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What reviewers are saying about The Blue
Hackle

 


Jean Fairbairn and Alasdair Cameron are
getting married on New Year's Eve at friend Fergie's Dunasheen
Estate on the Isle of Skye. Alas, a guest is found murdered
beforehand. Fifth in what is billed . . . as a cross-genre series
(mystery, romance, paranormal) . . .—Library Journal

 


. . . Carl's spirited fifth mystery featuring
American travel journalist Jean Fairbairn and her Scottish fiancé,
retired detective inspector Alasdair Cameron (after 2009's The
Charm Stone) . . . diverting.—Publisher's Weekly

 


Lillian Stewart Carl is very adept at placing
her readers in her geographical settings. [She] weaves an
interesting plot with myths, legends and the paranormal along with
a secondary storyline for the upcoming wedding. In The Blue
Hackle each and every character is skillfully portrayed with
diversity. A most enjoyable read intertwined with Scottish history
and geography.—Connie Gregory,
conniesreviews.blogspot.com

 


I've enjoyed this series so far and The Blue
Hackle is the best so far . . . As you'd expect there's a great
sense of place, in this case, the Isle of Skye. The people are
definitely individuals—there are no interchangeable characters as
filler . . . Normally, I can figure out mysteries quite early, so
it is a joy to find books where I can't guess until nearly the last
page . . . get yourself a copy of The Blue Hackle. If you
enjoy it as much as I did, you can then read the earlier works
since each one can stand alone.—Gayle Surrette, Gumshoe
Review
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Chapter One

 


 


Jean Fairbairn peered over the railing of the
footbridge. If sufficiently motivated—chased by bloodthirsty
swordsmen, for example—she could have dangled by her hands from the
walkway and dropped into the rocky, muddy gully that had once been
a moat. She’d be skewered anyway, but giving up and going quietly
had never been part of her vocabulary.

Nor was it part of the vocabulary of
Scotland, where the past had played out in scenes of blood and
thunder, fire and sword. Now popular memory and the Scottish
Tourist Board elided here, revised there, and edited fierce
bloody-mindedness into high Romance. Though history could still be
perilous, as the thud and blunder of Jean’s own, lowercase, romance
had proved.

Alasdair Cameron, the object of her romantic
inclinations, inspected the ruined castle that rose above the far
end of the narrow walkway even as he said, “No need to go chucking
yourself over the edge just yet, the wedding’s not ’til the
third.”

“Thank you, light of my life,” Jean returned.
“Was it this Dunasheen Castle or the other one where Rory MacLeod
tried to jump from wall to tower to see his lady love?”

“This one, I’m thinking, it being a medieval
tale. Though it goes that he reached his lady love via the stairs,
her husband came breaking in, sword in hand, and he made the leap
from tower to wall, meaning to escape.”

“Both versions are variations on a theme, the
lover’s leap, fatal or otherwise.” That brought Jean back around to
the choice she did not, thank goodness, have to make, between a
sharp edge and a hard place—her imminent matrimonial plunge
notwithstanding.

She hadn’t intended to fall for anyone, let
alone a Scottish detective inspector. And now-ex-policeman Alasdair
hadn’t meant to fall for a part-time historian, part-time
journalist, full-time inquiring mind wanting to know. But their
hearts had led, leaving their heads to play catch-up, and here they
were, on a bridge both literal and symbolic.

Smiling, Jean also considered the
snaggle-toothed battlements of the ancient castle keep. Outside the
tower, lichened blocks of dark gray stone imperceptibly became
lichened bedrock, knitted together with tussocks of grass and
tufted by saplings springing from crevices. Inside the tower,
seabirds nested in empty windows and in hollow fireplaces now
suspended from sheer walls. The wooden floors where people had
stood warming their chilblains, cooking their food, and thanking
goodness for strong defenses atop a small, craggy islet—moats and
drawbridges making good neighbors—had decayed into nothingness long
ago.

The old castle was dignified in its
desolation, and yet Jean also sensed an air of sadness for times
past and regret for lives spent. She wouldn’t be surprised if it
was also haunted, but she hadn’t lingered long enough for her
spectral early warning system to activate.

Alasdair raised his camera, took several
photos, then jotted something on a notepad.

“Now what? Secret passages? Buried treasure?”
Jean pulled her hands up into her sleeves in an attempt to warm
them up.

“That path running outside the enceinte, the
boundary wall,” he replied. “It’s partially eroded, right
dangerous, and wants blocking off. Or rebuilding with a railing,
but Fergie’s saying he can afford only what will keep the place
standing.”

“Structural faults aren’t really in your line
of work.”

“Oh aye, here’s Fergie—and wee Diana as
well—thinking I’ll be advising him on locks and the like for the
new castle, not on shoring up the old one, but it’s something I can
be doing to help. This bridge, now, is likely no more than thirty
years old. A bit damp, mind. It wants checking for rot.” He stamped
on the walkway, sending a reverberation through the wooden slats
beneath Jean’s feet.

A good thing she wasn’t acrophobic.
Claustrophobic, yes, and dubious about darkness. She’d declined a
visit to the dungeon in the foundations of the old tower, more like
a cave than a cellar, never mind Alasdair and his flashlight. The
issue wasn’t only its impenetrable shadow and low, vaulted ceiling,
but its smell; dead fish, defunct rats, decaying seaweed, mold and
mildew.

She inhaled deeply of the cold wind and
vaporized Atlantic that scoured her cheeks—out with the bad air, in
with the good—and looked up at the sullen gray sky. Sea gulls
spiraled like flecks of white confetti, their harsh squawks
piercing the thrum and seethe of the waves against the far side of
the islet. “What isn’t damp? This is the Isle of Skye. It’s a giant
soggy sponge. Look at those clouds, it’s going to rain again any
minute. Sleet. Snow.”

“It’s not cold enough to sleet or snow.”

“Coulda fooled me.”

Alasdair glanced at his watch. “It’s getting
on for half past three. Sunset, this time of year.”

“Tell me about it. I moved to Edinburgh from
Texas last January. That was a shock. It wasn’t until it was still
light at midnight in June that I thawed out and dried up.” Not
least because it was in June that she and Alasdair stopped circling
each other like duelists and surrendered to their mutual
attraction.

If he caught her reference, he showed no sign
of it. Grasping her gloved but cold hand in his, he pulled her
toward the mainland—or main island—side of the bridge. “Skye can
have positively brilliant days in December and January. We’ll be
seeing one yet. Just now, though, we could do with a cuppa.”

“No kidding.” Tea, Jean thought.
Chocolate biscuits. Caffeine and cocoa, two of the basic
food groups.

Their rubber wellie boots clumping, they
scrambled up the mud-and-gravel path to the top of the brae. This
hill might not be nearly as tall as the towering cliffs propping up
other stretches of the Skye coastline, but still it commanded a
view. Or would, when one of those brilliant days came along. Fergie
promised a panorama, from the islands of the Outer Hebrides across
several miles of open sea to the north to the peaks of the Black
Cuillins to the south, beyond the end of Loch Roy, a narrow inlet
of the ocean that formed the eastern boundary of Dunasheen
Estate.

Now, though, either sinking cloud or rising
mist blotted the horizon, and the waves where loch met sea, below
the ramparts of old Dunasheen, gleamed gunmetal gray. The terrain
resembled a tattered crazy quilt laid over the bones of the earth.
Patches of olive drab, rusty brown, and more gray were lumped
around weathered boulders and pocked by reed-fringed pools scummed
by ice. A few blots of light in the murk were all Jean could see of
the village of Kinlochroy, at the far end of the loch.

But she and Alasdair weren’t walking to the
village, not when the magnificent Scots Baronial pile of new
Dunasheen Castle lay just ahead. The warm glow of its windows and
the red and green fairy lights edging its eaves made the building
into a humongous Christmas card. All it needed to complete the
effect was snow softening the stark, black limbs of the trees
tucked in behind garden walls.

“All right!” Jean pulled Alasdair to a halt.
“Take some photos to go with Fergie’s interview. Look, there’s even
a guy in a red jacket walking out of the courtyard—perfect timing,
very photogenic.”

Muttering something about electricity rates
and Fergie not knowing when to stop, Alasdair raised his camera.
“The interview’s covering the estate, the renovations, the paying
guests and all. You’re not meaning to encourage his fancies and odd
notions.”

“Define your terms. You think not putting
milk in your tea is an odd notion.”

His slate-blue eyes that could be chill as
the North Sea sparkled like a tropical lagoon. A wry crumple only
deepened the graceful curve of his lips.

Jean ignored his silent retort. “Sure, that’s
the deal, your security expertise and my journalistic skills in
return for a New Year’s Eve party and a wedding. The weird stuff is
off the record. It would hardly scare away the customers, though. A
lot of people love weird stuff. I love weird stuff. But
Fergie’s your friend, so he gets a free pass. Especially now,
during the Daft Days between Christmas and New Year’s Eve.”

“Especially as we’re all a bit daft, in our
own ways.”

That was one concession, Jean thought, he
would not have made even a few months ago.

Either rain or sea spray drifted across her
face and glasses, making her squint at the suddenly blurry
landscape. But the welcoming windows and cheerful lights still
shone, and with Alasdair at her side she walked toward them.

It wasn’t her step that was springy, it was
the ground she walked on—water, peat, layers of cultivation both
literal and cultural. Skye, An t-Eilean Sgithanach, the
wing-shaped isle, a name to conjure history, legend, and the
dubious shores between. She could create multiple articles for
Great Scot, the magazine that was partly her investment and fully
her employment, without getting too close to Fergie’s more marginal
notions, although his notion of making a self-sustaining business
of a Scots Baronial white elephant was the point of the
exercise.

“New” being relative in this part of the
world—new Dunasheen dated to the early 1600s, when the local
MacDonald laird had, after years of conflict, at last dispossessed
the local MacLeod laird. He’d then abandoned the old castle and
proclaimed his wealth and sophistication by erecting a manor house
a la mode. Since then, generations of Lords Dunasheen, MacDonalds
all, had renovated, rebuilt, and recreated. Annexes and towers
encrusted the original building. Bow windows sprouted from walls,
and dormer windows from moss-lined slate roofs edged by
crow-stepped gables. Conical turrets called bartizans seemed to
hang onto corners by sheer will power but were actually supported
on corbels, protruding stones set in decorative tiers. Chimneys
both tall and short capped the exuberant, if time-stained,
structure like exclamation points.

Even in the dull light, the stucco-like lime
harling that protected the stone walls from the uncompromising
elements reflected a sheen of pink. The original had been colored
by the bull’s blood used as a gelling agent, Fergie had said, just
as the mortar holding together the bare stones of old—eight hundred
years and more old—Dunasheen had been coagulated by the eggs of sea
birds. You used what resources you had here at the outer rim of
civilization, thought Jean. You called in favors from old friends.
You promoted your white elephant as a fairy-tale castle.

The man in the red jacket marching along the
footpath toward her and Alasdair must be a product of Fergie’s
marketing scheme, moats and drawbridges now making good customers.
They met up with him just where the path twisted between fissured,
lichen-encrusted boulders, half-concealed by unblooming
heather.

His bulbous nose was red, too, and his
square, blunt face was burnished by the wind. Sandy hair streaked
with gray fluttered back from his wide forehead. Hunkered down into
his thickly padded jacket, his hands thrust into his pockets, he
was still taller than Alasdair, who in turn was taller than Jean.
But then, most people who were not children or hobbits were taller
than Jean.

The man’s face creased into a triangular
grin, wider on one side than on the other, filled with uneven
teeth. His oddly pale gray eyes gleamed with humor. “If this was a
golf course, it’d be all rough and no fairway.”

“Oh aye,” Alasdair replied. He and Jean
turned sideways, giving the man passing room.

He maneuvered past, saying “Scuse me, mate”
in a twang squeezed against the roof of his mouth. “You too,
Missus. Is this the way to the church?”

He was either Aussie or Kiwi, Jean deduced,
her ear for Down Under accents not tuned finely enough to detect
the difference. She’d have to ask.

Alasdair answered, “The old church or the new
one?”

“The one with the crusader tombstones that
was burned down by the MacLeods in 1645.”

Who had surrounded the building, Jean added
silently, swords drawn, as the congregation of MacDonalds perished
inside—clan conflict fed on religious conflict and vice versa. But
the delectable odor of smoke teasing her nostrils this afternoon
was that of smoldering peat, implying warmth and sanctuary.

“Then, no, you’ve gone the wrong way,” said
Alasdair. “That path runs from the garden at the western side of
the house. The new castle. But you can follow the beach below the
old castle round to the left, past the wee promontory, and then
climb the brae to the church.”

Jean assessed the slight pucker between
Alasdair’s eyebrows as a mental note: Tell Fergie to lay on
directions to the local sights.

Her own mental note was a selfish one. The
horrific events at the old church trumped its historical interest,
and she was just as glad the wedding was scheduled for the new one,
a charming Gothic Revival folly. Not that she’d sensed more than a
melancholy chill at the old church—churches, plural, walls layered
atop more walls layered atop ancient foundations—when she and
Alasdair had stopped there on their tour of inspection.

She tried luring the stranger into
conversation with, “You’re already familiar with the history of the
area, then.”

“Yeah, I’ve been tracing the family tree. I’m
a MacLeod myself. Greg MacLeod, Townsville, Queensland, Oz. You’re
at the castle, too?” He extended his right hand.

“Aye,” Alasdair said, without introducing the
topic of weddings. “Alasdair Cameron, Edinburgh.” He exchanged a
firm handshake and passed the friendly hand on to Jean.

To her cold fingers, Greg’s hand seemed
almost feverishly warm, slightly damp, and linty from his pocket.
“Jean Fairbairn, also Edinburgh, though I started in Texas. But
you’ve come a lot further than I have, all the way from
Australia.”

“Not so far, not these days. My
multiple-great grandfather, though, came out on a leaky ship.
Transported near two centuries ago, and not for nicking a loaf of
bread. For murder.” Despite his words, Greg’s grin evened into a
rectangle, revealing a few more teeth—Jean wondered if they were
issuing extra ones in the southern hemisphere.

“Murder,” Alasdair repeated, if not amused,
then not alarmed, either.

Abruptly the light wasn’t dull at all. A
gleam of sunlight pierced the cloud, glanced off the sea, and
swelled like a scarlet wound along the southwestern horizon. Every
puddle, pool, and trickle of water in the surrounding moorland
glittered.

Dazzled, Jean said, “After two hundred years,
having a murderer in the family seems more exotic than shameful. In
fact, I hear having ancestors among the convicts in the First Fleet
provides a bit of cachet in Australia these days, when for years it
was something you hid beneath the antimacassars. Or was your
ancestor in the First Fleet?”

“Not at all, no. Tormod MacLeod left Skye in
1822. He wouldn’t have had an easy go down under, but he missed out
the worst days of Botany Bay. Though I’m starting to think the old
guy crossed up the law to get himself a ticket to a warmer
climate.” Greg returned his hands to his pockets and his shoulders
to a crouch. “But here I am. Blood is thicker than water.”

“You’ve not chosen the friendliest time of
year,” said Alasdair.

“Christmas in London, though! Lights, music,
food, grand museums, galleries. And Harrod’s, Debenham’s, and
Burlington Arcade for the wife. Now my credit card needs
resuscitation. I’ll have to take out a second one to pay the
overweight luggage fees.”

Jean smiled. Alasdair nodded agreement.

“Now for Fergus MacDonald’s New Year’s
package, a traditional Hogmanay here on the old home ground.” Greg
stamped his athletic shoes against the black dirt of the path,
producing a slight squish and runnel of brown water. “Bloodstained
ground. The MacDonalds and the MacLeods went at it like billy-o,
once.”

“Putting rings on each other’s fingers and
daggers in each other’s hearts, to quote some old historian.” And
Jean added to herself, oh yes, Skye was conjuring magazine
articles. She’d have to ask Greg for more details of his rogue
ancestor. In her previous life, she’d learned that putting a
personal face on history added entire minutes to her students’
attention spans. The same ploy worked with readers. “Did Tormod
MacLeod murder a MacDonald?”

“It’s not so clear in the old family story
just what happened. That’s why I’m here, to get the facts, if there
are any facts to get. Our local clan group and the genealogy sites
on the Internet only go so far. I found Dunasheen’s website,
though. Dun na sithein, fortress of the fairies. I could
hardly resist following up on that.”

“Sithein can mean fairies,” allowed
Alasdair. He’d already expressed caution at Fergie’s take on the
subject, not to mention Fergie’s promise of a private showing of
the famous Fairy Flagon and the unveiling of yet another
notion.

Jean, though, was sharpening her pencil for
the revelation. “But what are fairies? The little people who lived
here before the Celts arrived? Nature spirits? Lingering ghosts of
the dead?”

“The old Celts remind me of our aboriginal
people, seeing spirits in the landscape. You think any of my old
MacLeod rellies are still hanging about to answer my questions,
give me the good oil now?” Greg laughed, a peal of unaffected
merriment. The wind snatched the sound from his lips and whisked it
away.

Jean and Alasdair shared a glance. If Greg
was allergic to the paranormal like they were, then his old MacLeod
relatives might well answer his questions. Or not. No one knew the
capriciousness of ghosts better than the team of Fairbairn and
Cameron.

White gulls sailed overhead, stained pink by
the ray of sunlight. Of sunset. “My old granny,” said Alasdair,
“she was fond of saying that gulls carried the not-yet-departed
spirits of the dead.”

“Hopefully my old rellies are well and truly
departed. I’d rather read ghost stories than end up in one.” Greg
raised his arm to inspect his watch, a massive number that probably
displayed stock quotes as well as time and date. “Well then, I’ve
got time for a squint at the old castle first. It’s straight on, is
it?”

“That it is.” Alasdair pulled the small
flashlight from his jacket pocket. “Have a care, the paths are
rough and narrow, and there’s no artificial light. You’d best be
using this torch. Just bring it back to the house when you’ve
finished. It’s Fergie’s.”

“Ta. See you later, then.” Greg squished away
toward the old castle.

Alasdair squelched away toward the new one.
Jean fell into step beside him, not without a cautionary glance at
his rosy face. “When did Fergie get nicknamed that, anyway?”

“My dad was calling him Fergie Beg before I
was born. That’s what his own dad called him, himself being Fergie
Mor.”

“Little Fergus and Big Fergus. But your dad
wasn’t Alasdair Mor.”

“No, he was one of dozens of Allan Camerons.
Likely there were more than a few murderers amongst the old ones.
Raiders, robbers, rapists. Rum crew.” He spoke casually, just
stating a fact.

“I’ve wondered if your choice of profession
was overcompensation for a colorful family tree.”

“Mind that my own dad went for a soldier. And
his dad as well.”

“That, too. Being born to a middle-aged,
retired officer would shape your worldview. I’m sorry I never met
your dad.”

“He was right tolerant of colonials such as
Americans and Australians.” Alasdair glanced back at the old
castle, then stopped and turned. Jean followed his gaze.

There was Greg, like Jean herself, an
outlander called back to the dark and bloody ground of his
forebears. Maybe he was a policeman, too, or a chartered
accountant, or another mild-mannered academic-cum-journalist.

He worked his way up the path outside the
enceinte and disappeared into the keep. A few moments later the red
jacket appeared atop the tower, gleaming like a tiny flame.

The clouds thickened, the sun sank, and land
and sea, loch and castle, fell into shadow. A patch of pale light
sparked on the ruined battlements—Greg had switched on the
flashlight. The spill of light over the rough and tumbled stones,
part man’s work, part nature’s, seemed brighter than the indistinct
human shape. Then both man-shape and light eased down behind the
wall and were gone.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


With a slight shrug, Alasdair turned from the
old castle toward the new. “Old Tormod was transported rather than
hanged, and in those days judges and juries weren’t likely to split
hairs. He may have killed the man in self-defense. Or else the jury
was packed with MacLeods. At any rate, Greg’s right, there’s more
to that story. Eighteen twenty-two’s a bit late for a clan feud.
And for religious conflict, come to that.”

“I wouldn’t think even your finetuned
instinct for the criminal could do much about a two-centuries-old
case,” Jean told him.

“Does anything need doing about it? Other
than you writing it up for Great Scot.”

“Well, no,” conceded Jean. Several raindrops
raked her face.

They walked on toward the welcoming, if
expensive, glow of Dunasheen’s windows and what had to be a mile
and a half of fairy lights. Her ears and nose felt brittle as ice,
and her hair waved so wildly around her wool scarf that the chill
wind penetrated to her scalp. A flock of black-and-white birds
whorled upward from the moor, their cries eerier than those of the
gulls. Gulls sounded like rusty screen doors. The cry of the
oystercatchers, though, carried a trailing bittersweet that made
Jean think not of soon-to-depart souls, but of lost ones.

The call of the birds faded into the silence.
Or, rather, into the absence of human noise—no car engines, no
voices, none of the constant electronic hum of modern life. All
Jean heard was their own footsteps, the sigh of the wind and the
unceasing rise and fall of the sea, like distant thunder. The snap
and flap of the blue-and-white Scottish flag flying from
Dunasheen’s highest tower. And the ring of a telephone.

Hiking up his coat, Alasdair dug into the
pocket of his jeans and eyed the glowing screen of his cell phone.
“Ian said he’d phone before the office closes down for Hogmanay.
Half a tick, Jean.”

Typical Alasdair, to set the ring tone of his
mobile to the ordinary double bleat of a British telephone. Typical
Alasdair, to double-check with his provider before leaving
Edinburgh and make sure his mobile would work here in this remote
northwestern corner of Skye. He’d been dependent on her phone when
they were in the United States in November. Now she was the one
restricted to Fergie’s land lines. Funny, Jean thought, how even a
portable phone on a base unit looked like an antique while a rotary
dial seemed antediluvian.

Beyond Alasdair and his electronic umbilical,
the faintest of blushes still tinted the waves of the loch. Loch
Roy probably meant Red Lake, from ruadh, red. Although the
stones here weren’t red, not like those on the far side of Skye.
Had the waters of the loch been tinted red with blood from various
clan battles? More likely, the name came from a person’s name—Rory,
also from ruadh, as in red hair. Or, considering the
climate, red face, red from the cold or red from the reaction to
that bright yellow globe in the sky when it condescended to
appear.

Did he have red hair, the ill-fated Rory
MacLeod who had chosen the hard place below old Dunasheen over the
sharp edge at his back? How about Greg’s ancestor Tormod, of
dubious but intriguing memory?

Alasdair said, “It’s by way of being a fake,
is it? Well then, the Duke has no call claiming a large insurance
settlement.”

Cold as they were, Jean’s ears twitched, and
she abandoned her wordsmith’s reverie.

A pause while Ian, whose virtues lay in
method rather than imagination, spoke. Then Alasdair replied, “No,
it’s not at all surprising. Crusaders, soldiers, toffs on their
Grand Tours, they’d bring back loads of art, antiques, artifacts,
holy relics—not all of it legally, mind you. And half the time not
knowing what they had, nor caring, come to that, so long as they
put on a good show. There’s a trait’s not yet died out, not by a
long chalk.”

No, it hadn’t, Jean thought, with another
look at the castle. But she couldn’t criticize Fergie and his
daughter and business partner—who, despite Alasdair’s “wee,” was
almost thirty years old—for trying to present a good enough show to
hang onto their house, the physical representation of their own
family tree.

“Cheers, Ian. Enjoy your holiday.” Tucking
the phone into his pocket, Alasdair turned to Jean.

Her feet in their wellies were so cold she
felt as though she was wearing ice buckets, and shuffled rather
than stepped. “Tea,” she reminded him. “Coffee. Maybe a wee dram,
even. A warm fire. One of Fergie’s dogs or our own cat, whatever,
as long as it’s got fur. I’ll get my notebook and lie in wait for
Greg and his murder story. Or Fergie and his plans for saving the
estate, whoever crosses my bow first.”

“Right,” Alasdair said. Once again, they
started off toward the house, this time walking even more
briskly.

Ahead of them, the courtyard gate opened and
shut with a clang. A woman hurried across the gravel terrace and up
the path, arms knotted across the chest of her fake leopard skin
coat. One hand held Fergie’s largest flashlight tucked below her
elbow like a semi-concealed weapon. Luxuriant golden-blond curls
bounced around her pert, tanned face. Her tight red mouth loosened
far enough to say, “Hello there. Have you seen a bloke in a red
jacket?”

“Greg MacLeod?” Alasdair returned. “He walked
down to the old cas—”

“Stupid sod! I told him he could wait ’til
tomorrow, we’ve just arrived, not even unpacked, but no, we’ve come
halfway round the world, he said, what’s a few more yards, dark or
no flipping dark?”

This was “the wife.” At first glance, Jean
thought she was twenty years younger than Greg. At second glance,
Jean realized that she wasn’t at all younger, she was simply
fighting gleaming tooth, painted nail, and hair color a shade too
bright for her complexion, against the forces of entropy.

“I’m Tina MacLeod, Greg’s, well, Greg’s been
going on for years about this godforsaken place, imagine that!”

God had phoned it in a few times out here,
thought Jean, but you could say that of Sydney or Brisbane,
too.

Alasdair’s expression remained neutral.

“London was good, lights, a hotel,
nightclubs, but no, that’s not enough, he’s stuck on the flipping
family tree, been rattling on about it for flipping years. Here we
could be sitting at the C Bar back home, having a cold one beneath
the palms—do you know Townsville, that’s in the tropical part of
Queensland—I read a brilliant story about a miniature dinosaur in
the back garden, made perfect sense.”

Alasdair managed to get a word in. “He’s gone
down to the beach and round to the left.”

“I’d better yank in his lead, then, it’s
almost time for tea. Or drinks, more likely. Anti-freeze. Ta.” She
picked her way past, the wellies she, too, had liberated from the
stash by the back door slapping along the path. A few paces away,
she switched on the flashlight. A bubble of luminescence danced
before her like a will o’ the wisp leading unwary travelers to
their doom.

“Have a care,” Alasdair shouted after her.
“The path’s right slippy.”

“Ta!” Tina said again, without turning
around.

They waited while the light disappeared down
the slope to the bridge, reappeared at the hulking shadow of the
ruined castle, vanished behind the wall. Faintly, Tina’s voice
called, “Cooeee, Greg!”

It was bad luck for a woman or a blond or
red-headed man to be first across the threshold at the new year,
although whether Fergie’s Hogmanay package included that old
custom, Jean didn’t yet know. He could have a twofer with Tina
MacLeod.

Exchanging dubious smiles, she and Alasdair
turned away from the old castle, a dark shadow against the clouds.
Great minds thought alike, but his was less likely to be
visualizing will-o’-the-wisps and doom than pondering how dangerous
ruins could be, and not from anything paranormal . . . It was the
sky that was ominous, Jean told herself, not Skye. A year ago she’d
learned that seasonal affective disorder was a real threat in the
depths of a Scottish winter. It said something about the national
temperament.

As long as the free-range Aussies made it
past the castle, they’d be okay. Even Jean, whose middle name was
not “Grace,” had managed to get from church to castle along the
pebbled beach without mishap.

She and Alasdair pressed on across the gravel
and stepped through the gate into the courtyard. The damp
cobblestones inside glistened with streaks of gold, red, and green.
The arched door in the angle of the wall displayed a wreath of
holly and ivy tied with MacDonald tartan ribbons, hung so that the
Green Man knocker—one of Fergie’s artistic endeavors—peeked
mischievously from its center.

They walked up the three steps to the door.
Alasdair set his hand on the iron handle. From inside came a barely
perceptible strain of music.

Then a long, wavering, shriek, pulsing with
anguish, echoed across land and water and set the gulls to
screeching and flapping upward like winged ghosts.

Jean spun around, her heart lurching. “That’s
got to be Tina!”

Instead of leaping back down the steps,
Alasdair threw the door open. Sweeping Jean with him, he lunged
inside and shouted, “Fergie! Diana!”

She blinked at what seemed like a flood of
light, although it was only the contrast—the aging ceiling fixtures
weren’t emitting more than a yellow glow. This was the back door,
the postern gate, where old and mismatched boots, limp hats, and a
couple of tall vases bristling with umbrellas, walking sticks, and
fishing rods had come to roost.

“Fergie!” Alasdair bellowed, drowning out the
music Jean could now identify as the CD she had given Fergie, the
latest from her friend and neighbor Hugh Munro, who was singing
lustily about heaving away and hauling away, bound for South
Australia.

From the open door behind her came a cold
draft and an ominous—no, not silence, a distant sobbing, wailing
sound that was neither wind nor sea. And Jean doubted it was a
banshee, although on Skye, you never knew.

What had happened? A path given way, a stone
turned beneath an unwary foot, slippery mud, the force of the wind,
the darkness—it was Greg, wasn’t it? He’d been wearing athletic
shoes, not wellies, not that wearing wellies was a guarantee of
traction. Or had Tina herself fallen?

Jean ran back out onto the stone step, but
heard nothing. Funny how her face was now hot, so that the wind
felt like a slap with a wet fish.

Two shapes rushed at her through the
kaleidoscope of light and shadow and with a gasp she jerked back
against the door frame.

A big black lab and a little white terrier
swarmed around her legs, leaving mud and damp on her jeans and the
aroma of wet dog in her nostrils, then stampeded into the house.
The last time Jean had seen them, they’d been dozing in front of
the fire in the drawing room, inert as hassocks.

She reeled back through the doorway to find
Alasdair pulling out his notepad and wallet—there was the phone. He
punched three numbers. “We’re needing an ambulance, someone’s
injured at old Dunasheen Castle—Alasdair Cameron, at the new
castle—Kinlochroy, aye—very good then.”

He clicked his phone shut, jammed it into his
pocket, and bellowed, “Fergie!”

A wet yellow raincoat fell off its hook,
crinkling to the floor. Hugh sang the old sea chantey about South
Australia full of rocks, and fleas, and thieves, and sand. The dogs
had vanished, leaving only a trail of muddy paw prints across the
tile floor.

In a stately home, no one could hear you
scream.

“No one heard you. No one heard Tina,
either.” Jean jittered to the door and the darkness outside, then
to the row of coat hooks, where she replaced the raincoat, then
back across the tile floor to the cabinet where Fergie kept the
flashlights. She grabbed two and handed one of them to Alasdair.
“There’s a bell pull in the drawing room, Fergie used it this
afternoon.”

“Give it tug then, see if it rouses Fergie or
Diana, or one of the Finlays. If not them, then the manager’s
cottage is next the garden. The constable at Kinlochroy’s been
alerted. I’m away back down to the old castle.”

No point trying to convince him to stay put
and wait for help. The roses in his cheeks had perished under a
drift of snow, and his features tautened into his I’m in charge
here expression. When he paused on the doorstep to throw her a
crisp, ice-blue glance, she forced her chin up and lifted her left
hand in a wave. “I’ll catch up with you. Be careful!”

And he was gone. The rapid crunch of the
gravel beneath his boots faded. The gate clanged.

Her hand was still extended toward the
darkness. The diamond on her ring finger glinted, a micro-prism
clarifying the brassy ceiling light.

Don’t think about it. Find Diana. Find
Fergie.

Jean spun around, spun back again, shut the
door, and realized she’d tracked mud across the scratched tile
floor—well, who hadn’t, the dogs’ paw prints were only part of what
looked like a child’s finger painting project.

Dumping the flashlight on the nearest surface
and stuffing her scarf and gloves into her pocket, she pulled off
her wellies. Where were the shoes she’d left here earlier? No time
to search.

In her thick wool socks, she skated rather
than ran down the dimly lighted corridor, around a corner, and up a
short flight of steps beneath a moth-eaten stag’s head sporting a
Santa Claus cap. The doors of the Great Hall, the door of the
library . . . She threw open the door of the drawing room,
zigzagged around the furniture to the Gothic Revival fireplace, and
yanked the tasseled end of the bell pull—to no discernible effect.
Whether some distant jangle would attract the attention of a
MacDonald, or of one of the Finlays, resident caretakers and chief
bottle washers, she had no way of knowing. Come to think of it,
this afternoon Fergie had supplemented his yank at the bell pull by
shouting down the hallway.

Alasdair should have phoned Fergie, too.
Where the hell was everyone?

A movement in the corner of her eye jerked
her around toward the tall windows. But it was only her own
reflection wavering in their black, mirrored depths, her crown of
auburn hair turned inside out, her shoulders up around her ears,
her stance that of a prizefighter in a corner of the ring.

What she punched was the “Stop” button on the
CD player. Sorry, Hugh. His voice halted between one beat
and the next. Were those footsteps? Jean spun toward the door. No.
She was hearing the tick of a clock.

Dunasheen wasn’t one of those stately
marble-halled homes tricked out with gilt cherubs, the sort of
place that made Jean feel as though she was dragging the knuckles
of all ten thumbs on the floor. This drawing room was friendly and
functional with a Persian rug, needlepoint chair covers, a piano.
The holly jolly crimson and tinsel of the season decorated
mantelpiece and chandelier, while odds and ends from Chinese snuff
bottles to Roman coins to prehistoric fish hooks were installed on
every horizontal surface. An antique screen decoupaged with
flowers, fairies, and saccharine Victorian angels almost managed to
conceal a flat-screen TV set the size of a coffee table.

Jean wondered how many of Fergie’s family
antiques, artifacts, and holy relics had been sacrificed to fund
Dunasheen’s upkeep. But he had enough left to make that good show,
spiced with his own paintings and sculptures.

Was that low murmuring wail, almost a voice
but not quite, the wind in the chimney? Was it Tina screaming
again? Alasdair might not have reached her yet. Maybe he’d slipped
himself, and fallen, and lay broken and bloodied on the rocks . . .
A chill puckered the back of Jean’s neck.

Come on, come on! She yanked the bell
pull again, then jogged to the door, looked down the hall, and
shouted, “Fergie! Diana! Mrs. Finlay!” Her voice died away into
silence.

Dozens of painted and photographed eyes gazed
accusingly down from the Pompeiian red walls, not least those of
Fergus Mor and Allan Cameron. Fergie’s and Alasdair’s fathers wore
the kilts, tunics, and bonnets or tam o’shanters—stiffened berets
with wool pompoms—of the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders, an old
and greatly honored regiment. Each bonnet, adorned with a badge and
the colored feathers of a blue hackle, was bent toward the other.
Or Fergus Mor’s, rather, was bent down toward Allan’s,
demonstrating the maximum allowable versus the minimum allowable
regimental heights.

Breathe, Jean told herself. In with the good
air, out with the bad.

The embers piled in the grate emitted more of
an ashy breath than warmth, and the castle’s scents of baking and
furniture polish were tinged with mildew. Perhaps the house had
become the terrestrial version of the Marie Celeste,
abandoned to its ghosts.

Although if new Dunasheen had any ghosts,
neither Alasdair’s nor Jean’s sixth senses had picked up on them in
the few hours since their arrival. It was her five ordinary senses
that at last detected footsteps in the hall. She wouldn’t have to
run down to the manager’s cottage after all.

Jean popped out of the drawing room to see
Fergie ambling toward her, round face and round glasses gleaming
with good will. With his lavender sweater and slippers and bulky
physique, he looked ready to host a children’s television program,
welcoming them to a neighborhood where he played the part of a
purple dinosaur. “Ah, it’s yourself, is it, Jean? No worries, we’re
making the tea, though you’re good for a dram as well, I should
think.”

“Tina MacLeod’s down by the castle, she was
screaming, Greg must have fallen, Alasdair’s already called 999 and
he’s gone back down there.”

Fergie gaped at her, pale blue eyes bulging,
mouth working. “The old castle? But he went round the back—”

“One of the Aussies may be hurt!”

His lips snapping shut on a four-letter word,
Fergie gesticulated frustration to heaven and the gods of the
historic homes business—rising damp, mounting bills, and now this.
And then with a grimace of contrition, for, after all, the welfare
of the guests came first, he said, “I’ll organize the menfolk, if
her, him needs carrying—though if there’s a broken limb involved,
we shouldn’t—blankets, tea—if you could ask Diana to find the
first-aid kit . . .” Mumbling beneath his breath, pirouetting so
swiftly his long gray ponytail swung in an arc behind him, Fergie
loped back the way he’d come.

“Where’s Diana?” Jean called after him, but
he didn’t hear.

If she remembered their arrival tour, and
there was no guarantee she did, then he was heading for the new and
pricey commercial kitchen and his command center at the garden end
of the house.

Jean started after him, only to stop dead in
the center of the antechamber, foyer, lobby—she couldn’t remember
what Fergie called the room that was the formal entrance hall.
She’d sounded the alarm. Now she needed to get back down to the
castle.

In the distance, a door opened. A gust of
canned laughter blew down the hall and was then choked off as the
door shut again. Aha, the Finlays were in the kitchen watching a TV
show or listening to the radio or doing something that, along with
the thick stone walls, had muffled Alasdair’s shouts. That’s why
Fergie himself had finally answered the bell. As for Diana, who
knew?

I’m coming, Alasdair! She made a
U-turn. Flashlight. Boots.

The massive wooden front door at the far side
of the room vibrated beneath a rain of blows. A muffled voice
shouted, “Hey! Anyone home? Answer the door, already!”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


All right! The cavalry had arrived!

Looking right and left—Fergie had disappeared
and no one else was in sight, not even a dog—Jean skidded across
these considerably cleaner tiles, raised the latch, and opened the
door.

Three people, tall, not-so-tall, and
shorter-than-Jean, stood in the tiny porch. As one, they pushed
past her into the house and stood huddled together while she shut
the door.

“I pushed the freaking doorbell five times,”
said the man with the razor-cut black hair, closely trimmed goatee,
and mountaineer’s parka.

“I told you, Scott,” said the brunette in the
stylish narrow glasses and belted trench coat, “these places are
big, it takes a while for the servants to answer the door.”

The girl wore a red-and-gold-striped knitted
muffler looped around her neck and shoulders. Above it, dark eyes
in a pale, pinched face grew larger and larger, taking in the guns
and swords arranged on the walls, the vaulted ceiling with its
colorful clan shield bosses, the massive turnpike stair spiraling
upward into shadow.

“The luggage is in the car,” Scott told Jean.
“Is there valet parking here?”

The woman looked down from her superior
height. “You need to get someone to help you. We don’t travel
light.”

Regaining traction, Jean’s brain recognized
the accent of her own country people. More or less—she guessed
northeast corridor. The appended “already” from the other side of
the door should have tipped her off. “Um, yeah, I’ll call Fergus
MacDonald, the owner.”

Realization swept the man’s face. “She’s not
a servant, Heather.”

Heather’s face knotted in suspicion. “Who is
she, then?”

Jean bit back a tart, Someone who can hear
you just fine, and said only, “I’m Jean Fairbairn, I’m a guest
here, but we’ve got kind of a situation so I answered the door. The
doorbell doesn’t work, by the way. We found that out this aft—”

“A situation?” Scott demanded.

Heather placed her hand protectively on the
child’s wool-encased shoulder.

“Someone’s had a fall down at the old castle.
I need to—”

“I’m sorry to hear that. How about we just
let ourselves in, okay?” Scott threw the door open and headed back
outside. His hiking boots, so new they squeaked, were already
muddy—black smudges traced his path in and out.

I’ve already let you in. But that
didn’t matter. Taking two steps backwards, sweat trickling down her
back beneath her shirt, Jean said, “Great. Fergus or his daughter
Diana will be along any min—”

“We booked a suite,” said Heather. “A
king-size for us, a single for Dakota here.”

The child spoke up. “Please tell me the
bathroom’s not down the hall. One of my girlfriends stayed in a B
and B and said the bathroom was down the hall and you had to share
with strangers.”

“It’s all en suite. That is, the bathroom and
toilet’s attached to the bedroom.”

Two pairs of eyes stared at her.

“Here, a bathroom can be just that, a room
with a bath, it doesn’t automatically come with a toilet.”

Through the doorway Jean saw Scott pulling
bag after bag from the trunk of an SUV. Beyond him, headlights
jounced over the ribbon of tarmac that passed for a driveway. Was
that the constable from Kinlochroy? It seemed like twenty hours
since Alasdair called, but it was probably only twenty minutes.

Yes, the reflective stripe on the side of a
small, square all-terrain vehicle caught the lights of the house as
it drove by. Would the local arm of the law reach as far as the old
castle? The designation “all-terrain” was more hope than fact when
it came to this rough ground.

“Nice meeting you,” Jean said, “I’ve got
to—oh!”

A woman swanned down the helix of the
staircase, her feet in their chaste low-heeled pumps skimming the
stone treads, her body swaying like a willow wand in black pants
and white Aran sweater, her blonde hair flowing in satin waves away
from the red roses blooming in her cheeks. An angel descending
Jacob’s ladder would look like a chimpanzee in comparison. “Did I
hear . . . Oh, hello there! You’re the Krum family, I expect. I’m
Diana MacDonald. Ceud mille failte!”

“Say what?” Heather’s lipstick had worn off,
leaving only the darker red of the liner tracing her lips, so that
her grimace was that of a cartoon character.

“A thousand million welcomes,” said Dakota.
“That’s Gaelic. They speak Gaelic here.”

“Aren’t you a clever lass!” Diana’s smile
cast sunshine throughout the room. “Thank you, Jean, for playing
hostess. I apologize for the broken doorbell.”

“No problem,” Jean said, backpedaling even
more rapidly. She hated to miss Diana in action, but she hated even
more to leave Alasdair alone in the dark with a—situation.

“Is that Mr. Krum?” Diana asked.

Scott tramped in, juggling a matched set of
leather-trimmed bags and suitcases. “Oh, hi.”

“Leave the luggage,” said Diana, “We’ll
organize it. Your accommodations are in the William Wallace suite,
a double bedroom and a foldaway bed in the sitting room. Drinks are
at half-past-six in the library, and dinner at half-past-seven.
This way, please.”

“I could use a drink after those roads. Jeez,
our driveway’s wider than the one marked as two-lane.” Scott dumped
the luggage and Heather guided Dakota to the stairs.

“Would you care for tea and biscuits just
now?” Diana asked, already several steps up.

“Biscuits?” repeated Heather.

“She means cookies,” Dakota said.

“Tea,” said Scott. “Yeah, whatever.”

Free at last, Jean skated back down the hall.
Would Miss Dakota point out that William Wallace had probably never
set foot on Skye? No matter, his name was marketable, and if Diana
understood anything, it was her market. How odd, then, that she’d
missed the Krums’ arrival, especially when she’d been expecting
them.

Diana’s delicate Scottish complexion was
always rose-pink, but now it was positively crimson. She must have
been embarrassed at missing her cue or in a rush or both. Maybe
she’d been in her office, tied hand and foot with tape the color of
her cheeks, the kind spooled out in vast quantities by both
heritage watchdogs with their lists of permissible changes and
heritage advocates with their lists of grants-in-aid—well no, Diana
ran the house, Fergie wrestled with red tape.

The sound of multiple footsteps on stone
treads and Diana’s soothing voice faded into the upper reaches of
the house. “The weather’s been dreadful but we’re expecting it to
clear tomorrow, just in time for our New Year’s Eve
celebration.”

What the lady of the house hadn’t been
expecting was an accident at the old castle. But Fergie could tell
her about that. Jean slid to a stop in the cloak room, where she
managed to pull on her wellies and button her coat, wrap her wool
scarf around her head, and thrust her hands into her gloves,
somehow all at the same time.

A flashlight clutched to her chest, she shut
the door and raced across the courtyard. Alasdair, I’m
coming! The lights reflecting from the damp-sheened
cobblestones created an optical illusion and she stumbled, then
righted herself. The crash of the ironwork gate behind her
reverberated into the distance. The very silent distance.

Jean’s light-adapted eyes found the night
doubly dark. At the far side of the gravel perimeter, the interior
light of a small square car looked like a klieg light illuminating
a human shape in a peaked police cap. She homed in on the—well, not
the cavalry. Its scout.

“Hi. I’m Jean Fairbairn. I’ll show you down
to the old castle.”

“P.C. Thomson here,” the constable replied,
not at all startled by her appearance. But then, the slam of the
gate would have waked the inhabitants of the graves at the old
church. Settling his fluorescent yellow jacket over his chest, he
turned toward her. As far as she could tell in the gloom, he was
about fifteen, and a foot taller than she was. If police work
didn’t pan out, he could get a job selling toothpaste—his smile
shone with a light of its own. “No worries,” he went on, “I’m a
local lad, I’ve visited the old castle many a time. What’s
happened?”

“A guest, Greg MacLeod, walked down to the
old castle at sunset. He wanted to go to the ruined church. We—my
fiancé, Alasdair Cameron, and me—we told him how to get there by
going along the beach. Then we met his wife. She was looking for
him. She went down to the castle and we heard her scream. Alasdair
went right back down there. That was twenty, maybe even thirty
minutes ago.” Jean danced backwards across the gravel, toward the
path.

Thomson seized a bag from his car, slammed
the door, fired up his flashlight, and headed out. “The ruins are
dangerous, right enough. Kinlochroy Council and Lord Dunasheen have
been going at it for years now, who’s responsible for shoring up
the place, planting danger signs, and the like. The old laird, he
let the place go rather than spend on its upkeep, squeezing his
pounds so tight you could hear the Queen’s picture squealing.”

Good lad. He could walk, talk, and even make
jokes simultaneously. Whether she could was another matter—she had
to adopt a part jog, part forward stumble to keep up with him.
“Entropy tends to outrun good intentions. And clumsy tourists,
though I don’t know that either Greg or Tina was clumsy. Alasdair’s
with them now.”

A clang behind them was the gate. The
walrus-like shape trotting toward them was Fergie’s, laden with a
folded blanket and a carrier bag. “Jean! Wait up! Is that Sanjay
with you?”

“Sanjay?” Jean repeated, sure she’d misheard
some Gaelic expression.

“My granny’s folk are from India,” the
constable explained.

“Cool,” said Jean, remembering Hugh’s song
about the Scots as rovers, as swords for hire and missionaries, as
transported criminals like Greg’s ancestor Tormod.

Thomson turned to Fergie. “Sorry to be called
out on business, Fergus.”

With the Highlander’s fine disregard for
titles, “Fergus” instead of “Fergie” counted as respectful address.
Jean said, “I never did get the first-aid kit from Diana. I
couldn’t find, er, an American family arrived and she’s dealing
with them.”

Fergie nodded. If he knew Diana had been
AWOL, however temporarily, he didn’t show it. “Rab Finlay’s on his
way as well, but Lionel, the manager, it’s his day out.”

“I’ve got my kit.” Even Thomson had to
shorten his steps on the twisting and bumpy path. At his heels,
Jean followed not only his flashlight but his reflecting coat, and
Fergie trudged along behind her, his breath rasping louder and
louder.

Mist was gathering, shimmering strands
drifting across the circles of light from their flashlights like
homeless phantoms. Beyond the rocks, pools, and scrubby bits of
heather, Jean made out nothing more than a muted shimmer on the
underside of the clouds, the reflected glows of Dunasheen and
Kinlochroy. A similar shimmer played across the water of first the
loch and then, as they approached the castle, the sea. She felt as
though she was trailing along with her little lantern, looking for
an honest man . . . well, she was. She was looking for
Alasdair.

Down the hill they went, and across the
bridge, first Thomson, then Jean, then Fergie. Thomson went up the
enceinte path like a mountain goat, then turned to offer Jean his
hand. Putting her feminist pride in her pocket—one casualty was
enough—she took it. But instead of steadying her up the slope, he
heaved her upward so forcefully her feet almost left the ground.
With a scramble she retrieved first her footing and then her hand,
and managed a breathless, “Thanks.”

She turned to take the blanket from Fergie,
the beam of her flashlight spattering down the craggy drop-off to
one side, her shoulder brushing the damp cold of the ancient stone
wall to the other. A shudder raised the hair on the back of her
neck. The night had stripped the old castle of its dignity. Now the
broken barricades seemed more sinister than sad, concealing icy
eyes that watched the living souls clambering past and hating them
for their warmth.

The faint blip on her paranormal radar faded
so fast she suspected it might merely have been imagination, the
dark, the scene getting to her. No time to analyze, not now.

Fergie, too, hauled himself up the path and
stopped at its summit, catching his breath. Ahead, the yellow blur
that was Thomson dropped sedately down what might have once been
stone steps, but was just as likely to be stacked bedrock.
Balancing their burdens, Jean and Fergie levered each other down
six or seven levels and across a muddy, weedy patch onto level
ground.

There was Alasdair! Or there were two circles
of light, rather, meeting, blending, parting again, emanating from
a shambling lump. Jean thought for a moment that Alasdair and Tina
were supporting Greg between them. But no, the clump wasn’t wide
enough for three. As the double figure resolved itself from the
darkness, she saw Alasdair holding flashlights in each hand, and
his right arm locked around a staggering Tina.

The last memory of warmth and light drained
through Jean’s cold feet into the unforgiving ground. There was
only one reason Alasdair, and Tina with him, would have left Greg
alone.
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The flashlight beams flared and clashed. Jean
squinted. Then they settled, and she saw Tina’s face. Illuminated
from beneath, it resembled a mask of tragedy, mouth hanging open,
mascara smeared beneath empty eyes, skin like clay.

Every line of Alasdair’s features was carved
in Skye basalt. The vapor of his breath rose and blended into mist.
“Jean, Fergus. P.C.—”

“Thomson, sir. Sanjay Thomson, Kinlochroy.”
And, before Alasdair could react as Jean had to his first name,
“Where’s the injured party?”

Tina let out a moan like a collapsing
accordion and buckled. Thomson grabbed her other arm. Spasms
rippled through her body and her curls trembled.

Fergie took the blanket, threw it around her
shoulders, and pulled her into his own arms. “Come along, dear.
Let’s get you back to the house. A cup of tea will go down a treat.
Maybe a wee drop of brandy as well.”

“Greg,” Tina said in a tiny voice.

Greg. Jean felt shivery, sick, numb, and
she’d barely met the man. She could imagine—but didn’t want to—how
Tina felt.

With a quickly suppressed gulp, she took one
of Alasdair’s flashlights from his bare and therefore icy hand and
exchanged it for Fergie’s carrier bag. A thermos bottle sloshed at
its bottom, next to several plastic cups. Of course. Any emergency
situation in the British Isles could be mitigated by tea—warmth,
caffeine, and sugar. But no amount of tea was going to bring Greg
MacLeod back.

Fergie guided Tina’s stumbling feet toward
the gantlet of the enceinte path, and beyond it the oasis of new
Dunasheen. His voice, murmuring sympathies, faded into the rhythm
of the wind and waves, a rhythm much slower than Jean’s own
heart.

Alasdair introduced himself to the constable
and shook his hand. “Sanjay.”

“My grandad was stationed in India and my
granny’s from Delhi.” The constable replied just as patiently as he
had with Jean—no doubt he’d had lots of practice—and in a
return-of-serve asked, “That’s the Alasdair Cameron,
ex-D.C.I. at Inverness?”

“Aye, one and the same,” Alasdair replied
cautiously.

“I’ve swotted up on the Loch Arkaig and Loch
Ness investigations. Brilliant detective work, Chief Inspect—Mr.
Cameron.”

“Thank you, constable, but I was no more than
part of a team.” Alasdair’s face remained stony, although a glint
in his eye, directed toward Jean, acknowledged her role as partner
and gadfly in both of those cases as well as two others. “Let’s be
getting on with this investigation, shall we?”

“Yes, sir.” Thomson started off, his feet
creaking across the small stones of the shingle beach. “This way,
sir?”

“Aye, straight on.” Even as he spoke,
Alasdair’s gaze tarried on Jean’s, and the glint in his eye wavered
like a candle in a draft.

“What happened?” she asked. “Did he lose his
footing, or did a stone turn beneath his shoe, or what?”

“I’m thinking or what.”

Jean’s heart slumped downwards. “But how. . .
.” She’d find out soon enough.

Alasdair pulled his gloves from his pocket
and onto his hands, but not before Jean glimpsed the mottled
rust-red on his fingertips. Bloodstained ground. The MacDonalds
and the MacLeods went at it like billy-o.

She glanced back to see the glow of Fergie’s
flashlight moving across the bridge and up the hill and then fading
away, a MacDonald now giving aid and succor to a MacLeod.

Alasdair was off after the pale shiny blur of
Thomson’s coat, so fast Jean had to hustle to keep up. No telling
what was lurking out here to pick off stragglers. And she’d be
thinking that even without Alasdair’s dire or what.

The beam of Thomson’s flashlight swept back
and forth, from the rocky hillside with its thin skin of turf
across the beach to the waves rolling forward, falling back,
rolling forward again. “The tide’s coming in. How far above . . .
ah. There he is, poor chap.”

Three rays of light converged on a long
shape, inert as driftwood. Greg lay diagonally across the pebbles,
feet to the land, head to the sea, one arm flung out as though
reaching for something that exceeded its grasp. Just beyond his
fingertips lay the flashlight Alasdair had given him, glass broken,
bulb extinguished.

His face was turned away from the probing
lights. That, as far as Jean was concerned, was a very good thing.
And yet even her shrinking gaze discerned that below the red cloth
of his jacket glistened a smear of crimson, and a crimson thread
wove its way between the pebbles toward the lick of the waves.

Thomson set aside his first-aid kit and
squatted down to inspect the body, the physical shell of a human
soul. Alasdair hunkered down beside Thomson. Jean tucked her arms
as close to her body as she could and still train her flashlight on
the scene, but she was cold with more than the temperature. The
wind tugged at the scarf around her head and its soft wool tickled
her cheek.

“I’ve phoned Doctor Irvine,” said Thomson.
“He’ll be here soon as may be.”

“Good,” Alasdair replied. “He can do the
preliminaries. Me, I’ve phoned D.C.I. Gilnockie at Inverness
C.I.D.”

“Criminal investigation? But he fell.”

“If he fell, what did he go falling
from?”

The young man shone his flashlight right and
left, back and forth. “Oh. There’s nothing high enough just here,
is there? Did he go falling from the castle wall and crawling
away—away from the house, though, I’d be expecting him to crawl
toward it, looking out help. And if he’d died from a fall, his head
would likely be cracked open or his neck twisted round.”

Alasdair said, “Very good.”

Jean wondered if Thomson realized what high
praise he was getting, Alasdair suffering idiots and fools just
about as gladly as he suffered biting insects like the infamous
West Highland midge. She flexed her knees and took a step back,
then forward again, so as not to miss anything. So as not to show
disrespect to the dead.

“The shingle,” Alasdair went on, “is less
likely to show marks of him crawling than sand, aye, but I had me a
good look-round whilst Tina, well, whilst Tina ran to and fro, and
saw nothing. Gilnockie will order a full work-up. I’ve likely
missed a scuff mark or two in the dark, or, if we’re lucky,
footprints. In any event, I’m thinking he died where he fell—or
fell where he died, rather, just here.”

Thomson considered that a moment. Then,
gingerly, he knelt down and placed his flashlight and his cheek
almost on the pebbles, all the better to sight along the trickle of
red. “The blood’s coming from his chest. His jacket’s torn.”

“Oh aye. The wound’s in his chest, or as near
as I can tell save rolling him over. And his jacket’s not torn but
sliced.”

“A slice, is it? Could he have fallen on a
bit of flotsam or . . . He didna fall. It was no accident.”
Thomson’s eyes sparked and abruptly he sat up and back.

Alasdair waited.

“He was stabbed and the weapon carried
away.”

As superfluous as Thomson’s kit, Jean offered
no comments aloud. Silently, though, she said to the constable,
Go ahead, change that passive voice to active—someone stabbed
him, someone carried away the weapon. It was . . .

“A murder? Here? On my patch?” Thomson’s
voice swooped to a higher register. Then his body seemed to grow
heavier and more compact, and his voice sank again, finding its
specific gravity. “Well then. Visitor or local makes never mind, we
canna have murders, now, can we? What are you thinking happened,
sir?”

Jean read Alasdair’s nod as a repeat of her
own Good lad. Tucking her flashlight beneath her arm, she
reached into the carrier bag for the thermos.

“He was alone no more than twenty minutes,”
Alasdair said. “From the time we saw him on the battlement—and he
did not fall, he let himself down carefully—to the time we met Tina
was no more than fifteen. And it was perhaps five more minutes
before we heard her scream.”

“How long did you talk to Ian at the office?”
Jean poured tea into a plastic cup, the warmth searing through her
gloves, and handed it to Alasdair.

“Ah, ta. Twelve minutes, according to my
phone.”

Jean poured Thomson a cup as well. Steam
coiled upward in the glow of the flashlight.

“Thank you kindly, madam. Mr. MacLeod here,
he was after seeing the old ruined church, you were saying?”

“So he was telling us,” Alasdair answered
over the edge of the cup. “He had no time to get there, though.
Likely he never even reached the wee promontory. He met
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