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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            THE QUEEN OF MYSTERY

          

        

      

    

    
      The argument, barely twenty minutes old, still churned in Edith Neville’s mind, as sharp and stinging as the cold air against her face. It rankled. No – it infuriated her. The sheer nerve of the woman. Jealousy, pure and simple. What else could it be? With only one book of note to her name, she should be thanking me for even pretending to listen.

      ‘How dare she accuse me of stealing her idea?’ she muttered aloud. ‘As if she were capable of having one worth stealing.’

      And then, to storm off and leave me here, alone in the middle of nowhere? She knew full well I was hopeless with directions. A petty little act from a petty little woman.

      The walk – really, a miserable trudge – had been a mistake. A cruel reminder that she was no longer young, racing up hills with ease. Her body had betrayed her, just like everything else had. Time. Inspiration. Luck. Her knees ached, her breath came too fast, and her shoes – damn them – felt as though they belonged to someone else entirely. Had her feet grown since this morning?

      And to make matters worse, the whole endeavour had been her idea in the first place.

      Why don’t we all go for a bracing walk before lunch? she had said, all smiles and enthusiasm.

      She exhaled sharply, shoulders sagging. Being lost was nothing new to her. But feeling lost like this – adrift, hollow, empty – that was something else entirely.

      The words had stopped coming. The stories that once poured from her so effortlessly now refused to take shape. No matter how many times she stared at a blank page, no matter how many half-baked ideas she toyed with, nothing felt right. Nothing was good enough.

      And yet these insufferable young writers – the ones she was here to inspire – churned out ideas as if they were pulling them from thin air. Fresh, bold, exciting ideas. Idiots. They had no idea what it meant to be great. No idea what it felt like to have the literary world watch you, waiting for you to fail.

      Pain clenched at her feet, sharp and relentless. She blamed the shoes, though deep down, she knew the real problem was her own arrogance. She had assumed she was fit enough for this. Assumed she still had the stamina. She wiped her running nose with the back of her hand, grimacing. Disgusting. But there was no one to see, and she had no handkerchief. She was damned if she was going to call out for help. Let them worry. She would find her own way down.

      The ground rose towards a break in the deep foliage that had enveloped her for the past few minutes. A mix of Scots pines, Douglas firs, and juniper bushes in various shades of green stood like sentries guarding the view beyond. Ahead, a gap in the dense leaves beckoned.

      Eager to see where she was, she stumbled towards the pale mid-October light – her cardigan, woollen hat, and pleated skirt far too thin for the cold, which had now begun to bite.

      As her small, aching legs propelled her across the uneven, sloped ground, the thought of a hot cup of tea and a slice of Dundee cake began to take shape in her mind. That, and precisely how she had managed to get lost. She swore under her breath, pushing aside thick evergreen branches, and found herself standing on a slanted, rocky cliff of grey stone.

      She took a few steps forward and peered over the edge. It was a sheer drop to the forested, rock-strewn floor below. To Edith, it looked to be a few hundred feet. Giddy from the view, her stomach churning – she hated heights – she stepped carefully back from the edge and closed her eyes. As the last remnants of vertigo faded, she opened them again and looked straight ahead.

      Before her, like a goddess surveying her domain, lay forests, hills, and the long, glistening expanse of Loch Tadie. The entire area, as far as the eye could see, was part of a private estate, including the loch itself.

      Beyond, half-shrouded in mist and cloud, jagged ridges rose in the distance, flanked by sweeping expanses of pine trees. Somewhere down there was the lodge where she was staying. But how to get to it? She shook her head. She would find it… somehow.

      The sheer vastness of the landscape was intoxicating, stirring a memory from a school holiday in the French Alps. Like this, the sight had stolen her breath with its untamed beauty. Faces of her fellow pupils flickered through her mind, and for a moment, she saw herself as she had been back then – so full of promise, with a world of possibilities ahead.

      The awkwardness, the joy, the unshakable belief that youth would last forever. Tears welled up in her eyes. If only she could recapture that innocent spirit and hold onto it – shed her years of adulthood and let them fall away like a lizard shedding its old skin.

      To be young again…

      The world then had been so full of hope and promise. Little had she known that, in just ten years, the world would be at war again. How much had changed in those ten short years.

      Her best friend from school, Diana, drifted into view in her mind – smiling, pigtails, a front tooth missing, her nose and cheeks covered in light brown freckles, her adorable lisp. Her heart sank. Where was she now, that beacon of youth and joy? Why had she never replied to the letters Diana had sent her over the years? How had she let that friendship die so easily?

      But she had.

      And there were many others she had cut out of her life – people she had kept at arm’s length. But there was one that hurt the most – the one person she should have kept close, the one who was truly deserving of her love, the one she had deliberately shunned and denied.

      Why had she done this? The pain that person must have felt, and continued to feel, must have been horrid. She had grown cruel, become a caricature of herself. A self she disliked immensely. It was a sobering thought – the first time she had openly admitted to herself that, at her core, she was selfish and cold.

      She was so wrapped up in this reverie that she failed to notice someone approaching behind her. It was the sound of a tiny stone skittering past her, tumbling over the cliff’s edge, that alerted her to the fact that she was no longer alone. Her heart jolted at the sight of another figure. She had not heard them approach.

      ‘Oh, you made me jump,’ she gasped, clutching her chest, her thoughts scattering in an instant.

      ‘Sorry,’ said the voice, odd and toneless. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you…’

      ‘Well, you did. You nearly frightened the life out of me.’

      Edith sighed and glanced back at the view.

      ‘It’s a beautiful view… is it not?’

      ‘It is…’ came the muted reply.

      In the last few remaining seconds of her life, Edith suddenly felt a pair of hands slam into her back, knocking her off balance and propelling her forward towards the cliff’s edge.

      Adrenaline surged through her. She screamed.

      But it was too late. Her arms flailed, legs kicked wildly – then the ground vanished beneath her feet. The trees and rocks below rushed up to greet her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            THREE DAYS EARLIER

          

        

      

    

    
      The Lodge was not at all how Caroline Elms remembered it.

      In her mind, the neo-Gothic folly had been a summer idyll: a labyrinth of rooms, adventure, and magic; a totem of happier times and summer holidays with her family. Now, through her adult eyes, Duncairn Lodge looked far less imposing. Its stonework was pockmarked by time; its crenellated battlements resembled the broken teeth of a comb. Inside, its rooms were overstuffed and small, with low ceilings. The décor, an explosion of tartan and tweed that once shimmered in the summer months with its earthen Caledonian colours, was now faded. Even the view of the majestic Scottish countryside seemed different from how she remembered it. Of course, she had only ever experienced it during the summer. Now, at the tail end of autumn, with winter waiting in the wings, the landscape was muted, its colours tinged with weariness.

      A cold breeze rolled along the floor and across her legs. She made a mental note to dress more warmly and pulled her skirt further down to cover her chilled knees.

      After all, it had been an eight-hour journey from London: one train, then another, followed by a long bus ride, a ferry, and finally a taxi into the hills where the Lodge was nestled. It had been a hasty decision, one she had regretted upon reaching the hotel. But then she remembered walking in the lush grounds that morning – the crisp air, the private loch, the rolling hills and stunning views – and knew she had made the right choice. It had reconnected her with that childhood sense of wonder and innocence. A break was exactly what she needed – and not just from the crowded, fog-filled streets of London, but from everything.

      She was sitting at a table near the window, looking out over the Lodge’s picturesque lawns and grounds. The slightly musty-smelling, oak-panelled room was near-empty despite its capacity for sixty guests. The only other occupants were seated a few feet away – a table of women of a certain age, the loudest of whom was a plump woman, her back to Caroline, with neatly permed, salt-and-pepper hair. Then the plump woman turned slightly, showing a three-quarter profile, and gestured towards something beyond the French windows.

      Caroline stared. That face was familiar. Then it clicked: Edith Neville. The famous crime writer, a favourite of readers across Britain and beyond.

      It was suddenly five weeks ago – that chance moment when she had picked up a friend’s copy of The Sunday Times colour supplement. She had been leafing through when she stopped short at a photograph of Duncairn Lodge – a shape she recognised instantly from childhood holidays spent running around its grounds. Alongside those pictures had been a series of shots of the author in her London home.

      The article, she now recalled more clearly, had described how Edith would be the main guest at a fortnight-long series of masterclasses, hosted by a writer called Beryl Lampton – a name Caroline had never heard of – for a select group of budding writers at the Lodge, now owned by Edith’s nephew, Carlton Drummond.

      Unable to look away, as one does when faced with someone internationally famous, Caroline studied her in person. The woman’s large, expressive eyes seemed almost too large, drawing you in. Clearly in love with the sound of her own voice, she was holding forth on the merits of various sherries and why one outclassed another. The resigned expressions on the other women’s faces told her they had heard it all before.

      ‘Exscooz me, ma’am?’

      The voice startled her. It carried an Eastern European lilt and belonged to a skinny young woman with bleached blonde hair tucked into a waitress’s white cap. Standing beside a trolley filled with pots of tea, cups, and cakes, she placed a pot of tea for one and a two-tiered cake stand on Caroline’s table. After arranging the cake stand and tea, the waitress nodded politely, then steered her trolley towards the four women.

      Caroline poured some tea into a fine china cup and finished it with a hint of milk and half a sugar. As she stirred her Earl Grey, she watched the trolley reach the other table. Edith Neville immediately took charge, briskly directing where the tea service and cake stands should be placed. The waitress obeyed, carefully setting everything down just so.

      Caroline turned her attention back to the cakes. She could never resist the lure of sugar, hesitating between a cream-filled Victoria sponge finger and a macaron. Settling on the macaron, she was just about to reach for it when the voices at the other table suddenly rose in volume.

      ‘No, it was the writer Victoria Wade,’ said one of Edith’s friends.

      ‘Victoria?’ Edith frowned. ‘No, that was not her name—it was Vivien⁠—’

      The crash of a cup shattering on the polished floor silenced them all.

      Caroline spun towards the noise. The waitress was already kneeling, hands trembling as she gathered the shattered remains of the cup.

      Edith narrowed her eyes and raised her voice, cold and cutting.

      ‘Silly, clumsy girl!’

      The famous author shook her head and muttered something under her breath before turning back to her companions.

      ‘I’m afraid,’ said another of her friends, a lady with large red earrings and a deep voice from a lifetime of smoking, ‘that Beryl is right. It was Victoria. I know because she was once a client of mine, before she jumped ship to what she thought were greener pastures. But I knew it would never work between her and Arnold Millbank—he’s not nearly as hands-on as someone like her needs. The woman is so insecure. Actually quite irritating, if I’m being completely honest.’

      Caroline watched with interest as the waitress hurried from the room. Edith, aware she was the centre of attention, dropped her mask of outrage and began to examine the selection of cakes.

      Caroline’s eye was then caught by the entrance of Mrs Drummond, the manageress. She ran the hotel, though it was owned by her husband. Attractive and statuesque in her forties, she was slim, with styled blonde hair, and wore a finely tailored dark blue skirt and jacket. Her makeup was perfectly applied, accentuating her striking eyes.

      From the article, she knew that Carlton Drummond had only recently purchased the Lodge and was still in the process of renovating it. Salmon fishing, water skiing, and red grouse shooting had all been mentioned as attractions for visitors.

      But so far, the changes were barely noticeable: a coat of paint here, a shelf fixed there, and the addition of a television set in the lounge hardly qualified as renovation. More puzzling was the receptionist’s comment that the set did not actually work, as there were no nearby transmitters – and would not be for the foreseeable future. A purchase more for show than for any practical use? As for the outdoor activities, no one had said anything about them when she arrived.

      Overseeing her domain with unflappable grace, Mrs Drummond glided effortlessly to Edith’s table and smiled warmly.

      Edith reciprocated, her face brightening.

      ‘How is my incorrigible nephew?’ she asked. ‘I’ve not seen him yet.’

      Fiona Drummond’s voice was measured and well-bred, with a rich, effortless warmth.

      ‘Business in Glasgow, I’m afraid, Miss Neville.’

      ‘Do call me Edith. Miss Neville sounds so awfully formal.’

      ‘I will,’ intoned Mrs Drummond.

      After tea and cakes, hit by a sudden wave of tiredness, Caroline retired to her room to rest. Weeks of stress, combined with the fresh air of her surroundings, were catching up with her. She did not wake until sometime after half-past nine.

      By the time she came down for dinner, a sign blocking the entrance to the dining room informed her that it was closed. A brief inquiry at reception with the night porter – a morose-looking elderly man who introduced himself as Mr Young – revealed that the kitchen staff had left for the evening and that dinner was always served promptly at eight. A heavy breather, he added that a selection of sandwiches was available to purchase in the lounge. She smiled, thanked him for the information, and said she would – though she had neither intention nor desire to eat sandwiches that had likely sat there all day curling at the edges.

      Not knowing what to do with the rest of her evening, she was about to ascend the stairs to her room when the clink of glasses and the murmur of voices from the main lounge caught her attention.

      On entering, she saw Edith and her three lady friends. Off to one side stood a tastefully decorated cocktail bar, manned by a man with thinning red hair and a beard, who was polishing a glass. On the other side, an enormous fireplace with a roaring log fire radiated heat and light into the room. The women, sherry glasses in hand, sat together on sofas and armchairs. Soft orchestral music drifted from a four-legged radiogram tuned to the Light Programme. Engrossed in their conversation, no one noticed her enter. Not wishing to intrude, she decided to leave.

      As she was about to turn, a man entered the lounge and nearly bumped into her.

      ‘Oops!’ he exclaimed.

      ‘Excuse me,’ said Caroline politely.

      But instead of continuing into the room, he stopped and looked her over.

      ‘You must be normal, then?’ he said, with a brisk, friendly tone, giving weight to the word as though it were a rare quality.

      It was an odd conversation opener. For a moment, she was confused and did not know how to respond.

      He went on, smiling:

      ‘I mean, not one of us!’

      Then she understood. She returned his smile.

      ‘Oh,’ said Caroline. ‘You mean a writer?’

      ‘Yes—well, an aspiring one. Not published as yet…’

      ‘No, I am not one of those.’ She surprised herself, but his informality was infectious.

      ‘Very sensible,’ he said, giving a firm nod. ‘I know why I’m here. What about you?’

      ‘I escaped.’ The words slipped out before she could stop them.

      ‘From prison?’ he joked.

      ‘It felt like it…’

      They introduced themselves. The man’s name was Graham Sutherland. He was tall, with an easygoing, sporty air. Early thirties, she guessed. He was not her type – square jaw, strong chin dimple, far too handsome. But she liked him immediately and thought: finally, someone to talk to.

      Then, suddenly, he frowned and stiffened.

      ‘How rude of me,’ he said. ‘Would you care for a drink?’

      Caught up in his relaxed manner, she heard herself say,

      ‘A dry sherry, if that’s not too much trouble.’

      She was slightly jolted by how quickly she had agreed. She watched as he marched off to the bar and, after a few moments, returned with a glass of sherry and what looked like a whisky for himself.

      ‘You like that stuff, do you?’ he asked, handing her the drink. ‘I’ve never understood how anyone can drink it.’

      She nodded and took a sip. It was a sweet sherry… a bit too sweet. Graham, or perhaps the barman, had got it wrong. She said nothing.

      His mouth curled into a curious smile.

      ‘So… what are you doing here?’

      ‘I’ve just been asking myself that very question. What am I doing here?’

      She looked at him and added, ‘I’ve come here to rest, I suppose…’

      ‘That’s as good a reason as any,’ he said with a grin.

      ‘Forgive me for being ignorant—I know you’re writers—but what is it exactly that you’re all doing here?’

      ‘Beryl over there’—he pointed her out—‘being a seasoned writer, and Hetty and Audrey, being part of the business behind it all, are running the rule over the works of a few up-and-coming writers—myself included.’

      ‘So, it’s rather like a seminar?’

      ‘Yes, but not so impersonal.’

      ‘And the other writers?’

      ‘Probably in their rooms, scribbling or tapping away on their portables. Polishing and tweaking.’

      ‘What about you?’

      ‘Oh, mine’s perfect, darling!’ He lifted his whisky and drank it down. ‘There’s a time to write… and a time to relax,’ he said, and promptly walked over, bought himself another drink, and returned.

      A man, she thought, who likes to drink.

      There was a pause in Edith and the ladies’ discussion.

      ‘Edith,’ said Graham, raising his voice.

      ‘Yes, Graham?’ she said, turning to face him.

      He gestured towards Caroline and said warmly, ‘A new face, Edith.’

      ‘Yes… I noticed.’

      ‘She’s bored with ours, aren’t you?’

      ‘No, Graham—just yours,’ she said archly.

      Caroline had never met anyone so famous before, but Edith certainly carried that regal glow of power. She sensed Edith Neville was the sort of person used to getting her own way. Wherever she was, she expected to be the centre of attention – and she was.

      From her recumbent position, Edith held out her hand for Caroline to shake. Her hands were soft and already slightly arthritic. Probably from years and years of gripping a pen, she thought.

      ‘Do join us, Miss…?’ said Edith.

      ‘Miss Elms—Caroline Elms.’

      Caroline sat down in a space on the sofa and instantly regretted leaving her room. She could have been soaking in a hot bath. Instead, the prospect of small talk loomed. As she calculated how long to stay before making a graceful exit, Graham dragged over an armchair and seated himself at right angles to her. She smiled and took in the faces of her fellow guests.

      ‘How long are you here for, Miss Elms?’ asked Beryl Lampton, who was sitting across from Edith. Around Edith’s age, she had permed auburn hair and an angular face that accentuated the seriousness dwelling in her piercing grey-green eyes. Sensibly dressed in loose trousers and a thick green cardigan, she had the unmistakable air of a deep thinker. Caroline was immediately reminded of a strict teacher from her schooldays; memories of stern lessons and humiliating reprimands surfaced uncomfortably even now.

      ‘I’m really not sure…’ replied Caroline. It was the first time the thought had actually occurred to her.

      The woman sitting directly across from Edith let out a soft chuckle.

      ‘Ah, to be young and at no one’s beck and call,’ lamented Edith’s long-time agent. Though in her late sixties, Audrey La Page dressed as if she were much younger. Her styled white hair framed an oval-shaped face with a high forehead, etched with a lifetime of worries and overwork – the bags under her eyes a testament to both.

      What followed was a gentle grilling from Edith’s friends. Partway through, Graham stood up and, without a word, left the room. From the others’ reactions, it was clear this behaviour was nothing unusual; not a single eye was batted.

      After answering their questions: where she was from, where she was educated – Caroline steered the conversation away to a subject she knew would interest Edith: herself.

      ‘May I ask you, Miss Neville⁠—’

      Edith interrupted with a purr. ‘Do call me Edith.’

      ‘Whose idea was it for the seminar?’

      She saw a spark of interest reignite in Edith’s eyes, her head turning to a diminutive woman to her left.

      ‘It was all Hetty’s.’

      Under five feet tall, Hetty Palmer wore her greying hair in a cropped, boyish cut. Her practical, tomboyish attire – corduroy trousers and a waistcoat – matched her no-nonsense demeanour. At sixty, she exuded a youthful energy, with thick, round glasses lending her an almost owl-like appearance.

      ‘I can’t take all the credit,’ she said, her voice high, soft and enthusiastic. ‘It was Beryl, really.’

      Beryl smiled and shook her head. ‘But it was your organisational skills that put it all together. Your finding and weeding out of all our writers. We couldn’t have done it without you.’

      Hetty flushed slightly and gently shook her head. ‘Too kind.’

      ‘And to hold it here at Duncairn Lodge?’ asked Caroline.

      Edith cleared her throat and said, ‘When I heard that my nephew had bought an estate in Scotland, I thought how fortuitous it was. Hetty had been talking to me about trying to find somewhere quiet for her gathering. Preferably somewhere as far away as possible from the noise of the capital. What could be more remote than a private estate in the Scottish Highlands? And with its own Loch too.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            A PUZZLE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, Fiona Drummond was seated on her plush sofa in their private apartments. The Drummonds’ rooms were tastefully decorated in the modern style – entirely her influence – a striking contrast to the Lodge’s Scottish-themed decor. She had just opened an official-looking brown envelope and was staring down at its contents. Whatever the letter contained made her eyebrows rise in surprise.

      ‘What is it?’ her husband asked absently, admiring his reflection in the mirror as he idly brushed a finger over his moustache.

      Ten years younger than his wife, he was a broad-shouldered man with yellow-blond hair and a strong nose. His skin had a healthy glow, due largely to the hours he spent almost daily on the golf course. The thin moustache on his upper lip set off his solid jawline, which gave some women the impression that he was a man they could depend on. Although Carlton Drummond looked the part, he was certainly not that man.

      ‘It’s from the bank,’ Mrs Drummond replied, still reading.

      ‘What do they want?’ he muttered distractedly.

      Mrs Drummond let the letter drop onto her desk and slowly rubbed her forehead. ‘I thought we agreed to leave that money alone,’ she said softly.

      ‘Well, I had some expenses⁠—’

      ‘Again?’ she said, exasperated. ‘Not more gambling?’

      ‘Of course not. I’ve stopped. It was just a little game between the chaps. Binky’s a bit tight for cash at the moment, and I felt honour-bound to pay him back, that’s all…’

      Mrs Drummond closed her eyes in frustration. A vision of Bertram ‘Binky’ Wellesley swam before her – a well-educated, pasty-faced blue-blood, a school chum of his, and a consummate freeloader.

      ‘That money,’ she said, ‘is earmarked for improvements. We still need to reinforce that northerly section of hillside by the bend in the driveway—remember what the engineers said? It could slide down and block our access road. It’s important, Carlton.’ Her cheeks flushed red. ‘It’s not a slush fund for gambling. I know it’s your money⁠—’

      ‘It’s my inheritance,’ he said with a hint of petulance.

      ‘Yes, I know,’ she replied, exasperation rising. ‘But you told me to stop you from getting into situations like this.’

      ‘I know, I know… I wouldn’t be where I am today without you, darling. You’ve been my saviour.’ Drummond’s voice softened. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I promise⁠—’

      ‘Promise? What’s the point? You said that last time.’

      An awkward, familiar hush fell between them. There was nothing more he could say. He breathed in deeply and then, as he always did, changed the topic.

      ‘Have you seen my socks? The argyle pair.’

      She pointed towards the chest of drawers, then seemed to have a change of mind.

      ‘I’ll get them,’ she said brusquely, knowing it was always easier to find something herself than to watch him make an utter mess.

      She crossed the floor towards the bedroom but, struck by a thought, stopped and turned to him.

      ‘Oh, have you spoken to Edith yet? She keeps asking after you.’

      ‘No, not yet. I suppose I’d better grit my teeth and go say hello…’

      ‘Be nice now. She chose this place because of you.’

      ‘Yes, because she knew I’d give her friend—the Hetty Palmer woman who organised all this, the one with the annoying squeaky voice—a discount.’

      ‘Well, she is your family, darling.’

      ‘I barely know the old girl. My mother detested her. She only ever showed interest in me after she’d passed.’

      ‘Maybe it’s guilt.’

      ‘For ignoring my mother all those years?’

      ‘More than likely, yes…’

      Fiona said nothing more and continued into the bedroom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After breakfast, Caroline decided it was time to relax. It was, after all, one of the reasons she had made the impulsive decision to leave London. In the short time she had been here, she could already feel the tight coil of tension in her chest beginning to unwind. Perhaps it had been a wise decision to come here after all, she thought.

      Leaving the dining room, she turned left instead of her usual right towards the stairs and her room. The wide corridor stretched ahead, quiet and inviting, its narrow tartan carpet soft underfoot. On her right, the main lounge lay still and empty, as one might expect at this hour.

      Further ahead, some distance away, the library beckoned, its doors slightly ajar. She remembered it as a place crammed with dusty tomes, the shelves towering from floor to ceiling, filled with ancient books written by long-dead authors. One afternoon, as a child, she had sat on the floor and read as many titles from the book spines as she could from her position. Children were not allowed to use the ladders to reach the higher volumes, so she had to make do with only the lower titles. She had been dismayed to find not a single book that captured her interest. After that, she avoided the room entirely, opting instead for outdoor activities.

      Today, it was an urge to read something that had propelled her left instead of right. Her curiosity piqued, she pushed open the doors and was surprised to find two Edwardian dining chairs, like palace guards, positioned roughly ten feet apart, with a piece of rope tied between them, barring entry to the oval-shaped room. In the centre of the thick cord hung a piece of paper bearing the words:

      Danger: Unstable Shelving—Please Avoid This Area

      Unsure why the room had been closed off, she lingered in the doorway, taking in the familiar sight from her childhood: shelves of books covering every inch of the walls.

      On either side of the room, two large leadlight windows flooded the space with light; particularly stunning on sunny days like this morning. In the thick shafts of sunlight, motes of dust swirled gently in the air, creating an almost ethereal display of nature’s quiet beauty.

      ‘Good morning, Miss Elms,’ came a voice from behind her.

      Caroline jumped slightly, then spun around to find Mrs Drummond standing there.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.’

      ‘It’s quite all right,’ Caroline said, though her heart was still racing.

      ‘I saw you come this way, so I thought I’d explain a little further. I’m not sure that’—she gestured towards the hastily written sign—‘does much good, actually. We must make a new one.’

      Caroline turned back towards the library. Other than the chairs and a few books removed from the shelves on the far right, the room appeared exactly as one would expect a library to look. So why was it closed?

      Fiona Drummond, sensing the question, offered an explanation.

      ‘Last spring,’ she began, ‘we had an awful lot of rain here. It seems a fair bit of it found its way through the outer northerly wall over there.’ She gestured towards the shelves, where some of the uppermost books had been removed. A patch of damp was clearly visible, staining the green wall just below the cornice.

      ‘The upshot is,’ she went on, ‘it has weakened those shelves. Given their size, we had to start removing some of the books for safety. We only discovered the issue when the shelves by the window nearly toppled onto poor Miss Neville. She was quite shaken, I can tell you. We’ve managed to prop them up for now, so at least they won’t come down just yet.

      ‘The building company we’re dealing with is based in Glasgow. They’ve promised us they’ll be here any day now to sort out the problem. It would be nice to have the full space back again for our guests…’

      ‘Yes, I can imagine it would be. And I’m sure you’d like it fixed by the time you open here fully—December?’

      ‘Yes, that is what we’re hoping for…’

      Mrs Drummond cast an eye around the space.

      ‘Miss Palmer and the others,’ she added, ‘wanted to use it for some of their discussions but, sadly, as you can see, we feel it may be too dangerous to be used. I gave them the use of the reception room on the first floor instead.’

      She then turned to Caroline, a question brewing.

      ‘What were you looking for, by the way?’ she asked.

      ‘To be honest, I was looking for something to read.’

      ‘Oh, how silly of me,’ she said with a tut and a self-deprecating smile. She then pointed to a waist-high bookshelf that had been positioned to the left of the door. ‘Some of the more modern titles are over there. It’s only a handful, really. They’re mostly mine and my husband’s. We thought guests might want something to read. Take what you want.’

      ‘I will, thank you.’

      She quickly chose one and then returned to her room. She had a bus to catch.

      
      Caroline had been in such a rush to leave London that she had forgotten to pack certain essentials: one of them being toothpaste. As the hotel did not stock it, she would need to make a trip into Invercraig, the nearest village. It was a few miles away and could only be reached by bus – there was no taxi service, she had been told. The gentleman who had run it had recently passed away, and the service had stopped. When handed her key, she had also been given a copy of the local bus timetable, so she knew when a bus would be available.

      The hotel had plans to hire a car and driver for guest transport between the village and the nearest railway station, some fifteen miles away at Newtonmore – but it would not start for another two weeks.

      The Lodge, nestled within a large private estate, was accessed by a steep, winding half-mile driveway that curled around a hillside. At its midpoint, the road clung precariously to the slope, with a sheer drop on one side that made walking it a daunting prospect – no wonder most guests arrived by car.

      Beyond the estate gates and the main road, it was a right turn and a half-mile walk to the bus stop.

      She was happy to note the weather on her walk was unseasonably clear for the time of year, with cloudless blue skies and only the faintest nip in the air. She timed her walk well and arrived just as the bus appeared – a red-and-cream-coloured single-decker coach with windows all around and glass skylights.

      As the countryside lazily rolled past the window, she was reminded of her dull London commute, taken entirely underground. To emphasise the estate’s remoteness, only one car passed by during the journey.

      Like Duncairn Lodge, this was her first time back in Invercraig since childhood. She was surprised how much of the village she still remembered. It felt like stepping into a time machine. There was the grey stone church at the top of the hill – the church where she and her father had made brass rubbings of commemorative plaques. There was McFyfe’s, the grocer’s shop where she and her mother had become quite partial to the locally made ice cream. The shopkeeper, she recalled, had been Italian and had once boasted of being a prize-winning gelato maker in Milan.

      The high street was lined with a handful of other essential shops: a bakery-cum-tea-room, a public house, a post office, a butcher’s, a fishmonger’s, and a greengrocer’s.

      After purchasing her toothpaste and a few other essentials from McFyfe’s – saddened to learn the Italian family no longer owned the store – she took herself to Andrews, the bakery-cum-tea-room, to pass the time before her bus at half-past two. The low-ceilinged shop was filled with wonderful smells from the bakery, causing her stomach to rumble.

      It being around lunchtime, the shop was busy with customers buying fresh bread and cakes. She counted at least six people – all women, from teenagers to grandmothers. The tea room side was nearly empty, with only two old ladies sitting at the back. Choosing the table by the window, she settled down with the best view of the high street.

      Whilst waiting for her pot of tea and toasted teacake, she wrote a postcard – one she had purchased earlier at the grocery shop – to a friend back in London.

      Her order took longer than expected; the teacake was lukewarm and the tea weak. The waitress looked flustered and distracted. Caroline said nothing, finished quickly, and paid the bill.

      As she approached the door to leave, a young woman was just about to enter. She wore a caramel-coloured A-line coat and a matching woollen hat, both of which had seen better days. Caroline opened the door and politely let her pass. Only after the woman had gone by, without a word of thanks, did Caroline realise it was the foreign waitress from Duncairn Lodge. A final glance over her shoulder showed the woman sitting down and removing her hat, revealing bleached blonde hair and a dark beauty spot on her left cheek. Her heavy make-up made her look attractive in a coarse way. Without it, Caroline remembered her from the dining room as fresh-faced and pretty.

      Outside, the rasp of a car engine cut through the calm of the afternoon like a hot knife through butter. She turned and saw a light blue open-top Triumph TR3 sports car draw up gently to the kerb
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