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      Cass Winters had a PhD in marine biology, eleven peer-reviewed publications, and a dead grandmother’s cottage that smelled of dried seaweed and camphor. Two of these had recently become useless, and she wasn’t sure about the third.

      She dropped her suitcase on the front step and looked at the place. The solicitor’s photos had been generous. In them, the cottage had looked small and weathered. In person, it looked like the sea had been chewing on it for decades and only recently spat it out. The whitewash was more suggestion than surface, peeling back from grey stone in long curls. One of the windows was held shut with a strip of gaffer tape. The garden gate hung at an angle that defied any structural engineering she’d ever seen.

      The key turned on the third attempt. The door swung inward and released a smell that arrived in layers: dried seaweed first, then something herbal and sharp she couldn’t place, then the sweet, stale funk of a building no one had opened in months.

      She stood in the doorway and took stock.

      A narrow hallway led to a kitchen at the back, where grey light fell through a window above a porcelain sink. To her left, a sitting room with a fireplace, two bookshelves, and a sofa draped in a tartan throw that might once have been blue. To her right, a closed door and a staircase so narrow she’d have to carry her suitcase above her head to get it up.

      The solicitor had mentioned the cottage was “in need of modernisation,” which turned out to be legal for “bring a torch and lower your expectations.”

      What the solicitor had not mentioned was the herbs.

      They were everywhere. Bunches of dried plants hung from hooks in the ceiling, tied with string and labelled in a cramped, spidery hand. Cass ducked under a bundle of something grey-green and leafy, sidestepped a row of glass jars lining the hall shelf, and stopped in the kitchen doorway.

      The kitchen table was covered in them. Not cooking herbs, not the rosemary and thyme she might have expected from someone’s grandmother. These were strange, unfamiliar things in shades she’d never seen in a kitchen garden. Dark purples, silvery whites, dried flowers that were almost black. Each jar was labelled, but the handwriting was so small and angular she’d need a magnifying glass and possibly a drink.

      On the windowsill above the sink, a row of crystals caught the afternoon light. Quartz, she identified automatically. Rose quartz, maybe amethyst. And a black one she didn’t recognise, shaped like a tooth.

      “Right,” she said to the empty kitchen. “So Gran was into alternative medicine. Brilliant.”

      

      The cottage had two bedrooms. Cass chose the one that didn’t smell of lavender so aggressively it made her eyes water, which left her in a room with a brass bed, a wardrobe that wouldn’t close, and a window overlooking the sea.

      The view, she admitted, was unreasonable. An estate agent would have called it “panoramic” and “uninterrupted” and charged an extra fifty thousand for the privilege. Kilmaraig sat at the edge of a headland, and Euphemia’s cottage perched near the top, facing west. From the bedroom window, Cass could see the harbour below, the curve of the bay, the lighthouse on the far point, and then nothing but grey-green Atlantic all the way to the horizon.

      She pressed her forehead against the glass. It was cold. The glass was old and uneven, warping the harbour below into something from a painting.

      Her phone buzzed. Junk email. No messages. No one checking if she’d arrived safely, because no one knew she’d come. She’d left Glasgow at five in the morning without telling anyone, which was easy because the list of people who might care had shrunk to a number she could count on one hand. On a bad day, one finger.

      She unpacked mechanically. Jeans into the wardrobe. Jumpers. Her one good coat, still damp from the drive through Argyll. Toiletries on the bathroom shelf, where they sat next to a bar of soap so old it had developed a personality.

      Downstairs, she opened kitchen cupboards one by one. Plates, mismatched. Mugs, chipped. A tin of shortbread so ancient the tartan pattern had faded to pink. In the cupboard under the stairs she found a torch, a stack of old newspapers, and six bottles of elderflower wine with handwritten labels.

      No television. No broadband, as far as she could tell. The radiators were cold and she couldn’t find the boiler.

      “Could be worse,” she told the empty hallway, which was a lie, but she was practising.

      She had not spoken to anyone except solicitors, estate agents, and a man at a petrol station since Thursday. This was Wednesday. She was fairly sure it was Wednesday.
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      At half six, she walked down to the harbour to find food. The village of Kilmaraig was small enough to take in whole from the harbour wall: a single main street running uphill from the water, a pub called The Harbour Bell, a post office, what looked like a bookshop with fairy lights in the window, and a café with DRIFTWOOD painted on the glass in gold lettering. A church at the top of the hill. A car park with four cars in it.

      The chippy was on the harbour front, wedged between a chandler’s and a building with boarded windows. She ordered a fish supper and carried it in a paper parcel back along the harbour wall, where she sat on a bench and unwrapped it.

      The chips were perfect. Proper Scottish chippy chips, fat and golden and doused in salt and vinegar, hot enough to burn the roof of her mouth. The fish was battered thick and the flesh underneath was white and flaky and tasted of the sea. She ate with her fingers, licking salt from her thumb, and for thirty seconds the view and the food and the cool evening air conspired to make her feel almost human.

      Then the seagull landed.

      It was enormous. A proper herring gull, white and grey with a yellow beak and eyes like cold glass. It landed on the bench beside her as if the bench were a throne and she the trespasser.

      Cass looked at the gull. The gull looked at her chips.

      “No,” she said.

      The gull tilted its head.

      “Absolutely not.”

      The gull took a step closer. Its feet were enormous and pink and made a wet slapping sound on the bench slats.

      Cass tightened her grip on the paper parcel and turned her body away. “I’ve had the worst six months of my life and this is the first decent meal I’ve eaten in three days. You can have the paper when I’m done.”

      The gull lunged.

      It happened so fast she didn’t even see it move. One second the fish supper was in her hands; the next, the gull had seized the battered fish in its beak, ripped it free of the paper, and launched itself into the air with a sound like a bin lid being hit with a cricket bat.

      “My chips!” Cass shouted, which wasn’t even accurate, because the bird had taken the fish, but her brain was several seconds behind her mouth. She was standing, paper torn, chips scattered across the bench, vinegar on her jacket.

      The gull circled once above the harbour, screaming in triumph. It landed on the roof of the cottage she’d just left and began tearing into her fish, efficient and unbothered.

      From the door of the chandler’s, an old man in a cable-knit jumper watched the whole thing. He didn’t say a word. He just nodded, as if confirming something he’d long suspected.

      Cass ate what was left of her chips on the bench, cold now and slightly soggy with seagull germs, while the bird on the roof finished its stolen meal and screamed at the sunset. She walked back up to the cottage in the dark, past the gate that wouldn’t close, past the herbs she couldn’t name, and didn’t look at the gull as she let herself in.

      It screamed once more from the roof. She could have sworn it sounded satisfied.
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      She found the grimoire at half ten.

      She hadn’t been looking for it. She’d been looking for the stopcock, because the kitchen tap ran a trickle of brown water and she wanted to check the mains, and in the cupboard beside the fireplace she noticed a floorboard that didn’t sit right. It rocked when she pressed it. She pried it up with a butter knife and found, in the gap beneath, a book wrapped in oilcloth.

      The oilcloth was waxed and stiff with age, tied with a leather cord. Inside, a hardback journal, not large, about the size of a novel. The cover was plain dark leather, soft from handling, and when she opened it, the spine cracked with the reluctance of a book that hadn’t been read in years.

      The handwriting was the same as the herb labels. Euphemia’s.

      Cass sat on the floor beside the fireplace with the book in her lap and turned the pages slowly. The paper was thick and cream-coloured, the kind you’d buy from an art shop, and the writing was dense and cramped, occasionally interrupted by sketches. Some pages had drawings of plants. Others had diagrams she didn’t recognise: circles with symbols arranged around them, lines connecting points in patterns that looked deliberate but meant nothing to her.

      At the top of the first page, in letters larger and more careful than the rest, her grandmother had written:

      
        
        For the one who comes after. You’ll know what to do. If you don’t, ask the sea.

      

      

      “I have no idea what to do,” Cass said to the empty room.

      She turned more pages. The text was a mix of instructions, observations, and something that read almost like a lab notebook. Dates and conditions. Moon phases. Tidal measurements. The scientific part of her brain latched onto these with the desperate gratitude of a drowning woman finding a plank.

      Other entries were less reassuring. Protection against the deep current. Salt circle for the March equinox. The binding song (three voices minimum). One page was a list of ingredients that included kelp, iron filings, and “water from a seventh wave.”

      She closed the book and sat with it in her lap for a long time. Outside, the wind had picked up and the cottage creaked in its joints like an old dog settling. The herbs in the hallway rustled. The crystals on the windowsill caught the light from the single lamp and threw tiny rainbows across the kitchen wall.

      Her grandmother, whom she’d met exactly four times in her life, had left her a cottage full of dried plants, a journal full of diagrams that looked like ritual instructions, and a library of handwritten notes about the sea that sounded less like natural history and more like prayer.

      Cass put the grimoire on the kitchen table, next to a jar labelled moonwort (picked at perigee). She boiled the kettle and made tea in a chipped mug that said WORLD’S BEST GRAN, which was ironic, because Euphemia Winters had been many things to many people but she’d been a stranger to her own granddaughter.

      She drank the tea standing at the kitchen window, looking out at the dark. The harbour lights were a string of orange below. The lighthouse on the far point swept its beam across the water in slow, measured passes.

      She’d come here to hide. To lick her wounds in a place where nobody knew that Dr Cassandra Winters, once the youngest tenure-track marine biologist at the University of Glasgow, had been fired for “professional misconduct” after reporting oceanic anomalies that her department head called “impossible” and her colleagues called “career suicide.” She’d come to sell the cottage, bank the money, and figure out what to do with the rest of her life.

      She had not come here to find a dead woman’s book of spells.

      Cass rinsed the mug, turned off the lamp, and went to bed. She lay in the brass bed under a duvet that smelled of lavender and mothballs and listened to the sea. The waves were a constant, rhythmic wash against the rocks below the headland, and she was almost asleep when she heard it.

      A low sound, beneath the waves. Something deeper than wind or water. A vibration felt in the mattress springs and the soles of her feet and the backs of her teeth. A hum, deep and sustained, rising from the ocean itself.

      It lasted for perhaps ten seconds. Then it stopped, and there was only the sea again, and the wind, and the gull on the roof shifting its weight in the dark.

      Cass lay very still and stared at the ceiling.

      She did not sleep for a long time.
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      The beach was not what she expected.

      Cass had imagined sand, possibly with seaweed. What she got was a strip of grey shingle backed by low dunes, scattered with bleached driftwood and the plastic detritus of a working harbour. Frayed rope in faded orange. A crushed Irn-Bru can, its label peeling. Half a lobster pot, its netting tangled with kelp and a single blue rubber glove that waved in the breeze like something trying to flag her down.

      She’d woken early, gritty-eyed and unrested, with the hum still lodged in her memory like a song she couldn’t quite place. It had lasted ten seconds, maybe less, but her body had held on to it through the night, replaying it in the space between sleep and waking until the two became indistinguishable. The cottage had been cold – the boiler remained a mystery she intended to solve with YouTube and swearing – so she’d pulled on her coat and walked down to the water because she didn’t know what else to do. Old habit. When the world stopped making sense, go to the sea. The sea didn’t make sense either, but at least it was honest about it.

      The tide was out. The air smelled of brine and wet stone and the faintly organic tang of exposed rock pools – that particular low-tide scent that was part mineral, part biological, part something ancient that predated categories. A cormorant stood on the harbour wall with its wings spread, drying itself in the thin morning light, still as a weather vane. Further along the beach, past the slipway where two fishing boats sat on their keels in the mud, a shape lay at the waterline.

      She thought it was a seal at first. The coast was full of them; she’d seen the signs on the drive in, the ones warning tourists not to approach pups on the beach, with photographs of grey seals that looked simultaneously adorable and deeply suspicious. But the shape was wrong. Too long. Too angular. Too still in a way that seals, even sleeping ones, never were.

      Cass stopped walking. Her feet knew before her brain did. Some part of her body – the ancient, pre-rational part that still understood predators and carrion and the difference between sleep and death – sent a signal that arrived in her legs before it reached her consciousness.

      She’d seen a dead body once before, during a field survey off Mull. A fisherman who’d gone overboard in the night. She remembered the colour of his skin, grey-blue, like wet slate. The way his fingers had been curled as if holding something that had already been taken away. She remembered that she hadn’t screamed, which surprised her, and that she’d been practical about it, which surprised her more.

      She was practical now. She walked closer, watching where she put her feet on the wet shingle, and stopped three metres from the body of a man lying face up at the edge of the retreating tide.

      He was middle-aged. Lean build, greying blonde hair darkened and matted by salt water, wearing expensive casual clothing that was wrong for a beach in western Scotland – a linen shirt, canvas trousers, deck shoes that had never seen a working deck. His eyes were open. His mouth was open. His skin had the bluish pallor of someone who had been in cold water for hours, and his expression was frozen terror. Pure, sustained, total – as if whatever had killed him had given him time to understand exactly what was happening.

      Cass crouched and looked at him without touching. She noted the position of his limbs – one arm flung out, the other pressed against his chest – the direction the water had pushed him, the way the shingle had already begun to fill the gaps around his body as the tide pulled back. The marine biologist in her catalogued the tidal marks and estimated he’d washed in on the last high water, around three in the morning. The time of the hum.

      Then she saw the runes.

      They covered his forearms and the backs of his hands, faintly luminous in the grey morning light. They glowed with a soft blue-white light that pulsed, barely perceptible, like a slow heartbeat. The symbols were intricate and geometric, sharp angles and precise curves arranged in patterns that repeated and varied and repeated again, and they looked as if they’d been written on his skin with light itself.

      Cass blinked. She leaned closer, close enough to smell the salt on his clothes and the faint, sweet wrongness of skin that had been underwater too long. The symbols were definitely there, etched into his skin in lines so fine and precise they looked printed. She recognised some of them. Not from any taxonomy or periodic table, but from the book she’d pulled from under the floorboards last night. The grimoire. The same angular, deliberate shapes, the same proportions, the same feeling of intent behind the geometry – as if the symbols were not decorative but functional, built for a purpose.

      She sat back on her heels and pressed her hands flat against her thighs. The shingle bit through her jeans, sharp and cold and real. The cormorant on the harbour wall spread its wings. The wind moved through the dune grass. The world was ordinary and real and solid and there were glowing symbols on a dead man’s skin.

      A dead man on a beach covered in marks from her grandmother’s book of spells.

      She stood up. She pulled out her mobile and called 999. Her voice, when she spoke to the operator, was surprisingly steady.
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      A mud-splashed patrol car arrived forty minutes later, trailed by a paramedic van and a young constable who looked as if he hadn’t finished growing yet. The woman who climbed out of the driver’s side was sturdy, short brown hair, no-nonsense walk. She crossed the shingle straight toward the body and then, contradicting the impression entirely, extended her hand.

      “Inspector Lockwood. Lily.” A firm shake, one pump, released. She turned to the body.

      “Did you touch him?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Know who he is?”

      “I arrived yesterday. I don’t know anyone.”

      Lockwood chewed something. Gum, Cass realised. Cinnamon, from the smell – warm and incongruously domestic against the salt air and the dead man on the shingle. “That’s Timothy Murray. Investor. Developer. Not well liked, but then, money and coastal planning permission don’t make a man popular round here.”

      The constable was taping off the beach with blue-and-white tape that snapped in the wind. The paramedic crouched by the body, going through the motions of confirming what was already obvious, pressing gloved fingers to a wrist that would never answer.

      “Can you see the marks on his arms?” Cass asked.

      Lockwood looked at her. Her eyes were grey-green, sharp, the eyes of someone who missed very little and chose carefully what to mention. “What marks?”

      “The – the runes. On his forearms and hands. They’re glowing.”

      Lockwood walked back to the body and crouched beside the paramedic. She examined Timothy Murray’s arms carefully, turning them at the wrist, pulling back his sleeve. The paramedic watched without expression. He’d seen worse and would again.

      “There’s nothing here, hen,” Lockwood said. She wasn’t unkind about it. Her voice was matter-of-fact, the gentle matter-of-fact of someone who dealt in difficult mornings professionally. “His skin’s clean. Well – he’s been in the sea, so there’s some abrasion, some algal staining. But no marks. No runes.”

      Cass stared at the body. The runes were right there. Blue-white, pulsing, as clear as the text on her phone screen. She could see every line, every curve, every angular intersection. They covered his arms from wrist to elbow, a dense script written in light.

      Lockwood and the paramedic saw nothing.

      “I must have – the light,” Cass said. Her mouth made the excuse before her brain had finished constructing it. “Never mind.”

      Lockwood straightened up and gave her a look that was professionally neutral and personally assessing. She chewed her gum twice, slowly, a woman who thought before she spoke and wanted you to know it. “Shock can do funny things. You found a body on a beach at seven in the morning. That’s not a normal Tuesday.”

      “It’s Wednesday.”

      “Right.” Lockwood took out a notebook – small, spiral-bound, the pages warped with damp. “I’ll need a statement. Where are you staying?”

      “Euphemia Winters’ cottage. I inherited it.”

      Lockwood’s pen stopped moving. She looked up from the notebook with an expression Cass couldn’t read – not surprise, exactly, but recognition. The same recognition she’d seen in Maeve. In the man at the chandler’s. As if her grandmother’s name were a key that changed which doors people opened. “You’re Eumia’s granddaughter?”

      “You knew her?”

      “Everyone knew Eumia.” Lockwood resumed writing, but something had changed behind her eyes – a softening, a recalibration, as if Cass had been reclassified from “witness” to something more complicated. “Right. Statement. Tell me everything from when you woke up this morning.”

      Cass told her. She left out the grimoire, the hum in the night, and the runes that apparently only she could see. She described finding the body, checking for signs of life from a distance, and calling emergency services. A clean, clinical account that would have satisfied any academic review board. She’d had practice giving clean, clinical accounts. Her entire dismissal hearing had been an exercise in telling the truth while carefully selecting which truths to tell.

      Lockwood took it down without comment. When Cass was finished, the inspector closed her notebook and tucked the pen into her pocket. Done.

      “Accidental drowning is my working assumption. Timothy Murray had a boat and a drinking habit and a well-known tendency to go sailing alone at night. We’ll wait for the post-mortem, but I’m not expecting surprises.”

      “You don’t think it’s suspicious?”

      Lockwood’s jaw worked the cinnamon gum. “I think a man who sails drunk in November gets what weather gives him. I don’t mean to be harsh about the dead, but that’s the reality of this coastline. The sea doesn’t care what your net worth is.” She paused. “If you think of anything else, you’ve got my number. And Ms Winters?”

      “Dr Winters.”

      A flicker at the corner of Lockwood’s mouth that might have been approval. “Dr Winters. Welcome to Kilmaraig. It’s not usually this exciting.” She said it without a trace of irony and walked back to her car.
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      Cass went home. She walked up the hill with her hands in her pockets and her mind turning over the image of Timothy Murray’s forearms, the light pulsing in geometric patterns across dead skin. Either she was hallucinating, which was possible – she hadn’t slept properly in weeks, she’d been under extraordinary stress, the cottage smelled of camphor and mystery herbs and she couldn’t rule out some kind of accidental aromatherapy – or she had seen something real that no one else could see.

      Neither option was particularly comforting.

      The gull was on the roof when she arrived. It watched her let herself in and screamed once, a long, descending wail that sounded like a car alarm being strangled. The sound bounced off the stone walls and echoed down the hill toward the harbour.

      “Shut up,” Cass told it, and went inside.

      The grimoire was where she’d left it, on the kitchen table next to the moonwort. She sat down with a fresh cup of tea – the water was still brown, but she was choosing to call it “peaty” rather than “concerning” – and opened it. The handwriting was dense and difficult, but she was a woman who’d spent three years reading Victorian ship logs for her thesis; she could handle cramped penmanship.

      She turned pages slowly, scanning the angular symbols in the margins. Plants, tidal charts, instructions for things she didn’t understand and wasn’t sure she wanted to. And then, on page forty-three, she found it.

      The same rune. Not identical – her grandmother’s version was slightly larger, drawn with more deliberation, annotated with notes in the margin – but unmistakably the same symbol she’d seen on Timothy Murray’s right forearm. A circle bisected by three lines, with smaller symbols nested in each segment like Russian dolls, each one containing a smaller version of the pattern.

      In the margin, Euphemia had written:

      
        
        Binding mark. Applied to those who have broken the compact. Shows only to those with the sight.

      

      

      Cass read the line three times. She read it a fourth time to make sure the words didn’t rearrange themselves into something less impossible.

      
        
        Shows only to those with the sight.

      

      

      She closed the grimoire and wrapped her hands around the mug. The tea had gone cold again. She drank it anyway, because the alternative was sitting in a dead woman’s kitchen having a crisis about the nature of reality, and she’d done enough of that this month.

      A man was dead on the beach. He had symbols on his skin that matched symbols in her grandmother’s book of spells. The symbols were invisible to everyone except her. And her grandmother had written the word “sight” as if it were a technical term, a measurable capacity, a thing you either had or didn’t – the same way Cass might write “visual acuity” or “colour perception.”

      Cass put the mug in the sink and went to find a notebook. If she was going to lose her mind, she was going to take notes.
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      The Driftwood Café smelled of bacon and strong coffee and something baking that made Cass’s stomach clench with want. She hadn’t eaten a proper meal since the seagull incident, surviving on shortbread from the ancient tin – which was stale but committed – and three cups of tea, and the smell of real food nearly buckled her knees.

      The café was small and warm, with mismatched wooden tables, a counter displaying cakes under glass domes, and a chalkboard menu that offered soup of the day (cullen skink), toasties, and “Maeve’s scones – today’s are cheese & chive.” The walls were painted duck-egg blue and hung with watercolours of the harbour in different seasons – summer greens, winter greys, an autumn scene with the trees on the headland turned copper. A log burner sat in the corner, throwing out heat that made your bones grateful, and the wood inside it popped and shifted with the comfortable irregularity of a fire that had been tended all morning.

      Four people occupied the café at half nine on a Thursday morning. An older couple sharing a pot of tea and a newspaper, arguing in murmurs about the crossword. A man in overalls eating a bacon roll while scrolling his phone, one knee bouncing. And behind the counter, a woman with silver hair pulled back in a loose bun and a flour-dusted apron who looked up when Cass walked in and smiled as if she’d been expecting her for years.

      “You’ll be Eumia’s
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
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OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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