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  A Shard in the Old Cairn


When antique dealer Alba Brodie opens The Cairn & Curiosity in the picturesque Highland village of Mossglen, she's hoping for a quiet life surrounded by Scottish treasures and friendly neighbors. With her gift for sensing the stories hidden in old objects and her mischievous ferret Noodle by her side, she's ready to help locals uncover the secrets of their family heirlooms. 
But this cozy Highland community harbors mysteries darker than Alba expected. When gruff old crofter Duncan MacGregor brings her a pottery shard that's been terrorizing his household with nightmares and supernatural disturbances, Alba knows she's dealing with more than a simple antique. Then Duncan turns up dead near the ancient cairn on his property, and suddenly Alba's mysterious artifact is evidence in a murder investigation.
Detective Miles Corbin believes in facts, logic, and proper police procedure—not psychic antique dealers who solve crimes with help from an unusually clever ferret. But when Alba's insights prove accurate and Noodle keeps discovering clues that crack the case wide open, Miles must decide whether he can trust methods that challenge everything he thought he knew about detective work.
-
A Shard in the Old Cairn is perfect for fans of paranormal cozy mysteries with a hint of romance. This enchanting series debut combines Highland atmosphere, gentle supernatural elements, and the kind of unlikely partnerships that make cozy mysteries irresistible.
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The ancient van wheezed to a stop beside a weathered stone cottage, its engine giving one final shudder before falling silent. Alba Brodie sat for a moment, hands gripping the steering wheel, and stared through the rain-speckled windscreen at what would be her new home and shop. The building looked exactly as it had in the estate agent's photos—if one ignored the fact that those photos had apparently been taken during the one sunny day Mossglen had experienced in the past decade. 
The four-hour drive north from Edinburgh had been an adventure in itself. The van's ancient heating system had battled the September chill with intermittent success, while Highland roads that seemed designed by someone with a medieval sense of direction had tested her navigation skills. But they'd made it, and that was what mattered.
"Well, Noodle," she said, glancing at the travel carrier beside her where bright black eyes peered back through the mesh door. "We're here."
Rapid, high-pitched chitters erupted from the carrier, which Alba's mind translated into an impatient Scottish brogue: "About bloody time, lass! I've been telling ye for the last hour that this place reeks of old magic and mouse droppings. Let me out so I can investigate properly!"
Alba laughed, a sound that felt lighter than it had in months. Leaving Edinburgh hadn't been easy. Giving up the partnership she'd built with Eleanor MacLeod at MacLeod's Curiosities, the security of work that finally accommodated her psychic gifts, the comfort of knowing exactly where she fit. She'd found family there, acceptance she'd never experienced during those chaotic months of museum jobs that ended in mysterious "medical episodes" whenever she touched artifacts with traumatic histories.
But the dreams had grown stronger, the pull northward more insistent. Ancient stone circles calling her name, Highland landscapes that felt familiar despite being completely unknown, and finally the discovery of her ancestor Moira Brodie's photograph—"Guardian of the Mossglen, 1847"—had made her destiny impossible to ignore. When Mrs. Graham's letter arrived offering the perfect opportunity, it felt less like choice than inevitability.
"Give me a moment to get the keys, you wee terror," she said, pulling on her worn leather jacket and preparing to face the Highland weather.
She climbed out of the van, grateful for her sturdy leather boots as they squelched into the muddy lane. The September air carried scents of damp earth, woodsmoke, and something ancient—like stones that had absorbed centuries of Highland mist. Rolling green hills rose on all sides, their peaks disappearing into low-hanging clouds that drifted with purpose rather than wind.
Mossglen spread before her like something from a fairy tale, complete with practical concerns like rain gutters and the need for good tea. Stone cottages with slate roofs lined the winding High Street, their walls painted in soft yellows and blues that glowed despite the grey sky. Peat smoke curled from chimneys, and she could make out the kirk's bell tower through the mist, its ancient stones dark with weather.
The village had that Highland quality of feeling both ancient and timeless, as if it had grown from the landscape rather than being built upon it. Gardens spilled over low stone walls in tangles of late-blooming roses and hardy Highland flowers, and warm lamplight was beginning to appear in windows as afternoon drew toward evening.
The cottage that would house "The Cairn & Curiosity", the new highland branch as Noodle put it, sat at the corner of High Street and a narrow lane that disappeared into the hills. Two stories of honey-colored stone, with mullioned windows that reflected the cloudy sky and a painted wooden sign hanging askew beside the front door. Someone had left a pot of purple heather by the entrance—a welcoming touch that tightened her chest with unexpected emotion.
Home. The word whispered through her mind with startling certainty.
She retrieved the keys from her jacket pocket, where they'd jingled softly during the entire drive north. The estate agent, a cheerfully efficient woman named Mrs. Graham, had pressed them into her hand three days ago with the enthusiasm usually reserved for lottery winners.
"You'll love it there," she'd said, beaming. "Mossglen's the sort of place where everyone knows everyone, and they'll have you feeling like family within a week. Perfect for someone looking to start fresh."
Start fresh. Eleanor had understood completely when Alba explained about the dreams, the ancestral photograph, the inexplicable certainty that her great-great-grandmother's Highland village was calling her home. "Some callings can't be ignored," Eleanor had said, immediately proposing the Highland branch of MacLeod and Brodie Curiosities. "Besides, someone with your abilities has been needed in Mossglen for quite some time."
The old brass key turned easily in the lock, as if the door had been waiting for her.
The interior smelled of beeswax polish and lavender, with underlying mustiness that spoke of books and old wood. Afternoon light filtered through the windows, illuminating dust motes that danced like tiny spirits. The main room would serve as her shop floor—spacious enough for her carefully curated collection of Scottish antiques, with built-in shelves along the walls and a stone fireplace that promised cozy winter evenings with a good book.
The previous owner had left the space well-maintained but empty, save for a few pieces of sturdy furniture that came with the lease—a large oak counter perfect for transactions, several glass display cases with old-fashioned locks, and a comfortable chair by the fireplace that looked like it had been there since the building was constructed.
A narrow staircase led to the upper floor, where she'd make her living quarters. Everything was exactly as promised: functional, charming, and somehow familiar in a way that made no logical sense. The rooms upstairs were compact but well-proportioned, with windows that looked out over the village in one direction and the rolling hills in the other. She could already picture her morning tea ritual by the bedroom window, watching mist rise from the glen.
But then, when has her life ever followed logic?
Noodle's chitters had reached fever pitch by the time she opened his carrier. He shot out like a furry bullet, immediately beginning what could only be described as a reconnaissance mission of epic proportions. His sleek sable form disappeared under a dustsheet-covered table, emerged near the fireplace with whiskers twitching, then bounded up the stairs in rapid hops that made the old wood creak.
"Mice! Definitely mice in the walls, lass, but they're wee timid things. Nothing that can't be managed. The building's solid—good stone, proper mortar, built to last. And there's something else, though..." His voice in her mind trailed off as he darted back down the stairs and began sniffing intently at the corner near the largest window.
Over the months since she'd found him living rough in Eleanor's basement, surviving on wit and stolen shiny objects, Alba had learned to trust Noodle's assessments completely. Their psychic partnership had transformed her chaotic sensitivity into focused clarity, turning what had once been a disability into the foundation of their successful supernatural consultation business. His senses were far sharper than hers, and his instincts about people and places had proven accurate time and again.
"What is it?" Alba asked, following him.
Noodle stood on his hind legs, nose pressed to the wall, his entire body quivering with concentration. "Something old. Something that doesn't quite belong. Can't ye feel it?"
Alba closed her eyes and extended her senses the way she'd learned to do over the years. There—beneath the familiar psychic hum of old objects and settled lives—was something else. A faint discord, like a note played slightly off-key in an otherwise harmonious song.
She opened her eyes to find Noodle watching her expectantly. "I feel it. But it's not clear."
"It will be, lass. This place... it's going to wake things up in ye. Mark my words."
Before she could ask what he meant, a cheerful voice called from the doorway. "Knock, knock! Anyone home?"
Alba turned to see a woman in her sixties standing in the entrance, grey hair escaping from a colorful headscarf and arms full of what appeared to be fresh scones wrapped in a tea towel. She had the kind of face that suggested decades of smiling, with laugh lines around her eyes and the general air of someone who found life endlessly entertaining.
"Mrs. Campbell?" Alba guessed. The estate agent had mentioned that the proprietor of the tea room next door was "a friendly soul who'll have you sorted with a proper cup of tea before you can say 'bannocks.'"
"Aye, that's me. And you'll be our new neighbor, Alba Brodie. Welcome to Mossglen, dear." Mrs. Campbell's eyes crinkled with genuine warmth as she stepped inside, then widened slightly as Noodle appeared at Alba's feet. "And who's this handsome fellow?"
"This is Noodle," Alba said, watching as the ferret performed what she'd come to recognize as his 'charming the humans' routine—sitting up on his hind legs and tilting his head at an adorable angle. "He's my business partner."
"And chief security officer," Noodle added in her mind, puffing up his chest with pride.
Mrs. Campbell laughed, a rich sound that filled the space. "Well, he certainly looks like he takes his responsibilities seriously. I brought you some welcome scones—thought you might need something warm after that drive. The weather's been dreadful, hasn't it? Though I suppose coming from Edinburgh, you're used to a bit of rain."
"You're very kind." Alba accepted the warm bundle gratefully, the scent of fresh baking making her realize she hadn't eaten since her hurried breakfast that morning. "I was just starting to unpack, but I have to admit, I'm a bit overwhelmed by it all."
"Perfectly natural. Moving to a new place is always a bit of an adventure, even when it feels right. And this does feel right, doesn't it?" Mrs. Campbell's eyes were surprisingly sharp as she asked the question, as if Alba's answer mattered more than mere politeness would suggest.
"It does," Alba said honestly. "More right than anything's felt in a long time, actually."
"I thought it might. The building's been waiting for the right person, you know. We've had three potential buyers in the past year, but none of them seemed to... fit."
Mrs. Campbell settled into the chair by the fireplace as if she belonged there, and Alba found herself doing the same with a mismatched chair from near the counter. There was something about the older woman's presence that invited confidence, that made the empty shop feel suddenly warm and welcoming.
"Tell me about the village," Alba said, breaking off a piece of scone and savoring the perfect combination of butter, currants, and just a hint of Highland honey. "I know the basics from the estate agent, but I'd love to hear from someone who actually lives here."
Mrs. Campbell's eyes lit up with obvious pleasure. "Well, where to begin? We're small but mighty—about three hundred souls, not counting the sheep and the occasional tourist who gets lost looking for Loch Ness." She gestured toward the window, where the mist was beginning to clear enough to reveal more of the village layout. "The heart of everything is right here on High Street. My tea room's next door, of course, and you'll find MacBride's bakery just past that—best oatcakes in the Highlands, though don't tell him I said so or he'll get ideas above his station."
"What about the other shopkeepers?" Alba asked, intrigued by the warmth in Mrs. Campbell's voice when she spoke of her neighbors.
"Oh, you'll love them all. There's Mrs. MacLeod at the woolens shop—she knits the most beautiful sweaters you've ever seen, all traditional Highland patterns. And young Jamie at the hardware store can fix anything that was ever made, plus a few things that probably shouldn't have been." Mrs. Campbell paused to sip tea from a cup that had appeared as if by magic. "The minister's a sweet man, though he gets a bit theatrical during sermons. And our local constable is... well, he's thorough, bless him."
Something in her tone when she mentioned the constable made Alba look up sharply. "Thorough?"
"Detective Corbin takes his responsibilities very seriously. Some might say he's a bit... rigid in his thinking, but he's fair and he cares about the community. Just don't expect him to show much imagination when it comes to... unconventional explanations for things."
The warning was subtle but clear, and Alba filed it away for future reference. In her experience, law enforcement officers who preferred conventional explanations could be challenging when one's livelihood depended on abilities that defied easy categorization. She'd learned that lesson during their final case in Edinburgh, when DI Morrison had been grateful for results but distinctly uncomfortable with methods.
"What sort of unconventional things?" she asked carefully.
Mrs. Campbell's smile became more knowing. "Well, for instance, the fact that you have the Sight, dear. I could tell the moment you walked in—it's in your eyes, the way you look at things. Like you're seeing layers that most people miss."
The casual acknowledgment of her psychic abilities made Alba's heart skip. Even with Eleanor's acceptance and their successful partnership, she'd learned to be careful about revealing the true extent of her gifts to new people.
"How did you—" she began.
"My grandmother had it too," Mrs. Campbell said matter-of-factly. "Could read the stories in old things just by touching them, knew things about people that she had no earthly reason to know. Always said it ran in certain families, passed down like recipes or lullabies." She studied Alba's face with obvious interest. "Course, not everyone appreciates such gifts these days. Folk prefer their mysteries solved with logic and evidence."
"Like Detective Corbin?"
"Especially like Detective Corbin." Mrs. Campbell's tone was fond but exasperated. "Though he's a good man, and he'll come around when he needs to. These Highland villages have a way of teaching people that there are more things in heaven and earth than they learned at police college."
Before Alba could respond to this cryptic comment, Noodle suddenly froze near one of the unopened crates. His fur stood on end, and a low chitter emerged from his throat—not his usual chatter, but something more urgent.
"Alba. This one. There's something wrong with this one."
The crate was one she'd picked up just before leaving Edinburgh, filled with items from an estate sale. She'd bought the lot without examining individual pieces, drawn by the same inexplicable pull that had led her to Mossglen itself.
"Noodle's found something interesting," she said to Mrs. Campbell, kneeling beside the crate. The moment her hands touched the rough wood, a wave of cold washed over her, followed by the distinct psychic taste of fear—sharp and metallic, like old blood.
She jerked her hands back, startled.
"Are you alright, dear?" Mrs. Campbell's voice carried immediate concern, but not surprise.
"I'm fine," Alba managed, though her heart was racing. "Just... there's something in this crate that feels very wrong. Dark."
Mrs. Campbell nodded as if this were perfectly normal. "Ah, you've brought yourself a problem, haven't you? Some things carry their troubles with them, especially when they've been involved in violence or great sorrow."
"We shouldn't open that one today, lass," Noodle said firmly, backing away from the crate with his ears flat against his head. "Not until we've got our bearings. There's enough darkness in that box to spoil a week's worth of good moods."
"Noodle agrees," Alba said, noting how Mrs. Campbell didn't seem surprised by her translation of ferret commentary. "He thinks we should leave it unopened for now."
"Wise creature. There's no rush with difficult things—they'll wait until you're properly prepared to deal with them." Mrs. Campbell set down her tea cup and stood with the brisk efficiency of someone who'd made a decision. "Come have a proper tea with me instead. I'll introduce you to some of the other shopkeepers, and you can get a feel for the village before you dive into sorting your more troublesome stock."
It was exactly what Alba needed to hear. The crate could wait. Whatever secrets it held had been buried for this long—another day wouldn't matter.
"That sounds wonderful," she said, meaning it completely.
As they prepared to leave, Noodle took one last, suspicious look at the offending crate, his whiskers twitching with unease.
"Mark that one well, lass. Something tells me it's going to be important. But not yet. First, we learn the lay of the land."
Alba picked him up, feeling the comforting warmth of his small body against her chest. Through the window, Mossglen spread before them in all its misty, mysterious glory—a village that seemed to exist at the intersection of ancient magic and modern Highland life.
Whatever had brought her here—ancestral dreams, Eleanor's encouragement, or the inexplicable certainty that her great-great-grandmother's legacy was calling her home—she had the distinct feeling her life was about to become much more interesting. And from the satisfied chirp Noodle made as they stepped out into the Highland air, he was looking forward to every minute of it.
Mrs. Campbell linked her arm through Alba's with the easy familiarity of someone who'd already decided they were going to be friends. "Now then, let's get you properly introduced to Mossglen. Though I have a feeling," she added with a knowing smile, "that this village has been waiting for someone exactly like you for quite some time."
As they walked toward Mrs. Campbell's tea room, Alba caught a glimpse of movement in her peripheral vision—a tall, dark-haired man in what appeared to be a police uniform, walking with purposeful strides down a side street. Even from a distance, there was something about his bearing that suggested the kind of methodical competence Mrs. Campbell had mentioned.
Detective Corbin, she presumed. The man who preferred conventional explanations and evidence-based investigations.
Somehow, she had the feeling their paths would cross sooner rather than later. And when they did, it would be interesting to see how his logical approach to law enforcement would mesh with her decidedly unconventional methods of gathering information.
"Interesting times ahead, Noodle," she murmured to her companion.
"Always are, lass," he replied contentedly. "Always are."
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The next morning dawned crisp and clear, with autumn sunlight streaming through the mullioned windows of The Cairn & Curiosity. Alba had spent the previous evening with Mrs. Campbell, meeting what felt like half the village over endless cups of tea and warm bannocks. The shopkeepers had been welcoming, the gossip entertaining, and everyone seemed delighted that Mossglen finally had the right person to take over the old antique shop. 
She'd also heard whispers about the archaeological dig up at the old cairn on Duncan MacGregor's land. The university team had been working there for three weeks, and according to Mrs. Campbell, they'd found "things that have the local history buffs all excited." But underneath the enthusiasm, Alba had detected an undercurrent of unease—casual mentions of strange dreams, animals behaving oddly, and a general sense that perhaps some things were better left undisturbed.
"The young ones from the university are proper excited about their dusty old stones," Mrs. Campbell had said while refilling Alba's tea cup for the third time. "But some of the older folk remember the stories their grandparents told about that cairn. Not all of them pleasant stories, mind you."
Now, standing in her shop with her first cup of proper Scottish breakfast tea, Alba felt ready to tackle opening for customers. She'd spent the early morning arranging her transported stock—Highland dirks and sgian-dubhs displayed in a locked case, pewter tankards catching the morning light, and shelves of leather-bound books that smelled of peat smoke and old stories.
A collection of clan badges glinted from their display case, each one telling the story of Highland families who'd fought, loved, and endured through centuries of Scottish history. She'd positioned a silver Celtic cross near the window, where the morning light made it glow with inner fire. These pieces had called to her at various estate sales—not because of their monetary value, but because they carried the weight of genuine history.
The cross had come from a small auction house in Edinburgh, where the auctioneer mentioned it belonged to "an old Highland family, guardians of some sort." When she'd first touched it, warmth had spread through her fingers—not the cold shock she usually felt from traumatic objects, but something welcoming. Now, watching it catch the morning light, she suspected her purchase hadn't been as random as she'd thought.
Noodle had appointed himself chief inspector, darting between boxes and offering running commentary on her organizational choices.
"The candlesticks would look better by the window, lass. Catch more light that way," he observed, pausing in his investigation of a carved wooden box to fix her with an intent stare.
"You're probably right," Alba agreed, moving the pair of brass candlesticks to the windowsill. Their warm glow seemed to invite passersby to look closer, and she made a mental note to light them in the evenings.
"What do you think about putting the jewelry case near the counter?" she asked, gesturing to a collection of silver Celtic pieces. "Close
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