the viewing of distressing and disturbing images, and the Jobholder is required to attend sessions with a psychologist every six months, and where appropriate to engage with the occupational health section.

			
			

			 

			Ironically it had promised all expenses incurred in attending these appointments will be met by the Force. As if that might somehow ameliorate the experience.

			Fin knew that however many sessions he had with the police psychologist, they could never erase from his mind the images that others had tried so hard to conceal. Their shame becoming his nightmare.

			As a serving police officer, he had seen things that left him prostrate on the floor at night, shaking and inconsolable. Things he could never unsee. Perhaps naively, it had not occurred to him that as a civilian working in computer forensics he would be confronted by so much worse. Things he could never talk about, or share with anyone outside of the investigation. It had turned him in on himself, bottling up an explosive cocktail of emotions that he knew he couldn’t contain for ever.

			His next appointment with the psychologist was only two weeks away, but somehow he doubted he could survive that long.

			With sudden determination he put his computer to sleep, rolled back his chair and stood to lift his jacket from the back of it. He opened the door, stepping out into a corridor with windows all along one side, and was surprised to see that it was still light. In the dungeon, as he called it, you could never tell what time of day it was. Still, it was well after eight, and he would be late in getting home. The only consolation being that traffic at this time would be light as he tracked east across the south side of the city from Govan to Shawlands.

			
			

			Outside, the night air was humid, still warm, and with the threat of rain from dark clouds gathering overhead. But it was good to breathe air that wasn’t canned. Fin picked up his Honda from the car park and drove out into Helen Street. Cars were queuing at a McDonald’s on the corner as he headed south to cross over the M8 and Paisley Road West, then skirt Pollok Country Park, past Crossmyloof, turning eventually into Moss-­Side Road.

			Here he slowed as he passed the two-­storey red sandstone Shawlands Academy, and felt, as he always did, the pain of absence. His son, Fionnlagh, had taught here for nearly five years after graduating. He and Donna and little Eilidh had lived just ten minutes away from Fin and Marsaili, and the couple had seen their son and granddaughter almost every week.

			For the first time in his life, Fin had felt part of a real family. He and Marsaili babysat Eilidh often. Sometimes they would all go out together for Sunday lunch. Christmas and New Year would be spent at one house or the other, and he had taken real pleasure in watching Eilidh open her presents. Her sheer naked delight in whatever concealed itself beyond the wrappings. Such a far cry from his own childhood Christmases with his aunt, huddled in front of a peat fire in a cold house, skin burning down one side, freezing on the other, while she watched mindless snow-­screen TV shows and sipped on her favourite sherry. If she remembered to get him a present at all, it would not have been anything he might have asked for on his Christmas list to Santa.

			
			

			Artair, on the other hand, was showered with gifts by doting parents, additional presents always to be found in the stocking beneath the tree. And he would take great delight in showing them to Fin when they met up between Christmas and New Year.

			And so it had always been Fin’s fervent desire to put the festive season behind him and get back to school.

			At the traffic lights, he sat tapping the wheel impatiently. The news that Fionnlagh had secured a teaching post in the science department at the Nicolson Institute in Stornoway had come as a bolt from the blue. Donna was anxious to go back to the island, he had told them, somehow making it her fault, when both Fin and Marsaili knew that it was Fionnlagh who wanted to go home.

			And that was it. Within three months they were gone. Flat sold, furniture loaded on to a van and sent to Ness, where the young couple intended to move back into the bungalow once shared by Artair and Marsaili. The Macinnes bungalow, where Fionnlagh had grown up, before learning that he was not Artair’s son. It was his home, Fin supposed. But not a place that Fin had any desire to revisit. Too many bad memories still stalked there among the ghosts of his childhood, absorbed into the very fabric of the place. Fin could never cross its threshold without imagining that he smelled the pipe that Artair’s dad had smoked. A sweet Dutch halfzware shag that lingered long after his death.

			
			

			Eilidh was twelve now, and Fin and Marsaili had missed growing-­up years that they would never see again. She called regularly on Skype or Messenger, but it wasn’t the same thing, and Marsaili had gone into mourning, almost as if she had lost a daughter.

			The departure of the kids, as they liked to call them, had left a hole in their lives, exposing an odd sense of failure as they drifted into middle age. A gnawing dissatisfaction with life. As well as each other.

			So Fin had buried his head in a job that was sucking the life out of him, and Marsaili stayed home, nursing her disillusion. Before taking a waitressing job at the Ubiquitous Chip on Friday and Saturday nights – the only nights that they might have spent uninterrupted together.

			Fin found a space to park his Honda near the foot of Bellwood Street, and walked wearily up to number forty-­three. By the time he reached the second floor, his legs were leaden, and in his mind he wanted simply to turn around and head back out, find a pub where he wasn’t known. Sit in a quiet corner, drink himself into oblivion.

			
			

			His key had not even reached the lock when the door flew open and Marsaili stood there staring at him like a mad woman. She looked awful. Red-­eyed. Tear-­stained face.

			He was shocked. ‘Jesus, Marsaili, what’s wrong?’

			Her lower lip trembled as she tried to fill her lungs and speak. Eventually her voice came, punctuated by sobs that tore themselves free from somewhere deep inside. ‘Fionnlagh . . .’

			Fin felt the world fall away from beneath his feet. ‘What about him?’

			‘He . . . he’s been arrested.’

			Which simply did not compute. ‘What on earth for?’

			‘Murder.’

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER THREE

			I.

			It was overcast, a dull featureless morning, as Fin drove them north on Helen Street. Weather that reflected their mood. There had been little sleep. Fin wasn’t sure that he had slept at all, and he was certain that Marsaili had not. He was up making coffee at five, unable to lie in bed any longer, and sat staring down into the back court until the faint light of dawn bloomed into the grey light of depression.

			Hours spent on the phone the previous evening had established some cause for hope. Fionnlagh had not been arrested. He had gone voluntarily to the police station in Stornoway for questioning. But a teenage girl had been murdered, and the police felt that Fionnlagh was connected in some way with her death.

			Seats on the first available flight to the island had been booked and checked in online. Overnight bags were packed and sat side by side on the back seat of the Honda. Marsaili had wanted him to phone his boss at Govan, but Fin felt the need to speak to him in person.

			
			

			McDonald’s was doing brisk breakfast business, open 24/7 and popular with officers on the night shift. Further on, vehicles were gathering on the forecourts of industrial redbrick sheds with corrugated asbestos roofs, and the sky spat its first drops of rain at Fin’s windscreen as he turned into the police parking.

			‘Stay here,’ Fin said and, without waiting for a response, got out and walked quickly towards the three-­storey police headquarters.

			Vaguely familiar faces nodded to him as he climbed the stairs to the second floor and strode along the east corridor. He had never felt at home here and had the sense now of it being an alien, even hostile environment.

			The office of the Cyber Crime Forensics Coordinator was at the far end of the building. His door stood ajar. Fin knocked and entered. Ronnie Young looked up from his desk in surprise. He hadn’t expected to see Fin for another couple of hours.

			‘Fin,’ he said, as if somehow Fin might have forgotten his own name.

			Young was not, as his name suggested, in the first flush of youth. He was a fifty-­something grey man in a grey suit, who had lost his hair in his twenties. The dust of time had settled on him along with the acceptance that life was never going to fulfil its early promise.

			‘You’re a bit previous.’ His penchant for stating the obvious was famous among his team.

			
			

			‘I need some time off, sir.’

			Young frowned and shuffled papers on his desk as if he might find a response hiding somewhere among them. ‘You’ve had your full complement of leave for the year, Fin.’

			‘These are exceptional circumstances, Mr Young.’

			Young looked up, a flicker of interest momentarily breaching his indifference. ‘What are?’

			‘My son has been taken in for questioning in connection with a murder on the Isle of Lewis.’

			Young frowned. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ He appeared to think it over. Then, ‘We’re short-­staffed right now, Fin. I just don’t have the people to be able to let you go.’ And as if in mitigation, ‘Anyway, there’s nothing much you can do about things at this stage, is there? I mean, you’re not a cop any more. And it doesn’t sound like your son has been charged with anything yet.’

			Fin’s voice was tight with constraint. ‘Is that a no?’

			Young shrugged his apology with a smiling insincerity. ‘I’m afraid it is.’

			All the way back along the corridor, Fin was only vaguely aware of the rain now blowing against windows that looked out on to the scruffy retail park opposite. An Aldi, a Starbucks. But it wasn’t until he stepped out again into the car park that he felt the full force of it. A warm summer squall, with big fat raindrops blowing almost horizontally across the roofs of cars. He was soaked by the time he reached the Honda and dropped into the driver’s seat. Condensation formed almost immediately on the windscreen and side windows. He started the engine and turned on the blower. Marsaili looked at him anxiously. ‘Everything alright?’

			
			

			‘Fine,’ Fin said, and slipped into first gear. ‘We’d better hurry if we’re going to catch that flight.’

			II.

			They had long ago left behind the rain of the central belt as they flew north and west, scraping mountain tops bathed in sunlight that cut black shadows into deep valleys.

			More sunshine lay like a shimmering skin across the Minch, before the jagged coastline of the island reached the first white-­fringed fingers of rock into its sparkling blue water. Their Loganair Saab 340 twin-­engine turboprop banked as it descended over Loch a Tuath, skimming the sandbank that lay to the west before finding the runway beyond the rocks. Inland, heather in dazzling purple bloom smothered a landscape scarred by generations of peat-­cutting, and Fin was reminded that the nickname of his island home was Eilean Fraoch. Heather Island.

			George Gunn was waiting apprehensively in the arrivals area as passengers from the plane formed a straggling line across the tarmac to the terminal building. He had spent some time idly examining a partition wall subdivided into adverts for Harris Tweed and Lewis salmon, and the standing stones at Callanish. Anything to avoid thinking about the encounter to come. The giant wooden carving of a Lewis chessman that stood watch over the luggage carousel seemed to glare recrimination in his direction.

			
			

			Fin was surprised to see him. Surprised, too, by the shirt-­sleeves, and the tan that cast unaccustomed colour across Gunn’s dimpled face beneath his widow’s peak. He had put on weight, and Fin noticed the Motorola Airwave unit clipped to his belt where a white shirt appeared to be trying to free itself from the constraints of dark blue trousers. Did that mean he was here on official business?

			Gunn stepped towards Fin and Marsaili, holding out an awkward hand. His smile was strained. ‘Good to see you, sir.’ He nodded towards Marsaili. ‘I wish it could have been in happier circumstances.’

			‘Don’t we all?’ Fin said. ‘What are you doing here, George? How did you know we’d be on this flight?’

			‘An educated guess, sir. We had word that you were on your way.’

			Fin frowned. ‘Did you?’

			But George clearly wasn’t going to elaborate. ‘I thought I’d come and give you a lift into town. Unofficially, of course. Save you a taxi.’

			They followed him out to the car park, and a soft south-­westerly blew into their faces. There was a smell of the sea in the air, and a hint of peat smoke. Just enough to know that someone nearby had lit a fire, in spite of the good weather. Old habits died hard. Gunn lifted his folded jacket from the passenger seat to place in the boot beside their bags. And Marsaili stood on the tarmac staring at him, ignoring the door that Fin held open for her. It was the moment Gunn had been dreading.

			
			

			‘Are you going to tell us?’ she said.

			His face reddened. He sighed. ‘It was me that brought him in, Marsaili.’ And he added quickly, ‘Though I’ve got very little to do with the investigation now.’

			Fin said, ‘You must know he didn’t do it, George.’

			Gunn braced himself, summoning all the diplomacy he could muster from his years of experience in the force. ‘Much as I don’t want to, sir, I have to confess that it very much looks like he did. There is so much evidence against him. And when the DNA comes back from the lab, it’s likely to remove any lingering doubt.’

			The silence blew about them like the wind. Finally, Marsaili said, ‘I thought maybe you owed us a little more than that, George.’ And her voice chilled the air.

			Gunn looked from one to the other, but all he could manage was, ‘I’m sorry.’

			The drive to town passed in silence, Fin and Marsaili sitting in the back, Gunn alone up front like a disgraced chauffeur. It felt wrong somehow to be given a lift by an old friend who had just told them their son was a killer. And to be greeted by this unexpected sunshine, when they carried such darkness in their hearts.

			Gunn sped along Oliver’s Brae, sunlight glancing off rooftops and sparkling across a bay glimpsed fleetingly between houses. Down past the old yellow-­painted Mackenzie’s Mill, to Engebret’s filling station at the roundabout. Then, as he drove up towards the Caladh Inn, he said, ‘If you ever get down to the outer harbour, you’ll see the new deep-­water port they’re building across at Arnish Point.’ He knew they weren’t interested, but he couldn’t bear the silence any longer. ‘They say it’ll be operational soon, and take huge bloody cruise ships up to three hundred and sixty metres long.’ He blew through pursed lips. ‘Not that we have the infrastructure here to cope with five thousand folk at a time coming off these things and flooding the town.’

			
			

			He glanced in his rearview mirror to see frozen faces staring blankly out of side windows. At the roundabout he turned into Matheson Road before taking a left into Church Street, down past the Bangla Spice Indian restaurant and the Peking Cuisine Chinese Takeaway to the parking area behind the police station.

			They sat for some moments in further silence before he turned off the motor. Then Gunn twisted in his seat to look at them. ‘Don’t even think you can dig down into this one, sir. You’re not in the police any more.’

			‘Then why do you keep calling me sir, George?’

			‘Force of habit, sir.’ He made a face. A grimace. ‘If you go talking to witnesses and the like, the powers that be will regard it as interference. The CIO will run you off the island.’

			‘CIO?’ Marsaili said.

			
			

			Fin glanced at her. ‘Chief Investigating Officer.’ And he turned back to Gunn. ‘Who is it, George?’

			‘No one you would know, sir. From Inverness. One of those university graduates who’re taking all the top jobs now, with their doctorates in criminal justice and their degrees in accounting.’ His disapproval was patent. ‘Like most CIOs, he’s a bit of a bastard.’ Bastards, apparently, could be measured now in increments. ‘This one’s a little different, though. He’s a clever bastard.’

			III.

			The clever bastard was Detective Chief Inspector Douglas Maclaren. A sharp dresser with a footballer’s haircut. He was a good fifteen years younger than Fin, who had recently crossed the half-­century threshold, his once-­blond curls thinning now and turning quietly silver. Fin recalled the old aphorism that you know you are getting old when the policemen start looking younger. This one looked like a boy, and possessed all the arrogance of youth. And his patronising attitude towards the father of the young man helping them with their inquiries irked Fin more than he wanted to admit.

			He had left Marsaili in reception, sitting huddled on a hard plastic chair, as if by making herself smaller she could also reduce the size of the problem. He had told her it might be better if he spoke to the CIO on his own. Maclaren had given him a lukewarm greeting, waving him into a seat on the other side of a desk in an upstairs office. He regarded Fin curiously now and leaned back in his reclining office chair to interlace his fingers in his lap. His jacket, hanging on the back of the chair, trailed on the floor behind him. A dark pink shirt fell open at the neck, his cuffs neatly folded once above the wrists. Fin noticed that he was wearing an Apple Watch.

			
			

			‘So . . . Fin Macleod.’

			‘Well done. At least you got my name right, if nothing else.’

			Maclaren’s sardonic smile slowly faded. ‘Aye, your reputation goes before you.’

			‘What reputation is that?’

			Maclaren rocked forward to lean his elbows on the desk. ‘Oh . . . where should I begin? Insolence? Insubordination?’

			‘Big words, Detective Chief Inspector. Did you learn those at university?’

			Maclaren’s jaw set now. ‘You’re not doing your son any favours, Macleod.’

			‘He shouldn’t need them. The only thing that matters is the evidence.’

			‘And we’ve got plenty of that.’

			‘So, tell me.’

			Maclaren couldn’t contain his mirth. ‘What? Are you his lawyer now? You should know better, Macleod. We don’t share evidence with anyone at this stage of an investigation, least of all family.’ He sat back again and his face hardened. ‘I’ll tell you this, though. We have forensic and witness evidence to put your boy at the scene of the murder. She was eighteen, you know that? Eighteen, for God’s sake! And your son’s what, thirty? Her fucking teacher! Literally.’

			
			

			Fin felt his face stinging, as if he had been slapped. He didn’t know if the shock showed, but behind the facade he was shaken to the core.

			And Maclaren wasn’t finished. ‘He raped her, struck her on the head, and most likely threw her off the cliffs into the
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