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SUNDAY 

The Island of Stoirm 

She ran.

Sharp heather stabbed at the soles of her bare feet but still she ran.

She had to get away.

Far away from the cottage. As far as she could. Far from it.

It was back there, somewhere. She did not know if it was following her, she did not know if it could follow her, or if it was somehow tied to that small sitting room, but she wanted distance. She needed time. Distance and time. The blade in her hand, the athamé, was short and blunt and would be of little use as defence. Not that any metal of this world could protect her against that which lay behind.

So she ran across the moorland. Blindly. Not knowing where she was going. Just knowing she had to get away.

The moon was full but only fitfully revealed by the clouds that flew overhead, as if even She could not bear to watch the scene below. The land would silver suddenly then darken, and that was where the fear would hide. It would use the darkness, for that was where it lived. Earthly creatures sought out the light, but it pursued the shadows.

The woman did not think it had found her again. Not yet.

It was bitterly cold and a frost hung in the night air, coating the heather and turning the gorse bushes into spectres. She had fled the cottage without thinking and her thin white robe did little to protect the flesh beneath. She felt the chill gnaw at her now, prickling her skin, as she stopped to catch her breath and peer over her shoulder through the flecks of frost floating in the moonbeams, her ears alert for any sound that was not natural.

But then that from which she had fled was natural. It was as natural as the elements and the moonlight. It lived both in this world and in the Ethereal Plane.

And it was hunting her, she was sure. It was now free of the confines of the cottage and out here somewhere, moving from shadow to shadow, slowly, methodically, seeking to catch her scent in the air, to hear the blood throbbing through her veins, to taste her fear. She could not outrun it, for she was but flesh and bone and it was not. It did not feel the cold and it did not tire. No matter where she ran, where she hid, it would find her and it would take her.

Unless she protected herself.

Here was as good a place as any.

She fell to her knees and began to dig. She did not have time to work out the exact specifications of the shape she was creating; it would be rough, uneven, and that may mean its efficacy would be reduced, but she had to do something. Further flight was not an option. She had rushed from the cottage in panic but her mind had settled now, though her breathing remained rapid and her heart rattled against her ribs. She could still taste the bitter tea she had drunk earlier and she licked her lips to try to scrape it away.

She dug.

This was her one chance to survive this night. If she could make it to daylight, she could get off the island. If she could get off the island, she could reach the Sisters. If she could reach the Sisters, she would be safe.

So she hacked and hewed with the dull blade of the ceremonial dagger, hauled out clumps of heather with her fingers, scraped at the peaty soil beneath. Fragments dotted the pristine white of her robe, but she didn’t care. All she wanted to do was complete the protection before it found her again. Her breath fogged from her lips, hanging in the air for a moment before it evaporated as she grunted and strained at her labours.

And she wept.

She wept because she was afraid. She wept because she was alone. She wept because she had not heeded the warnings. She had been told they were dangerous, these men, but she had believed she could handle them. She had powers, too. She had knowledge. She could protect herself. And yet, they had come for her. They had sent it after her. And she could not control it.

She paused, glanced at the flanks of the mountain, sheened with frost and raked by the moonbeams breaking through the cloud cover. They said it was home to three witches, and she wished they were here now to aid her. They would know what to do: how to combat that which lay behind. And they would know what lay ahead. The witches were but myth, however. The blade in her hand and the creature lurking in the darkness and the terror that escaped from her chest in huge, wracking sobs—they were real.

She dug.

Edging around the damp earth on her knees, estimating the sharp angles needed, wishing she had more time to do the job properly but knew she did not.

For it was close now. She couldn’t see it and she couldn’t hear it but she could feel it, could sense its consciousness reaching out through the cold, dark night, searching for her, calling her name in a low, seductive voice, as if it were a lover wooing her to bed. She heard it snuffling, faintly, as it sifted the air for traces of her blood and her terror.

It had appeared while she was performing a simple cleansing ritual. It had been more a sensation than a manifestation. The candles guttered, as if being breathed upon. A golden glow spread its warmth from the wood burner in the hearth, but the temperature dropped with unnerving suddenness.

And she knew something had joined her.

She had sensed it prowling in the shadows between the flames and hanging in the dark corners. She had felt its eyes upon her, and her flesh tingled, as if its breath had reached out from the blackness to caress her.

And then she heard the voice.

Deep. Silken. Slithering from the shady spaces, oozing from another dimension, the words unintelligible to her but attempting to burrow deep into her thoughts. Tonguing phrases from an arcane language.

Coating her consciousness with slime. And she’d known what it was and why it was there. This creature was not of flesh and sinew, but it meant her harm. It pried and probed at her mind, trying to nestle within, to take root—and if she allowed that, it would shred her consciousness, her soul, as easily as tearing paper.

She could still feel it in her brain when she burst from the cottage, the sensual voice worming after her from the shadows. But as she’d hurtled through the darkness, onto the moors, she felt its grasp of her consciousness weaken, lessen, diminish until she knew she was free. Temporarily.

And now she dug.

Frantically. Urgently. Crafting a symbol that would protect her.

But she could feel it had found her once more. A murmur somewhere deep in her mind, caressing her thoughts and dreams, piercing her psyche like a stiletto.

She dug.

Gulping air as she worked at the earth, a straight line here, a sharp angle there and, finally, as perfect a circle around the five points as she could craft.

Louder now. The voice. The ancient words still obscure, meaningless, but their intent becoming even clearer now that it had found her again.

She lay down in the centre of the symbol she had carved, stretched out her arms and legs, positioning her body into a semblance of the shape she had fashioned out of the cold ground.

The voice died abruptly, like a phone being cut off.

It would hold.

The circle would hold. It had been hurried and frenzied, but it would hold. She was safe.

She felt its presence though, moving in the frost and the night, looking for a way to reach her. She lay there, sensing but not seeing the creature as it circled her, feeling its rage build both at her and the protective circle holding it at bay. But it couldn’t get at her, not in here, so it moved round and round and round, each lunge at her defences rebuffed.

And then it howled. A howl of fury. A howl of impotency.

The frost settled around her as she waited for morning to come.
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MONDAY 

Inverness, the Scottish Highlands 

‘You’re looking a lot better these days,’ Elspeth McTaggart said as she sipped coffee from a mug so large she’d need a lifejacket if she fell in.

Rebecca Connolly looked automatically at her face on the Skype thumbnail. She hated doing that but just couldn’t help it. She wasn’t overly vain—just averagely so—but she didn’t relish seeing herself at the moment. The fact was, she really didn’t like what she saw looking back at her. Not that she was about to take to swinging from the bells of Notre Dame, but she preferred her own version of herself to the reality, thank you very much.

She knew she was looking a lot better, though. There had been a time, a year or two back, when the dark circles under her eyes had resolutely resisted any attempt at concealment by the finest the cosmetic industry could create. Even so, as she sat at the counter that separated her small kitchen from the living room of her Inverness flat, she avoided looking at herself. Video calling had become the new routine and Rebecca regretted the day her boss discovered it. Until then, Elspeth had been content with a phone call to bring her up to date with the jobs in hand for the Highland News Agency. Now she insisted that they Skype two or three times a week, Zoom’s need for pre-arranging the calls being beyond her mercurial approach, although she had not completely forsaken the old-fashioned voice call. She was perfectly within her rights as she did own the agency, but Rebecca sometimes longed for the old days.

Elspeth was in the kitchen of her cottage in Drumnadrochit, around fourteen miles south from where Rebecca now sat. It was clear that she shared none of Rebecca’s concerns about morning appearance. She had taken to dying her hair outlandish colours and it had been bright red a few months before, but now it had faded to a rusty pink. She had said she was a suicide redhead—dyed by her own hand—but had never bothered to touch it up. This morning it was a tangled mess, as if she had been dragged through a hedge backwards. She wore a shapeless blue dressing gown and sipped tea from the huge mug that bore the legend world’s greatest lover, which Rebecca presumed was a gift from her partner, Julie. The mug was chipped. Whether there was some kind of deeper meaning to that, Rebecca was unsure. She did know that the relationship was secure if often fractious, Julie being environmentally and socially conscious, a non-smoking vegan who drank little and swore little, while Elspeth was none of the above. They enjoyed bickering, if not actually fighting, but despite it all were devoted to each other. Her boss had acknowledged her true sexuality relatively late in life—she had been married to a man for many years, with whom she was still friendly—and Julie became her life partner. That was how Elspeth put it: ‘life partner’. Partner for life. Like a punishment, she often said, but Rebecca knew she didn’t mean it. Friction creates heat, she once told Rebecca, and there was plenty of that. Frankly, Rebecca didn’t want to know. Other people’s love lives were their business, though Elspeth was inordinately interested in hers, and Rebecca knew that her comment on her improved demeanour was merely the precursor to turning to that very subject. Nevertheless, she would do her best to head her off at that particular pass.

‘There are some court cases that should bring revenue from the nationals,’ Rebecca said, in the vain hope that sticking to a business agenda would do the trick.

‘Okay,’ said Elspeth, the two syllables carrying liberal amounts of disinterest. There were always court cases bringing revenue, although not as much as they used to.

‘There’s some research for the telly company – a couple of people to find and interview for their victims show.’

An independent producer had indicated an interest in making a documentary based on Elspeth’s book about the Culloden case on which they had both worked. There had been such nibbles before, but at least this London-based company had steered some work to the agency on other commissions they had. It wasn’t megabucks, but it—and the other items Rebecca mentioned—kept the sheriff officers from the door.

‘There are a couple of human-interest pieces that might generate some heat with the weekly magazines.’

Elspeth’s face crinkled in distaste. She hated human-interest stories, insisting they were soap opera and not news, but she also knew that they brought in a little cash, but again less than before. ‘Okay,’ she said again.

‘And this morning, once this news bulletin is over, I’m heading out to Bishop’s Park to talk to an alleged psychic.’

‘The hairdresser who found that wee boy?’

‘Yes, it’s a magazine piece for the Sunday Tribune. She knows I’m coming.’

‘Of course she does. She probably sensed it in the ether, or saw it in the chicken innards or whatever.’

Rebecca smiled—she shared Elspeth’s scepticism regarding the esoteric. Tabitha Haley had apparently had a psychic vision which led police to where the boy was trapped. ‘More like, I told her on the phone where to meet,’ Rebecca said. ‘And once that’s all done, it’s all clear for Stoirm at the weekend.’

Elspeth’s lips flattened. ‘Hmmm,’ she said, causing Rebecca’s grin to widen. She was not keen on returning to the island because it held nothing but bad memories for her, but it was nothing compared to Elspeth’s reluctance. Her aversion to both weddings and funerals were well known. It’s the end of some poor sod’s life, she often said before pointing out that the song ‘Here Comes the Bride’ was only an up-tempo version of Chopin’s ‘Funeral March’. Rebecca had checked out both on the internet and could not hear the similarity, but her boss told her she must be tone deaf. If Elspeth could have body-swerved the proceedings on the island, she would have; but Chaz and Alan were friends, and sometimes you just have to suck it up.

‘Are you going to be crabbit the whole weekend?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Very likely.’

‘That will be fun.’

‘Contrary to popular belief, weddings aren’t supposed to be fun. Marriage isn’t a word . . .’

‘. . . it’s a sentence,’ completed Rebecca. ‘Yeah, yeah, you’ve said that before. And I didn’t think it was original then!’

‘Doesn’t matter. People aren’t meant to be married. Committed, yes, but not tied together by some outmoded concept that was all about property in the first place.’

Elspeth sat back in her chair, sipping her tea. She looked around her kitchen in a conspiratorial manner, perhaps checking if the fridge was listening or watching, then leaned to one side slightly as she reached into the pocket of her dressing gown. Rebecca didn’t need to see what she was looking for to know she was going to light up.

‘Don’t,’ warned Elspeth as she held the cigarette between her fingers. She always said that when she was about to smoke.

‘Didn’t say a word,’ said Rebecca. She always said that, too.

Elspeth grimaced as she rooted around in her pockets, then stood up and stepped out of the frame. Rebecca heard the click of a gas hob and a moment later Elspeth was back in her chair, the cigarette sending smoke signals from between her lips.

‘Don’t try that at home, kiddies, I’m a professional,’ said Elspeth.

‘Has Julie given up getting you to stop?’

‘Julie never gives up anything. A dog with a bone shows less determination than her. When she catches me, she doesn’t say anything now, though, just gives me a look. And her looks can speak volumes.’ She plucked the cigarette from her lips and blew some smoke in the air. ‘While we’re on the subject of friends and lovers . . .’

Here we go, Rebecca thought.

‘How are things with Stephen Jordan?’

Stephen Jordan was a solicitor Rebecca had met on a Culloden story. It had taken him a few months to ask her out, and when he did, she surprised herself by saying yes. She had always told herself she wasn’t looking for a relationship—not that this was a relationship, of course.

She liked him but they were just friends. Anyway, it was all part of the new her.

Rebecca asked, ‘Is that the business portion of the conversation over?’

‘Aye.’

‘And we’re on to the prying portion of the conversation?’

‘Aye. So, how’s it going?’

‘We’ve been out once or twice, no big deal.’

‘Seeing someone more than once is a big deal for you, my girl, but you know that’s not what I mean.’

Rebecca did know what she meant, but she wasn’t going to make it easy for her. ‘What do you mean, then?’

Elspeth rolled her eyes. ‘Have you seen the lawyer without his briefs?’

Rebecca felt a laugh building and struggled to keep her face straight. ‘You expect me to answer that?’

‘I’ll take that as a no.’

‘How do you work that out from me not answering?’

‘Because I know you, Rebecca Connolly, and I know you don’t just play hard to get; you have taken up professional status.’

‘Give me a break, Elspeth, I’ve only been out with him a couple of times. You want me to jump into bed with him right away?’

‘I think it’s more than a couple of times. And he’s an attractive man. If I was that way inclined, I’d do him.’

‘You’d do him? When did that phrase enter your vocabulary?’

‘Since Julie has me watching these American TV shows. But don’t change the subject—it’s time you cast off your wimple, Sister Rebecca. You’ve been celibate long enough. Get out there and enjoy yourself, for God’s sake.’

What Rebecca didn’t tell Elspeth was that her self-imposed celibacy had ended a few weeks before.

The Island of Stoirm 

Chaz Wymark’s camera was in the Land Rover but he didn’t think his father would be pleased if he hauled out the bag and slotted in a long lens to capture this scene. Having a nosey was one thing but snapping away at a police incident at which he should not, officially, be present was another. Especially as his father was the attending GP. He did, though, grab a few surreptitious shots with his phone. He justified it to himself by reasoning it was what he did; he was a photographer and he saw the world through a lens. Or, in this case, on a screen. He was too far away and the zoom on his phone wasn’t good enough to grab any decent shots, but it made him feel better.

His father had told him to keep his distance, but his curiosity was proving stronger than his desire to obey, so he edged forward. All he had been told earlier that morning was that a woman’s body had been found on the moor but, judging by the expressions on the faces of the two police officers, not to mention Dr Charles Wymark, there seemed to be something about the circumstances that was puzzling.

The weather was typical of Scotland’s Jekyll and Hyde persona—the sky was a bright blue, although some fragments of mist hung around the tip of Ben Shee like the caress of a lover reluctant to leave. The mercury was off looking for an overcoat: the cold air bit at his nose and cheeks, but he had dressed to combat it in a thick padded jacket over a body-warmer and woollen shirt, heavy trousers and thermal socks in solid walking boots. Even the island’s climate was daunted by his layers, but he still thought about Alan, probably still snoring in a warm, cosy bed. His partner consistently denied that he snored but, as Chaz had often pointed out, he didn’t stay awake long enough to find out. Alan responded with a flat-out assertion that no one in the history of the Shields family had ever snored—a claim, Chaz would argue, that was impossible to attack or uphold. Chaz had thought about recording the nocturnal nasal symphony but he knew Alan would simply accuse him of fakery. After all, if technology could make people believe the impossible was real, then a counterfeit recording would be a simple task. Sometimes Chaz wondered why he was marrying Alan.

His father knelt at the side of the body, favouring his good arm, while the two other men seemed to be engaged in heated debate. Although their uniforms were encased head-to-toe in forensic suits, Chaz knew the lankier of the two was PC Rory Gibson, and the older, squatter, heavier one was a sergeant whose name he did not know. The young officer was gesturing at something at their feet, and the sergeant, who pulled at the disposable Tyvek suit as if it irritated him, was crinkling his face and dismissing whatever was being said.

Elizabeth Walker stood a good fifty yards away from them, her black Labrador, Bess, on the lead but sitting patiently at her side and watching the activity with great interest. The dog rose as Chaz drew nearer, her tail whipping back and forth, and he was obligated to squat to give her a double-handed pat. He loved dogs but had never had one, not even as a child. He planned to discuss getting a dog with Alan, who would surely not baulk at the idea. After all, his family were part of the hunting and shooting set down south and he had been brought up around them. The fact that they both worked might be an issue, but Chaz would probably be able to take the dog with him when he was on a job. It could be trained to wait in the car, unless hot weather became a problem. There would be a way round it, he was certain.

He knew the woman had found the body, but she showed no sign of being in the least traumatised, which failed to surprise him. She had been his English teacher in the island’s secondary school and was the person for whom the word ‘unflappable’ was invented. She would take the whole thing in her stride, short though that might physically be. She had always been sturdy—that was the only way to describe her—and she had not softened in retirement. Her short hair remained fair, Chaz imagined thanks to the haircare shelf in the village general store, and she was also dressed for the weather: a good quality tweed jacket over a thick jumper, cord trousers tucked into woollen socks and a strong pair of walking boots. Her age had been a matter of conjecture among the pupils but she had to be in her late sixties at the very least, although the years were not reflected on her face, which was still relatively wrinkle-free. She carried what looked like a shepherd’s crook, though she was unlikely to hook any lambs from crevasses. He wouldn’t put it past her to do it, though, should she come upon one. Not that there were any lambs on the moors at this time of year.

‘I heard you were back on the island, young Charles Wymark,’ said Miss Walker, humour dancing in her eyes, as ever. She had called him by his full name since the first day he had entered her class. As a youth it had irritated him, but now if she didn’t do it he would worry there was something wrong.

‘I’m sure you did, Miss Walker,’ he said, feeling a smile tease his lips. She was not herself a gossip, but she would certainly listen, if only to snort in derision at the more fanciful rumours that circulate in any community.

‘Causing a stir, as usual,’ she said, which he knew meant the impending wedding to Alan. There were some on the island who were not yet ready to accept same-sex marriage. ‘You always were a bit of an attention-seeker.’

Her smile told him she was having some fun. ‘Not as much a stir as this will, I think.’ He jerked his head towards the group of men clad in protective cover-alls. Miss Walker nodded, knowing this to be true. A controversial wedding was one thing, but a death in the shadow of Ben Shee was another. Chaz gestured to the mound of tarpaulin lying a few feet away from where the men clustered. ‘You think they’re going to use that to cover everything?’

‘Yes, I told them to bring as much as they could. They’ll need it.’

That struck him as strange. ‘Why?’

She gave him a mysterious little smile. ‘That would be saying, wouldn’t it, young Charles Wymark.’

He had forgotten how she could be. ‘How did you know to suggest it?’

‘I’ve read a lot of crime fiction,’ she said. ‘And I watch true crime documentaries.’ She caught his surprised look. ‘Does that shock you, young Charles Wymark?’

‘Well, I . . .’ She could still fluster him with one arched eyebrow.

‘You thought I’d spend my time reading literature, is that it? Committing Shakespeare and Wordsworth to memory? Booker Prize winners clogging up my bedside table?’

He decided he was on a hiding to nothing, so he asked, ‘Do you know who she is?’

‘Of course I know who she is. She rents—rented—Rose Cottage from me.’ She waved in the general direction of the cottage further down the trail. Miss Walker’s own cottage was half a mile further away.

‘So what’s her name?’

Miss Walker gave him a long look. ‘You’re some sort of reporter now, aren’t you?’

‘Photographer.’

‘But you are part of the dreaded mainstream media of phrase, fable and sneery initialism?’

Trust Miss Walker to know that ‘MSM’ was not an acronym. Chaz only knew because Alan had told him. ‘Yes, freelance.’

‘And are you asking these questions as a concerned islander, or former islander, or as a reporter?’

He laughed. ‘I take pictures, Miss Walker, I don’t do the words. I don’t even have my camera.’

‘Don’t try the piss-take, my lad. I saw you with your phone just now.’

He felt heat burn at his cheeks. Miss Walker had been the most straight-speaking teacher he had ever had, which was one of the reasons she was his favourite. Now, feeling her eyes burn into him, he felt like he was sixteen again and had been caught lying about his homework.

She smiled. ‘You always were a clever lad, young Charles Wymark, but don’t think for one minute that I’m not aware what you’re up to. Your father would have a fit if he caught you using his position as a doctor in order to peddle some kind of story.’

Chaz hadn’t intended to use his presence at the scene to peddle any sort of story. He was only here as his father’s driver, and he had taken the shots out of habit. At least, that’s what he thought he had been doing, but now that he had been pulled up by Miss Walker, he wasn’t so sure. Rebecca’s nose for a story would be twitching in an obvious way right about now, and he had worked with her for long enough, so was he deluding himself? Somewhere in the back of his mind did he really think he could turn this tragedy to his advantage?

He looked over at his father, who had recently broken his arm in what his mother dubbed The Great Fall—a tumble from a ladder followed by a bad landing during the pre-wedding redecoration of their home. Terry Wymark loved her husband deeply, and her nursing skills had proved useful for his immediate care, but there was no way she was going to miss the opportunity to mock his lack of physical articulacy—hence the moniker assigned to the accident. Chaz saw his father glance in his direction briefly, then turn to say something to the sergeant before he waved at him to come closer. Miss Walker nodded to them and said, ‘I think they want you.’

She still hadn’t parted with the dead woman’s name. She may have been his favourite teacher, but she was always a difficult customer. Smiling to himself, he gave Bess a final pat. ‘Always a pleasure, Miss Walker.’

‘I assume you mean meeting Bess and not me, young Charles Wymark.’

‘Never assume, Miss Walker. Isn’t that what you always said? It makes an ass of you and me.’

‘Yes, also unoriginal even then but sadly apposite on too regular an occasion.’ He moved away from her but stopped when she spoke again: ‘Nuala Flaherty.’ He gave her a smile that showed he was both grateful and surprised she had told him. ‘You’d find out anyway,’ she said. ‘You were always a smart-arse but you were curious and tenacious. In other words, downright nosey.’

‘And is there something to be curious and tenacious about here? Or even downright nosey?’

She gave him that strange little smile again. ‘I think you are about to find out.’

He heard his father calling his name, so Chaz gave Miss Walker a nod of thanks and walked away.

‘You’ve got your camera gear in the car, right?’ said Dr Wymark, meeting him halfway.

He nodded. He had left his bag in the back of the Land Rover after a trip he and Alan took to Thunder Bay to see the sea eagle nest. When he had lived here, he had been part of a group of locals who had assumed the responsibility of watching over those rare and magnificent creatures, for humankind was known to be lethal to their health.

‘Then go get it. We need photographs of the locus.’

Chaz did not need to be told twice. He started back for the Land Rover.

‘And put on some protective gear. You’ll find some cover-alls in a bag in the boot.’

Chaz waved his acknowledgement as he loped to their Land Rover, parked beside the police vehicle beyond Rose Cottage.

‘And mind your step when you come back!’ His father called after him. ‘Use what stepping plates we have.’

Chaz had watched as the young police officer had carefully laid the plates on the heather in order to preserve the locus, which was large. There would only be a certain amount on the island and not nearly enough to cover this particular scene. Chaz found the papery white garments in the rear of the Discovery, took off his thick padded jacket and struggled to haul them over his remaining clothes. His father was the GP called out to any death on Stoirm and he had learned many years before it was best to keep a supply of the Tyvek suits at hand. Chaz pulled the white foot coverings over his boots, draped the hood over his head then grabbed the handle of his bag and sprinted back, catching Miss Walker’s knowing smile as he passed. As he neared the three men, being careful to use the stepping plates, he heard the sergeant griping.

‘. . . telling you, this is a waste of time. Rory here can take shots with his phone, that’ll do. The MIT will have all the gear when they get here.’

‘Better to be safe than sorry, Pete,’ said Chaz’s father, a sigh very evident in his voice as he stared down at the woman on the ground, who to Chaz was still little more than a white shape.

The sergeant grunted and folded his arms. He gave Chaz a sour look as he approached then stepped in front of him, as if shielding the dead woman from the sight of the gutter press. ‘He’s with the media, is he no’? Your laddie know the score? If I see any of these snaps in the papers, I’ll have his baws for marbles.’

The sergeant was not Highland, his accent betraying his Dundee birth. Above his mask and below the rim of the hood, his eyes were hard and suspicious.

‘He understands,’ said Charles Wymark, even though he hadn’t actually laid out the rules for his son. Chaz guessed some kind of promise had been made on his behalf, though, and he would not break it. Curious and tenacious he may be—or downright nosey—but he would never undermine his father’s trust.

The sergeant grudgingly stepped aside, still muttering his opposition to the whole thing under his breath. Chaz lowered his bag to the ground, flipped it open and fished out his Nikon.

‘We’re going to have to cover all this up to protect the scene,’ explained the young police constable, jerking his thumb to the tarpaulin. ‘Chaz, right?’

‘That’s right.’

‘We’ll tent the body but we can’t cover the entire scene, so we’ll tarp the rest.’

Chaz studied the ground beneath them and the design carved around the woman’s body. It was a large area and it was unlikely the local police had a tent large enough.

‘But we need a photographic record before we do that,’ the young police officer continued. ‘You got video on that camera, too?’

Chaz nodded.

‘Okay, good. Take the whole area, with particular attention to the design on the ground. Then close-ups of the deceased, her position, her face, the weapon in her hand. Just snap as much as you can; we can’t have too many. And when you’re done we’ll have to seize the memory card, okay?’

The sergeant made a hissing sound with his teeth. ‘Waste of bloody time. The woman came out here to look at the stars or something and died of exposure, simple as.’

‘Very likely, gaffer, but a suspicious death needs to be properly investigated, right? The team will be over from the mainland on the first ferry, but that’s hours away yet.’ PC Gibson squinted into the clear sky. ‘It’s fine now but you know what the island is like, and God knows what could hit before they get here, right?’ His next words seemed to be for Chaz’s benefit. ‘So it’s maybe an idea to grab some pictures before we cover everything up, and we’d be stupid not to use a professional when we have one right under our noses.’ He glanced back at the ground before them. ‘And you’ve got to admit, this is all bloody strange.’

The sergeant did not look as if he was in the mood to admit anything. ‘She was probably as high as a kite. Out her head on something.’ He gave Chaz a sharp look. ‘What you waiting for, son? Get on with it.’

‘Quick, as you can, Chaz,’ said his father. ‘We need to get this poor woman and the scene under cover as soon as possible to preserve the locus until the pathologist arrives.’

Chaz nodded, slipped the lens cover off and took a deep breath. He had never seen a dead person in this way before. He had watched as a man died after being shot, but that had been on a dark towpath with sweeping rain blurring details. He had seen life leave him, just a sigh and then the muscles on his face visibly relaxed. This was different. It was broad daylight and he was standing directly over the body and about to focus through a lens. He wasn’t sure if he was fully ready for it. There was a coldness, a clinical detachment, that felt alien to him. He covered his hesitation by ensuring his feet were firmly positioned on one of the few stepping plates and making a show of adjusting his aperture and ISO setting.

‘You’re no’ out to win any prizes, laddie,’ said the sergeant, smiling as if he’d said something worthy of a comedy award. ‘Just point and click. And for God’s sake make sure they’re in focus.’

Chaz stepped forward and leaned over the body. It’s just another photograph, he told himself as he looked on Nuala Flaherty for the first time, just another shot. Focus on the job. This is what you do.

He estimated she was in her late thirties but death might have smoothed some lines from her face. She was—had been—a beautiful woman. Her black hair was long and curled away from her head in damp tendrils. Her eyes were open, staring at a sky she would never see again, the brown pigment taking on a milky-blue tinge. She lay on her back, arms outstretched, the fingers of her right hand wrapped around the handle of an ornate knife with a thin blade, the weapon to which Rory had referred. Her legs were wide apart, the position of the body mimicking the lines that had been hastily scratched from the heather and earth around her. The thin gown etched with curious symbols was thin, and the frost that had settled overnight made it cling to the contours of her body.

He snapped, preserving what had once been a living, breathing human being in thousands of pixels and bytes of memory that would last longer than the flesh. He moved around her, being careful not to tread on the design underfoot as the limited supply of stepping plates petered out. His shutter clicked again and again. His initial shock had worn off and he now noted the details through the prism of his camera lens.

This was strange, unusual. This was a story, but as his shutter clicked, he thought about the promise his father had made for him. Even so, he felt excitement grow inside him, his instincts telling him that something like this would not remain a secret, not on the island.

Especially as there was a hint of hocus-pocus.

Inverness 

‘Hocus-pocus,’ said the woman, smiling.

‘I’m sorry?’ Rebecca said, slightly taken aback.

‘You were expecting hocus-pocus, right?’ The skin around the woman’s blue eyes crinkled and her mouth puckered, as if she was holding back a tiny smile. ‘You thought I’d be sitting in a flowing black gown waving a wand and stroking a black cat.’

She was not in a black gown. She wore a baggy, brown woollen sweater over brown jeans and she had slippers on her feet. Old woman’s slippers, Rebecca thought. The type with woolly borders. There was no hint of a cat in the vicinity.

Rebecca smiled. ‘No, I didn’t expect that at all.’

The woman laughed. ‘Liar,’ she said, but her tone was good-natured.

Before visiting Tabitha Haley, Rebecca hadn’t known what to expect, truth be told. The woman was a clairvoyant who had, apparently, provided information that had helped trace a missing child. She was in her fifties, Rebecca estimated, slim and leggy with long, straight, blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. The sitting room of her small flat was comfortable and bright and bore no traces whatsoever of the woman’s interests, apart from a single bookcase with a few occult titles but mostly taken up by DVDs. Romcoms, as far as Rebecca could tell from where she sat.

‘Well, maybe I expected a crystal ball,’ admitted Rebecca.

‘Oh, I have one of them. Don’t get me wrong—Rebecca, right?’

Rebecca nodded.

‘Don’t get me wrong, I can do the full bhuna when I need to. But, honestly, it’s such a faff. All that ritual and all those incantations don’t half take it out of a girl.’

Rebecca laughed, relaxing. When she had been hired by the Sunday tabloid to interview Tabitha, she had felt her heart sink because she thought the woman would be some weirdo who would prattle on about crystals and ley lines and vibrations. But she seemed pretty normal for someone who had apparently plucked the location of eight-year-old Brian Docherty out of the ether.

‘I do use crystals,’ Tabitha said, once again startling Rebecca and making her wonder if she had somehow spoken aloud.

Tabitha smiled again. ‘You were just thinking about that, weren’t you?’

‘How did you know?’

‘Hocus-pocus.’ Tabitha burst out laughing. ‘Honestly, it was a shot in the dark. We’d talked about crystal balls, so it was the logical next step in any train of thought. And if you hadn’t been thinking about them, it wouldn’t have made any difference, would it? You’d just put it down as a non sequitur from a dotty cow.’

‘So it was a trick?’

‘No, just a bit of fun.’ Tabitha’s expression became more serious as she studied Rebecca’s face. ‘You don’t believe in what I do, right?’

‘Another shot in the dark?’

‘No, you may not know it but your demeanour since you came in, not to mention your expression, speak volumes.’

That was how many so-called clairvoyants operated. They studied their mark and used their intuition to draw conclusions. Body language could be both a whisper and a scream.

‘Let’s just say I remain unconvinced by . . .’

Another smile. ‘Hocus-pocus.’

‘Yes, hocus-pocus. And yet, you helped them find little Brian.’

‘I did.’

‘How?’

Tabitha sat back on her soft settee and considered her answer. ‘You want the truth?’

‘When I can get it.’

The woman breathed in and out slowly, the smile gone. ‘I don’t know, and that’s the size of it. That’s the way it works with me. I’m not a professional—I don’t make money by telling fortunes, I don’t read Tarot cards, although I can talk the hind legs off a hanged man about them—history, designs, ways of reading them—if that’s what floats your boat. I have a deep and abiding interest in the occult, have had it since I was a girl. My mother did, too. She was from Sutherland, and they said she had the sight. So do I, I think.’ She reconsidered. ‘No, that’s not right—I know I have it.’

‘So how does it work, then?’

‘I get “snatches”, I suppose you would call it.’

‘Visions?’

‘No, not as such, although yes, that has happened in the past. Sometimes just an image, like a slide projected very quickly on a wall. It’s almost subliminal, really; it comes, it goes. Mostly it’s just something that comes into my head. A thought, a word, a name, an impression.’

‘And is that what happened in relation to the missing boy?’

‘Yes. I was at work—I’m a hairdresser, have my own salon on Stephen’s Brae, you should come see me.’

Rebecca’s hand automatically moved to finger her auburn hair, wondering if she had somehow just been insulted.

‘Anyway, I was doing this customer’s highlights—she wanted bright orange tips. I tried to talk her out of it, she was not a bright orange tips kind of person, let me tell you, but she was determined. Anyway, that doesn’t matter, does it?’ The smile flickered again. ‘The radio was on, the news, and they mentioned his name, and right away I had this feeling of something damp and dark. And I heard this wee voice, a little boy’s voice, calling for help.’

‘When was this?’

‘The day after the news first reported he was missing. Well, I ignored it. It didn’t mean anything, not really. The wee lad was on people’s minds, you know? Why should I be any different, right? But all day I kept getting the same things popping into my head—just snatches, like I said. His wee voice. The cloying smell of damp. The feeling of an enclosed space.’

‘So how did you pinpoint that particular cellar?’

‘I couldn’t get it out of my mind, so I read all the news reports. I even phoned the police, but the guy I spoke to more or less laughed me off the phone, which is understandable, I suppose. The thing is, I knew I had something. This has happened before. Nothing as big and as important as that wee lost lad, though. Wee things. Lost things. There’s a whole world of lost things out there. Everything’s got to be somewhere, you know what I mean? And sometimes I can sense where that somewhere is.’ She stopped, a slight smile appearing. ‘So I went to my special place.’

‘And where’s that?’

‘You’ll laugh.’

‘I won’t.’

Tabitha was controlling her own amusement. ‘Oh, I think you will.’

‘I promise I won’t.’ Rebecca held three fingers above her head. ‘Scout’s honour.’

‘That’s the salute from The Hunger Games, but never mind.’ Tabitha paused. ‘My special place is in the bathroom.’

Rebecca laughed. So did Tabitha. ‘Please tell me you didn’t sit on the toilet!’

‘No! I took a bath. There’s something about the heat and the steam that helps me focus.’

‘And that’s what you did?’

‘Yes. I don’t know about you, but I often find myself drifting in a hot bath and my mind frees itself from my body. I heard Brian’s little voice, fainter than before, but he’d been missing for almost two days by that time. And I could smell the damp walls again, and in my mind’s eye I saw the basement and the little thin window just at ground level.’

‘That was the one he’d climbed through?’

‘Yes. And then found himself trapped when it slammed shut behind him. His mum told me later that he was an adventurous child, curious to the point of being foolhardy. That’s what got him into trouble.’

‘But you still didn’t know exactly where it was?’

‘No, I needed to get myself out of the basement.’

‘But you weren’t actually there, so this was all’—Rebecca struggled for a more polite way to say absolute bollocks –‘psychic stuff, right?’

Tabitha smiled and for a second Rebecca feared she had plucked the phrase ‘absolute bollocks’ from her mind. Then she dismissed the thought. Telepathy and mind-reading were also absolute bollocks. And yet, Tabitha really did find the missing boy. She wondered if Brian’s mother would let her speak to him about it.

‘Yes,’ said Tabitha, ‘psychic stuff. That is exactly what I used and well done you for coming up with the correct scientific term. As you say, I wasn’t actually there, but part of my consciousness was.’

‘So you moved your, em, consciousness out of the basement?’

‘Yes, I took myself through the walls, out and up. Remember, this comes to me in snatches, like grabbing little handfuls of time and space, do you understand?’

Rebecca didn’t but she nodded all the same. She had warmed to Tabitha but she couldn’t help but feel she was as nutty as a fruitcake. And yet, and this really was the nub of it all, she had found Brian. Rebecca was having a hard time reconciling her innate scepticism with that simple fact. Despite a search by police and family and friends and strangers who had turned up simply to help, Brian had remained missing until Tabitha came up with her clues.

‘What did you see?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Just more snapshots, but I thought enough to narrow the search. I couldn’t see it, but I had the feeling of quite a large house set within a big garden. There was an old tree with the remains of a treehouse. A high wall. And just beyond it, a red car.’

‘And when you approached the police again, did they react differently?’

‘I was luckier this time. I spoke to the officer in charge, a detective chief inspector at Inshes. She seemed more receptive.’

Inshes was the headquarters of the Inverness police. ‘Was it DCI Val Roach?’

Tabitha’s eyebrows raised. ‘Yes, she a friend of yours?’

Good question. Was Val a friend? At one time Rebecca would have said decidedly not but relations between them had thawed, thanks to some under-the-counter collaboration on a miscarriage of justice case. Roach could have been handed her jotters for steering some information Rebecca’s way. But friends? Difficult to answer. Rebecca had gone a long way to declutter both her life and her own mental state, but that part remained a question mark.

‘We’ve met professionally,’ she replied, deciding that was the best way to put it.

‘Anyway, she was really nice, really receptive.’

Val Roach, nice? Perhaps she had taken to drinking at work.

‘She listened to what I had to say and said she would check it out herself,’ said Tabitha. ‘I think, by that stage, I was holding out a straw and she was clutching at it. She drove around herself, looking for a red car beside a house surrounded by a wall. It was two streets over from where little Brian had last been seen. A large, empty villa awaiting renovation, I think. Boarded windows, chains on the gate and doors.’

‘And searchers had been around it, but found nothing, right? Everything locked tight, so they assumed he couldn’t have got in.’

‘That’s right. At least, that’s what I understand. I suppose they didn’t hear Brian call out, or perhaps he’d fallen asleep when they were there—who knows?’

‘Or it wasn’t searched properly,’ Rebecca suggested.

Tabitha jerked her head a little, as if she didn’t want to get into that.

Rebecca, taking notes, scribbled Speak to Val. ‘So how did you feel when you learned Brian had been found?’

Tabitha stared at her, that puckering smile returning. ‘How did I feel? Isn’t that question a sort of cliché for reporters?’

Rebecca was slightly ashamed. ‘Yes, but there’s a reason why it’s a cliché—it’s an important question.’

‘I felt elated, obviously. Relieved. Glad I was able to help.’

‘And have you spoken to Brian’s family?’

‘Yes, we met, thanks to Val Roach. They seemed very pleasant.’

‘Well off, too. I understand they offered a reward, which you refused.’

‘I don’t do this for money, Rebecca. I told you, I’m not a professional clairvoyant. I’m a hairdresser.’ That little smile again. ‘I did think about taking it up professionally—you know, fortune telling and all that jazz—but I didn’t see any future in it.’

Rebecca smiled. She liked this woman. She was funny and self-deprecating, and the fact she refused to profit from what she had done spoke volumes, although Rebecca still harboured doubts regarding the

whole psychic business. ‘But will you help the police again if you can?’

‘If I can, but I can’t turn it on and off like a tap.’

‘Even though a bath helps.’

That smile
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