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PROLOGUE 
THE NEW CASE

	In my years as a travel photographer, I'd seen plenty of things die: phone batteries, good light, and sometimes even Brian's optimism when he discovered a buffet was closed. But I'd never seen one of my workshop participants lying dead on a heap of straw on the Isle of Harris.

	Outside, an Amber Warning storm was tearing roofs off houses across the Hebrides. Inside the dim stable, the only sound was the panicked shuffle of hooves. Goldmoon, the chestnut mare, was huddled in a corner, her eyes wide with fear.

	I looked into the box for the horse. I didn't need a camera to know I'd carry that image forever. The man inside would never take another photograph.

	Next to me, Brian let out a small, strangled squeak.

	"Is he…?"

	"Yes." I shut the loose box door firmly. "He is."

	We were trapped on the island. The ferries were cancelled. The phone lines were dead.

	And one of us was a killer.

	I bit back the urge to warn Brian that the killer might strike again. That would only trigger his panic spiral – and we needed clear heads.

	We’d arrived on Harris three days ago, Brian and I, both determined to give our group the full Outer Hebrides experience. From the first morning, though, something felt skewed. Our photography workshop had turned into a gathering of strangers with too many secrets and clashing egos.

	I glanced at Brian. He was staring past the box straight at me; he'd seen the look on my face.

	"Joana, no. No, no, NO!" 

	After a moment, he slumped into a pile of hay with a defeated sigh. "Fine. You're not changing your mind."

	He was right. Nothing he said was going to stop me.

	"Brian, I think we need to investigate a murder."

	“Not again…!” Brian tried one last time. "But we're photographers, not sleuths! If DCI Fraser catches us poking around again, this time we'll wind up in those stone cells at Peterhead, the key thrown into the North Sea, and our names forgotten…"

	I let him ramble. My mind was already rewinding to our first steps on this storm-lashed island, searching for the clue that would reveal the killer before they struck again.
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CHAPTER 1 
THE GOLDEN ROAD

	Three days earlier.

	The electric car’s quiet whirr kept us company as we crept along the single-track road. Harris stretched ahead in slabs of old rock and patches of purple heather, the sort of landscape that never quite looks real, even when you’re standing in the middle of it. I had to admit that photos never manage to capture it properly. Even the best ones in my guidebook fall short. You have to see it for yourself.

	I glanced at Brian. He had his face pressed to the passenger window like an overexcited schoolkid.

	"Aww, look at that!" He pointed at a jagged rock outcrop, quartz glittering in the afternoon sun.

	"That is rather spectacular." I eased off the accelerator. "Just try not to fog up the windows with all your heavy breathing."

	Brian was already scrolling on his phone. "Did you know Stanley Kubrick used Harris as the backdrop for Jupiter’s surface in 2001: A Space Odyssey?"

	I kept my eyes on the narrow road. "I did, actually. It’s in my guidebook."

	"Oh." His enthusiasm dipped for roughly three seconds before it sprang back. "But did you know they filmed places like Loch Airigh from low-flying planes and then colour-tinted the footage? Perfect for that otherworldly feel."

	"That’s a new one." I couldn’t help smiling. Brian's constant stream of trivia was oddly charming, though sometimes overwhelming. "You’ve done your research."

	"Had to, didn’t I? I can’t let you know everything about this place when I’m supposed to be your trusty assistant." He put his phone away and eyed the dashboard. "How much longer until we get to this farm-slash-hotel-slash-retreat place?"

	"About twenty minutes, if the roads stay passable." I tapped the steering wheel once. "Thanks for coming with me, by the way. I know you’d rather be on your London sofa."

	"And miss the chance to add ‘vegan storm photographer’ to my online dating profile? Never."

	The road dipped and curved around a small loch, its surface mirror-still in the strange absence of wind. Brian reached for his trail mix – packet number three since we’d left the mainland.

	"Besides," he said around a mouthful, "someone has to help you wrangle these amateur photographers. What’s the final count again?"

	"Seven participants."

	A good result, and the money wouldn’t hurt. Guidebooks didn’t exactly keep me in the lap of luxury – more like scraping by on whatever came in.

	I slowed to let a shaggy Harris sheep amble across the road. "Actually, I need the workshop money to fund your endless supply of vegan snacks."

	Brian hugged the trail mix closer. "These are essential nutrients for creative brain function."

	"You’ve used that excuse since uni."

	"Because it’s still scientifically valid." He shook a few crumbs off his jumper. "Anyway, I’ve looked through some of their online portfolios. That Italian food blogger, Isabella – her pasta shots made me desperately hungry, even though it’s all completely non-vegan. And Emily, the environmental student, seems interesting. At least she’s vegan too, so I’ll have someone to complain with about the lack of plant-based options on this rock in the middle of nowhere."

	I pulled into a passing place to let the only other car we’d seen in ages squeeze by. "I’m especially interested in Ole Holm from Denmark. His photos are technically flawless: perfect exposure, perfect composition, perfect everything."

	"Sounds boring."

	"That’s exactly it – too clean, too perfect. No soul. I’m hoping to help him loosen up a bit. Take some risks."

	Brian sat up straighter. "Speaking of risks, what’s our battery situation? Please tell me this landlady person wasn’t lying about having a charging point. I can see the headlines now: ‘Photography Workshop Turns Survival Horror as Participants Trapped Forever in Remote Scottish Farm.’"

	"Stop being dramatic." I flicked my eyes to the dashboard. "We have forty per cent, and we’re less than fifteen miles away. Unless this car suddenly develops a craving for electricity, we’ll be fine."

	"But what if – "

	"We’ll be fine, Brian."

	He switched on the radio, presumably to drown out my perfectly reasonable reassurance. The forecast crackled through the speakers.

	"…and the Met Office has issued an Amber Weather Warning for the Outer Hebrides. Residents and visitors should prepare for gale-force winds, heavy rainfall, and travel disruptions…"

	Brian’s face lit up. "Perfect. I love storm photography. All those moody clouds and dramatic light. My followers will love it."

	A small prickle of concern ran through me. "I hope these city folks have packed properly. Hebridean storms aren’t like London drizzle. They’ll need proper waterproofs, wellies, and a flask of hot tea."

	"You sound like my mum."

	"Your mum is a sensible woman."

	As we got closer to the East Coast, the landscape stripped itself down to rock: harsh, almost lunar, with hardly a tree in sight. More striking than the barrenness, though, was the stillness. The air felt heavy and expectant. No wind stirred the thin grass. No birds cut across the sky.

	"It’s too quiet," I murmured, more to myself than to Brian.

	He looked up from his phone. "Hmm?"

	"The calm before the storm." I ran my thumb along the ridges of the steering wheel cover. "I’ve been to the Hebrides enough times to know when something’s brewing."

	Brian peered at the cloudless sky. "Looks fine to me."

	"That’s what worries me."

	We rounded the last bend, and the road straightened. Ahead, a cluster of white stone buildings sat above a rocky bay on the sea loch – our accommodation for the week.

	"There it is." I nodded towards the farmhouse. "Golden View Retreat."

	Brian leaned closer to the window. "Bit of false advertising, isn’t it? Nothing golden about it."

	"It’s named after the road we’re on." I slowed as we hit a rough patch of potholes. "The Golden Road."

	"This?" Brian gestured at the narrow strip of damp tarmac disappearing into the mist. "Looks more like the Soggy Path to Nowhere."

	I smiled, remembering the story from my guidebook research. "The locals named it as a joke. When they built it in the eighties, they had to blast through ancient gneiss – some of the oldest rock on Earth – just to connect a few isolated hamlets. It cost a fortune. So the islanders said it must be paved with gold."

	"Ah. Our landlady’s keeping up tradition, then." Brian tapped the booking confirmation on his phone. "Charging gold-standard prices for what’s basically a glorified sheep farm."

	I thought of my negotiations with Isla, the owner of Golden View Retreat, who’d been entirely unimpressed by my attempts to haggle. Every time I nudged at the price, she nudged back harder – politely, of course, which somehow made it worse.

	"Takes a certain type to survive out here," I said, watching the bare landscape slide past. "You either leave, or you toughen up."

	And I couldn’t help feeling a flicker of curiosity about the woman who’d managed to build a retreat in a place like this.
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CHAPTER 2 
THE FARM

	We turned off the road onto a gravel drive. The Golden View Retreat sat ahead. For miles around, there was nothing but heather and rock, the loch broken into small, steel-grey waves, and beyond that, a thin line of open sea. The isolation was magnificent, in the way an empty room is magnificent right up until you remember you're alone in it. Even Brian – who'd been talking steadily since we left the ferry – fell quiet when we stepped out into the still, cool air.

	We hadn't even started unloading our luggage when the farmhouse door swung open. A tall, angular woman with copper hair pulled into a loose tie strode out, sharp-featured and brisk. Then she smiled, and the severity softened into something warm enough to make you forgive the whole windswept-witch first impression. To be fair, she was actually a very beautiful woman.

	"Welcome to Golden View! I'm Isla MacLeod," she called out, her voice carrying a lilting island melody, softened by time and effort for mainland ears. "You must be Joana and Brian."

	I smiled at her. "Thanks for having us. The drive was spectacular."

	"Yes, well, Harris likes to show off." She winked, then switched to a more practical tone. "Does your electric car need a charge? The charging point is right by the barn. My ex-husband insisted on putting it in before he left. It's one of the few useful things he did for this place."

	Brian's face lit up. "Oh, thank God. I've been having visions of being stranded."

	"Well, you won't starve if that happens," Isla laughed, giving Brian's well-fed frame an appraising look. "Though I can't promise the Wi-Fi won't give up during the storm."

	Brian's expression of horror made me bite back a smile.

	"Anyway," Isla turned and headed towards the main building, "this farm’s been in my family for generations."

	"Lucky you," Brian muttered.

	Isla either didn’t hear or chose to ignore him. "After my completely useless ex left to chase his ‘lost youth’ somewhere Down Under – and took all the money – the bank gave me six months before they would repossess the place."

	"That’s brutal," I said, because it was, and because it seemed safer than commenting on the ex.

	Isla gave a brisk shrug. "I had to do something. Sheep alone weren’t going to cut it. Then I realised city folk are really into detox and mindfulness these days, so I turned the farm into a small retreat."

	Brian glanced at the buildings as if calculating how much ‘mindfulness’ he could tolerate before dinner. "And workshops pay better than sheep?"

	"Slowly," Isla shrugged. "The business is picking up, but the money isn’t exactly flooding in. Mostly crafts and writing groups, so your photography lot is a nice change."

	I wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or apologise. Within minutes, she’d given us her name, her divorce, her finances, and a tidy summary of her ex-husband’s shortcomings. Maybe the place did that to you – too much sky, too few people, and suddenly you were telling strangers things you normally saved for your best friend and a large glass of wine.

	"Let me show you around before the others arrive." She gestured broadly. "We’ve four buildings – the main house with guest rooms, the converted barn for your workshop space, the stables, part of it now converted into holiday flats. And what was once the sheep shed, now reimagined as our spa."

	We did our best to keep up with her brisk pace. She took us straight to the stables, where four surprisingly well-kept horses watched us with mild curiosity.

	"Do guests ride them?" I reached out to stroke a chestnut mare’s velvety nose. The tag on the box read ‘Goldmoon’.

	"That was the plan." Isla’s smile tightened a fraction. "But the insurance was too expensive. Now they’re mostly here for atmosphere. Like living lawn ornaments that eat money."

	The converted barn was impressive: spacious and bright, original wooden beams under a new glass roof that let in a generous wash of daylight. One wall was dominated by a big stone fireplace, with comfortable chairs arranged in a semicircle around it.

	"This will be perfect for group discussions." I turned around and admired the room. "And the light is wonderful."

	"Yes, and it cost a bloody fortune." Isla said it cheerfully, but the stress still leaked through at the edges. "Worth every penny, though, don’t you think?"

	Inside, the dining room was built around a huge wooden table that could seat twelve. It opened straight into the kitchen – clearly the real heart of the place. Copper pots hung from hooks, dried herbs from the beams, and the whole room smelled of warmth and something green and earthy. Off one corner, double doors led into a snug lounge with a wood fire, a sofa, a few armchairs, and a low coffee table. The sort of room designed for private conversations and a quiet dram.

	"And this," Isla said, leading us through a back door into a small walled garden, "is my pride and joy. All organic, and it supplies half our vegetables and herbs."

	The garden was a surprising oasis of order. Neat rows of vegetables grew alongside herbs and edible flowers. Despite the rocky terrain beyond the walls, this sheltered patch thrived.

	"Some of these herb varieties are ancient." Isla pointed along the beds. There were dozens of plants, most of them unfamiliar to me. "Older than the standing stones of Callanish. Passed down through generations of island women. Some are better medicines than anything you can buy at the chemist’s." She smiled. "And some are just… delicious. Perfect for eating or drinking."

	Brian perked up. "Ancient herbs? Are we talking about the kind that might induce, you know, a proper creative moment?" He waggled his eyebrows.

	Isla’s laugh bounced off the stone walls. "Nothing illegal, I assure you. Though some might say the Hebridean air itself is hallucinogenic – especially during a storm."

	As we re-entered the kitchen, someone swept in – a gust of colour in the grey stone. A young woman with vibrant ginger hair and a yellow cardigan that practically glowed.

	"You must be the photographers!" She beamed at us. "I’m Peggy. I help Isla with… well, everything in the kitchen, really."

	"Peggy is invaluable," Isla added. "She’s my extra set of hands. Without her, I couldn’t possibly feed this many people. We would all starve!"

	"But I’m only helping out, just saving up," Peggy said quickly. "For London. I want to be a location scout for films. That’s why I’m so excited you’re here!" She turned to me, eyes bright – the way some people do when they’ve decided you’re interesting before you’ve earned it. "I’ve read your guidebooks. How do you find those perfect spots? Do you research first, or just wander? Do you know people in the film industry? I’ve started a little portfolio of locations around the islands  – "

	"Peggy," Isla cut in gently, "perhaps let them settle in before the interrogation?"

	"Oh! Right. Sorry." 

	"We’ll have plenty of time to chat later," I smiled at her.

	Isla steered us back outside before Peggy could start again. "Now, let me show you our spa experience."

	She led us to what was clearly a converted sheep shed. Inside, the concrete floor had been covered with wooden decking, and a few potted plants were doing their best to make the place feel less… agricultural. In the middle stood an old wooden whisky barrel filled with water.

	"Our Rejuvenating Celtic Spa," Isla announced, with a flourish.

	I remembered the glossy brochure’s promises and decided Isla’s greatest gift wasn’t hospitality – it was optimism. Everything here had the look of careful budgeting, yet she presented it like a five-star experience.

	"How unique," I said diplomatically.

	Brian’s eyes lit up at the word spa. "Oh, this is perfect. I’ve been dreaming of a good soak." He slipped off a trainer, stepped up to the barrel, and dipped a tentative toe in.

	He yanked it back as if he’d been stung. "Good grief! You could store fresh cod in that. Are you sure this isn’t just melted glacier water with ice cubes?"

	"The cold is part of the therapeutic experience," Isla said with a perfectly straight face. "And the essential oils are distilled from my garden herbs." She gestured to a few small dark bottles beside the barrel. "Plus, the Harris water itself has rejuvenating properties – at least, that’s what I tell the guests." She winked at us.

	A movement in the corner caught my eye. A stooped man – probably in his seventies – was using a rope to secure a loose section of decking. His face was mapped with deep lines, as if the weather had been practising on him for years. He looked disapproving, though it seemed to be his default setting.

	"Ah, Carson," Isla called. "Meet our photography workshop leaders, Joana and Brian."

	Carson looked up. His eyes assessed us without a flicker of welcome. He grunted something that might, with effort, be counted as a greeting, then went back to his knot.

	"Carson’s tying everything down," Isla said. "The Amber Warning means we’re due a proper gale. If it’s not secured, it’ll end up in Ireland."

	"Is Carson your… new husband?" Brian asked, tentatively.

	Isla barked a laugh. "Good Lord, no. Carson fixes the things that break here – which is just about everything. He’s indispensable, even if his conversational skills are somewhat limited."

	As we turned to leave, I noticed Carson had stopped working. He was simply watching us, rope still in hand. His gaze didn’t so much follow as pin us in place – steady, flat, impossible to read.

	"Is he always this… intense?" Brian whispered as we walked back towards the main house.

	"I think he’s just reserved," I said, though I felt it too – that faint, unpleasant prickle of being assessed.

	"Reserved? He looks like he’s mentally measuring us for coffins."

	I glanced back. Carson was still there, rope in hand, as if he hadn’t moved an inch. His stare clicked into focus like a camera lens. The hairs on my neck lifted, but I told myself not to be daft.
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CHAPTER 3 
THE FIRST ARRIVALS

	Our rooms were on the first floor of the main farmhouse, reached via a narrow staircase that creaked with each step. Isla led us along a corridor of uneven floorboards and walls that leaned ever so slightly. My room was small but clean: a single bed, a wooden chair, a small desk, and a bedside table that looked like it had survived several decades of student housing. The window overlooked the courtyard, with the sea visible in the distance. It wasn’t fancy, but it had that stubbornly Hebridean charm – exactly the sort of "authentic" experience my participants paid for.

	Isla nodded down the hall. "Bathroom’s shared, I’m afraid – but only between you and Brian."

	"It’s perfectly fine." I kept my British politeness. "Very… atmospheric."

	Isla’s mouth twitched. "That’s a kind way of putting it." She gave me a quick, grateful smile and backed away. "I’ll leave you to settle in."

	When the door clicked shut, I noticed a dark water stain spreading across one corner of the ceiling. The roof had been patched – Carson’s work, presumably – but not quite successfully. I tested the mattress with one hand and winced at its unyielding surface. It had the feel of institutional furniture, possibly rescued from a closing youth hostel or a budget hotel.

	It would do for a few nights.

	I unpacked quickly, lining up my camera gear on the desk, then crossed the hall to check on Brian. He stood in the middle of his identical room, staring at the bed as if it might bite.

	"I think my mattress might actually be made of concrete," he whispered, as if the furniture could hear him and take offence.

	"Better than springs jabbing you in the kidneys."

	"Fair point." He took in the wonky curtain, the scuffed skirting board, the general air of heroic DIY. "This place needs work, doesn’t it? Like… a lot of work."

	"And money." I nudged his curtain straight, with limited success. "Island living isn’t easy. Everything costs more to ship in. Repairs take longer. The weather doesn’t help either."

	I pictured Isla: brisk smile, quick hands, always halfway to the next task before the last one was finished. 

	"Isla’s doing her best," I said. "But I think – "

	A commotion outside cut me off. Through the window, we watched a taxi grind into the drive, its wheels spitting gravel.

	"First arrivals," Brian muttered. "Let battle commence."

	We headed downstairs to welcome our paying guests, smiles at the ready.

	"That’s half of our group, coming over on the ferry," I whispered to Brian as we walked out. "The rest fly into Stornoway tomorrow morning."

	Four people were climbing out of the taxi, stretching after their journey from the Tarbert ferry. Isla was already there to greet them, wearing her professional smile.

	A silver-haired woman in a floral cardigan emerged first, chattering to anyone within range. "…and the ferry was positively heaving! I counted sixteen different bird species just from the deck, though the gentleman beside me insisted the black-backed gulls were actually common gulls, but I said to him, ‘I’ve been birdwatching since before you were born, young man’…"

	"Mildred Pringle," I murmured to Brian. "Retired postmistress from the Cotswolds."

	Behind Mildred came a tall man in his forties, his expensive tweed coat standing out among everyone else’s sensible outdoor layers.

	Isla saw him – and her smile went as if someone had flicked a switch. She took half a step back and folded her arms, every inch of her closing down. The man offered an almost apologetic smile. Isla didn’t return it.

	I blinked, then glanced at my participant list. Lachlan Stewart. Tweed manager. Edinburgh. I’d handled the registrations myself, which meant Isla couldn’t have known he was coming. And the look they traded said plenty: not strangers, and certainly not friends.

	"Lachlan," Isla said, voice suddenly brittle. "What a… surprise."

	"Surprise?" He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. "I had no other chance..."

	"I hadn’t realised you were – " Isla stopped, caught herself, colour rising in her cheeks. "Well. Welcome to Golden View. I suppose."

	"Bit of history there," Brian breathed at my shoulder, and I could only nod.

	The remaining two passengers were younger – a woman in her mid-twenties in practical outdoor gear with a canvas camera bag, and a fashionably dressed man who bounded out last and immediately filled the space.

	"What a journey!" he boomed, grinning as if he’d personally invented ferries. "Absolutely worth it, though – this place is awesome. Just awesome. Like something from a movie set!" He beamed at everyone and grabbed Isla’s hand with enthusiastic certainty. "Duke Jackson, gin extraordinaire and photography enthusiast, from Seattle!"

	The woman with the bag had to be Emily Hawthorn, the environmental photography student. She hovered slightly apart, looking unsure where to put herself until I stepped in and introduced myself.

	"Lovely to meet you," she said, shy but sincere. "Your book on sustainable travel photography was on my reading list."

	"Was it?" I said, caught off guard by the genuine compliment. "Well – thank you. I hope it was actually helpful and not just something lecturers assign to punish students."

	Emily smiled, a little braver. "Immensely. Especially the section on taking travel and landscape photos without exploiting local communities."

	I took her bag, and we followed Isla, who shepherded everyone upstairs to their rooms – still brisk, still smiling, and still very much not looking at Lachlan unless she absolutely had to.

	By the time we regrouped for dinner, the atmosphere had thawed – partly thanks to Isla’s cooking, mostly thanks to Duke’s relentless charm. Within minutes, he’d drawn out everyone’s life story and handed out compliments like confetti.

	The table was packed with creative vegan dishes that still felt traditional Hebridean. Isla had adapted island cooking the moment she learned half the group didn’t eat animal products.

	"This veg stew is magnificent," Duke declared, helping himself to seconds. "The secret’s in the herbs, isn’t it? You must tell me what you’ve used."

	Isla’s smile returned properly for the first time since Lachlan arrived. "Family secrets."

	Emily, seated beside Brian, began to come out of her shell the moment they discovered their shared veganism. "You really make your own seitan?" she sounded both impressed and faintly alarmed. "I always end up with something rubbery."

	Brian brightened as if someone had complimented his firstborn. "The trick is not to knead it too much," he said. "If we get kitchen access, I’ll show you."

	I watched Emily light up as she talked about her course and her passion for documenting climate change. "I’m tracking coastline changes from rising sea levels," she said, hands moving as if shaping the idea in the air. "My professor at Bournemouth thinks it could make a compelling exhibition."

	"That’s fascinating," I said, and I meant it. Emily’s earnest excitement was charming.

	Duke swung his attention to me, his American accent cutting through the mostly British voices. "So, Joana – Brian tells me you literally wrote a book about these islands. That’s awesome. Any insider tips for capturing the perfect storm shot?"

	I put on my professional smile. "Let’s save the storm photography masterclass for tomorrow, when everyone has their cameras in hand, shall we?"

	Duke laughed and accepted the gentle deflection with the ease of a man used to being liked. "Fair enough." Then, after a brief lull, he pulled out his phone and plonked it happily in the middle of the table. "You must see this! It’s Mr Harold. He’s a natural, honestly."

	On the screen was a glossy black Labrador wearing a designer collar.

	"We’re participating in dog shows," Duke went on enthusiastically. "My Mr Harold is a purebred – a true champion. He’s back in Seattle with a sitter, and I miss him like crazy. I literally called this morning just to hear him breathe." More photos followed: dog, dog again, and then a sleek modern building that screamed money.

	"Such a handsome Labrador," Mildred cooed. "And your gin distillery looks very impressive."

	Duke nodded, his smile widening. "I started with a copper still in my garage and a Kickstarter campaign. Now you can find us in thirty-seven states." He swirled his water glass like it held his best spirit. "Our signature botanical blend has even beaten distilleries that have been around for centuries in blind tastings."

	That was when I noticed Mildred’s phone propped against her water glass, the little red recording light blinking steadily. Before I could say anything, she caught my expression and blurted, "I’m keeping a detailed diary of this trip – for my photography club back in the Cotswolds." She patted the phone. "My memory isn’t what it was, so I record everything. Hope nobody minds!"

	Across the table, Brian caught my eye and raised an eyebrow.

	"You’re recording dinner conversation?" The words came out colder than I intended. I didn’t like the idea at all. What about privacy?

	"Oh, just notes on technique," Mildred assured me, though the red light suggested it was capturing far more than photography tips. Then she swung the full beam of her interest onto me. "Now, tell me about yourself. Married? Children? What does your family think of all your travelling?"

	I was rescued from this interrogation by a loud crash. A serving dish slipped from Isla’s hands, and Lachlan was instantly on his feet, reaching for it – and for her – at the same time.

	"I told you I don’t need your help," Isla snapped, loud enough for everyone to hear.

	"Isla, please, if you’d just listen for one minute – " Lachlan began.

	Isla cut him off, voice tight. "Not here. Not now."

	The dining room fell awkwardly silent. I noticed Mildred leaning forward slightly, her phone still very conveniently placed.

	Before Lachlan could answer, Carson appeared in the doorway. For such a large man in heavy boots, his silence was unnerving. He didn’t speak; he simply fixed Lachlan with that intent stare. Lachlan hesitated, then sat back down. Carson stayed where he was, watching him.

	The moment passed, but the tension didn’t. Mildred looked quietly pleased by the spectacle. Duke, to his credit, steered the conversation back to safer ground with more stories about Mr Harold.

	After dinner, Brian and I escaped for a walk around the farm. The evening light had deepened into an unsettling, copper-coloured gloom. Still no wind. The air felt almost electric.

	"Something’s brewing," I murmured, scanning the horizon. "And I don’t just mean the weather."

	Brian followed my gaze, hands shoved into his pockets. "What’s the story with Lachlan and our landlady? That was some serious tension."

	"No idea, but Isla clearly knows him." I remembered from his registration form that he was a manager at a tweed manufacturer. He’d likely been to Harris before, whenever his work needed proper Harris Tweed. "Whatever their history is, it’s not happy."

	Brian grimaced. "And Carson looked ready to bury Lachlan under the herb garden." He shuddered, only half joking. "That man gives me the creeps. Did you notice how he just appears out of nowhere?"

	I nodded. "He watches everyone."

	We finished our walk in thoughtful silence. When we came back, warm light spilt from the farmhouse windows. Inside, the workshop participants were settling in, blissfully unaware of the storm on its way.

	"Interesting bunch, aren’t they?" Brian said as we paused on the doorstep. "The human recorder, the manager with a Harris past, the earnest environmental warrior, and the gin king with the perfect dog."

	"And we haven’t even met the others yet," I said. "Something tells me we’ll come home with more than dramatic landscape photos."

	"I hope so." Brian rolled his eyes. "Because if I have to sleep on that medieval torture device disguised as a mattress without something to keep me entertained, I might not make it through the week."
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CHAPTER 4 
THE CONTINENTAL CLASH

	I woke up convinced I’d somehow aged four decades in my sleep. My spine groaned as I tried to escape what must have been Britain’s most unyielding mattress. The floorboards complained under my feet as I shuffled towards the shared bathroom, clutching my toiletry bag. In the narrow hallway, I nearly collided with Brian, who was hobbling along like a man twice his age.

	"Morning," he croaked, pressing one hand theatrically to his lower back. "I think my vertebrae have fused together."

	"You look how I feel." I tried to straighten up; my back vetoed the idea. "Did you sleep at all?"

	Brian sagged against the wall, wincing. "Sleep? I spent the whole night trying to get my legs and spine to agree to a ceasefire, but by three in the morning the peace talks had collapsed."

	"At least the view is nice." I nodded towards the window at the end of the hall.

	"I’d trade it for a decent mattress." Brian glanced at his watch. "Breakfast in fifteen minutes? I need fuel to recover from the night on that slab."

	Downstairs, the kitchen was alive with chatter and the smell of fried mushrooms. At one end of the table, Duke Jackson entertained Emily and Mildred with another grand story about his dog.

	"…so there’s Mr Harold, covered in mud from nose to tail, and the judge says – " Duke paused as he spotted us. "Morning, folks! I was just telling everyone about Mr Harold’s first dog show. Absolute disaster, but character-building!"

	Mildred’s phone blinked red again, clearly recording. "And you say he won despite the mud incident?" She leaned in, determined to keep him talking. "How marvellous. Is that usual in American dog shows?"

	At the opposite end of the table, Lachlan sat in stony silence, occasionally glancing towards the kitchen, where Isla was clattering pans.

	"Full Scottish, or the vegan version?" Peggy appeared at my elbow, balancing a plate piled high with eggs, bacon and black pudding, and another heaped with veggie sausages, avocado, mushrooms and hummus.

	"Just toast for me, thanks." I eyed Brian, who was studying the vegan options. "And green tea, if you’ve got it."

	"No problem." Peggy beamed. "We’ve got more of you coming today, haven’t we? The last three for your workshop?"

	Before I could answer, tyres crunched on gravel outside. A battered minibus pulled into the courtyard, its engine sputtering before dying altogether.

	"That’ll be Carson with the others from the airport," Isla called from the kitchen.

	Even from inside, we could hear the noise erupting from the bus: a man shouting in elegant, French-accented outrage, followed by a woman’s rapid-fire response in what sounded like Italian-inflected English.

	"…absolutely barbaric suspension! My spine is ruined!" The bus door slammed open, and a slim man in his fifties appeared, dressed impeccably in designer hiking gear that clearly had never met a hill. "And the smell! Peat everywhere! It is like travelling in a whisky barrel!"

	"Oh, please." A woman followed him down, dark hair flying as she gesticulated. "You French are always complaining. In Italy, we embrace the elements – we don’t whine at them."

	"Embrace? Bah! The Italians know nothing of embracing the true elements of cuisine or culture. Your wines are…" He made a dismissive flick of his hand.

	The woman – who had to be Isabella Ricci – looked ready to commit murder on the spot. "Our wines are what? Finish that sentence, I dare you!"

	While they carried on in two languages at once, a third figure stepped out of the minibus. Tall, bespectacled, and utterly unruffled by the shouting match, he checked his watch, then his camera bag, then his watch again.

	"Transfer from airport to accommodation: seventy-eight minutes and twelve seconds." He adjusted his glasses. "Inefficient. Road quality suboptimal."

	Brian leaned close. "That’s got to be Ole Holm, the Danish engineer. And the human volcano is Isabella Ricci, food blogger extraordinaire. Which makes Monsieur Complainant our history teacher, Jean-Luc Dujardin."

	I nodded, consulting the participant list on Brian’s phone. "He doesn’t look much like a history teacher."

	"No, he looks like he should be judging a wine competition on television."

	Outside, the argument had escalated into a full performance – sharp consonants and even sharper hand gestures.

	"Italian wine is what the French use to clean their toilets!" Jean-Luc declared, with a sneer.

	Isabella lunged forward, only to be accidentally blocked by Ole, who was reading cheat sheets about photography settings, blissfully unaware he’d just saved Jean-Luc.

	Isla chose that moment to step in. She swept past us onto the driveway, greeted Isabella with brisk warmth, then turned to Jean-Luc with a smile that was unmistakably practised.

	"Mr Dujardin! Welcome to Golden View. I apologise for our dreadful roads. You French expect such high standards – and I rather admire it. We Scots are barbarians compared to you."

	It worked. Jean-Luc’s irritation softened, and Isla’s hand lingered at his elbow for half a beat longer than necessary.

	"Ah, Madame MacLeod." His tone changed completely. "The roads are nothing compared to the beauty of your establishment. And its landlady."

	I almost braced myself for a dramatic hand-kiss as the raging Frenchman transformed into a chivalrous Gallic Mr Darcy. Isabella’s eyes rolled so hard I worried they’d get stuck. "Dio mio," she muttered, loud enough for Jean-Luc to catch.

	Lachlan hovered in the doorway, gripping his mug so tightly the porcelain looked at risk. His glare at Jean-Luc was sharp enough to cut stone.

	Ole finally acknowledged the presence of other humans with a curt nod, then began unpacking his camera equipment right there on the driveway.

	"Who is leading the workshop? I need a north-facing window," he announced. "And information on local sunrise and sunset times. Accurate, please."

	I introduced myself and told him our schedule already worked around sunrise and sunset – assuming the sun made an appearance, which in Scotland was always a gamble.

	As the new arrivals were shepherded inside, Peggy appeared at my side, collecting luggage from the bus.

	"She’s at it again," she whispered, nodding towards Isla, who was laughing at something Jean-Luc had said while leading him towards the kitchen. "Gets like this when she’s bored. Or lonely. Usually both."

	"Are you saying she and Jean-Luc…?"

	"Oh, not yet." Peggy lowered her voice. "But give it a day. She’s got a pattern. Whenever interesting men stay here – especially the cultured ones with plenty of money – well, let’s just say the walls aren’t exactly soundproof. It was the same with that Lachlan guy from Edinburgh, until she discovered he was married."

	Right. So that explained the frost.

	I watched Isla disappear into the kitchen with Jean-Luc on her heels and Lachlan hovering in the doorway like a man with unfinished business. Had he signed up for my workshop because he cared about photography – or because it was the easiest way back into Isla’s orbit? And Isla’s flirting now… was it just her usual distraction, or was it a message to Lachlan, a neat little announcement that it was over?

	The breakfast table had become a study in simmering tension. Jean-Luc settled in like he owned the place, Isla giving him her full attention while Lachlan stared from across the room. Mildred’s phone quietly recorded it all. Emily kept her hopeful gaze fixed on Duke, who was trying to lure Ole into a technical discussion about camera lenses. Isabella complained loudly about the lack of proper coffee, and Carson stood in the doorway, watching the group with his usual blank expression.

	I glanced at Brian, who raised his eyebrows in silent agreement: we were in for an interesting week.

	"I’m starting to think we should’ve called this the ‘Landscape Photography and Interpersonal Drama Workshop,’" I murmured.

	"Forget the landscapes," Brian replied. "This lot are a perfect storm all by themselves."
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CHAPTER 5 
THE HIKE

	We gathered in the courtyard after breakfast, a motley crew of camera enthusiasts and, in some cases, enthusiastic arguers. The light was strange – thick and amber. The sea in the distance lay unnaturally flat, like oil in a pan before it starts to bubble. Not a single gust stirred the heather; not a cloud scudded across the sky. I’d spent enough time in the Hebrides to recognise the signs. This wasn’t good weather. It was weather gathering its strength.

	"Right, everyone." I pitched my voice over the chatter. "Today we’re heading to Rubh’ an Teampaill – Northton Temple. It’s a medieval ruined chapel on a headland, with spectacular mountain views and a sandy beach. Perfect for our first session."

	Isla volunteered to join us on our very first outing, claiming it was so we could acclimatise to Carson and his ‘unique’ style of interaction. Still, I suspected her real motivation was to steal a few moments with Jean-Luc. Whatever her reasons, I was glad to have her beside me. Wrangling this lot required backup.

	"The light is magnificent!" Duke was already snapping away with his top-of-the-range camera. "Just look at that golden glow! We lucked out with the weather."

	"Not really," I said. "This is the calm before the storm. The Amber Warning’s still up, and it’ll hit soon. Don’t let the peaceful bit fool you." I waved at the still landscape.

	My warning floated out and died. Emily chased the perfect selfie in the golden light, Isabella crouched to photograph what looked, to me, like ordinary weeds, and Ole checked and rechecked his camera settings, shut away in his own world.

	Carson’s minibus rattled around from the back of the property. He climbed out without a word and started loading our gear. Despite his age, he swung tripods and camera bags up as though they weighed nothing.

	"Oh, thank you!" Mildred chirped as Carson took her oversized bag. "Such a gentleman. I’ve packed extra lenses, you see, and my bird guide, and my binoculars, and – "

	Carson didn’t answer. He just held her gaze, pale eyes fixed on her face for a beat too long. Mildred’s chatter fizzled.

	"I’ll… I’ll just get on the bus, shall I?" she said.

	The drive to Northton was short and punishing. Carson bounced us over potholes with no apparent concern for the suspension or his passengers. Jean-Luc complained loudly in French, while Isabella snapped back that Italian roads were worse and he should stop acting like a baby.

	We parked on a narrow gravel verge and clambered out of the bus. Ahead, a path wound through grassy machair to a headland, where the old stone walls of the chapel stood out against the amber sky. The bay below curved into an almost perfect arc of white sand, the water an improbable turquoise under the strange light.

	"Now, everyone – we’ll walk to the chapel first," I said. "It’s about thirty minutes along the coastal path. Wear your wellies. Parts of the track can be boggy."

	We set off, and Duke drifted to the front. He helped Mildred over a wooden stile like a true gentleman.

	"Here you go, Mrs P! Can’t have our resident bird expert taking a tumble, can we?"

	Mildred beamed at him. "Oh, you are kind. My Arthur – God rest him – always said I had the balance of a baby giraffe."

	Next, Duke slid alongside Ole and nodded at his kit. "That’s a Phase One XF? Medium format, one-fifty megapixels? Must’ve set you back, what, thirty K? Easy."

	Ole’s usually blank face flickered – a brief, unexpected flash of pride. "It is a precise camera. Accurate."

	Emily hovered a step behind, clutching her modest DSLR. She tried a couple of times to join the conversation – close enough to be included, not close enough to look like she was chasing him.

	"So, Duke – " she began once, when he’d paused to adjust his strap. "I saw your – "

	"Great light, isn’t it?" Duke cut in brightly, turning his head towards Isla and Jean-Luc up ahead as if the weather had suddenly become fascinating. "Hey, Isla – what do you call that ridge over there?"

	Emily’s words dissolved into the windless air.

	A few minutes later, she tried again, offering Ole a polite smile as an entry point. Duke stepped neatly aside to speak to Mildred instead, all charm and effortless momentum, and Emily was left walking in the gap he’d created.

	By the third smooth redirect, her face fell. Not dramatically – just a small tightening around the mouth, the sort you’d miss if you weren’t looking for it.

	Brian was looking for it.

	He dropped back to her pace and produced a packet from his pocket. "Vegan protein balls." He offered her one. "Made them myself before we left London. Date and cacao, with a bit of hemp protein."

	Emily’s smile returned, small but genuine. "You made these? They look amazing."

	"The secret is not being stingy with the dates," Brian said. "Everyone skimps, which is why most protein balls taste like sweetened cardboard."

	Emily laughed, and the awkwardness loosened. Soon they were talking as they walked, leaving Duke and his orbit safely ahead of us.

	As we got closer to the chapel, Mildred sidled up beside me. She meant to whisper, but her voice was loud enough it could probably be heard back in Tarbert.

	"That Jean-Luc fellow," she began, nodding towards where he walked with Isla, "says he’s a history teacher, but I’m not convinced."

	I glanced at her. "Oh? Why’s that?"

	"His shoes." Mildred nodded with great meaning. "Berluti. Seven hundred pounds at least. I know because my nephew works in luxury retail in London. No history teacher I’ve ever met wears Berluti loafers on a hike."

	I looked ahead at Jean-Luc’s impeccably tailored outdoor gear and had to admit it didn’t scream staff room.

	"And he keeps asking Isla about plants," Mildred continued, her recording phone clasped in her hand. "Specific plants. Herbs, mostly. Very interested in her garden. He said it was for ‘historical context of medieval monastic settlements,’ but if you ask me – "

	"I don’t believe I did," I put in mildly.

	Mildred carried on, undeterred. " – he’s looking for something specific. And did you notice he wears Creed aftershave? I recognised it immediately. My late husband wore the same. Hideously expensive."

	As we walked, Mildred drifted from person to person, fishing for details with cheerful persistence. I caught snatches as she quizzed Isabella about her "real" income from food blogging, and Ole about why a man of his age wasn’t married.

	The chapel ruins sat on a grassy headland above a steep drop to the beach. Most of the walls had crumbled away, with only the eastern gable still standing. Below, the bay curved in a bright half-moon of sand against turquoise water. In the distance, the mountains of Harris cut a jagged silhouette along the horizon, their rocky slopes gleaming in the odd light.

	It should have felt peaceful. But as everyone spread out with their cameras, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. Not just by Carson, hovering at the edge of the group – by something in the stillness itself. The air felt tight, like it was waiting for the first crack of thunder.
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CHAPTER 6 
THE CHAPEL

	"Everyone, gather close," I called, raising my voice above the growing roar of the wind. "This spot is classic Hebridean: ruins in a dramatic landscape, stone against sea, history welded to nature. I want you to think about how to photograph not just what it looks like, but what it feels like. And remember – that amber light won’t last forever."

	The group clustered around me with varying degrees of commitment. Emily immediately started scribbling notes, while Duke framed imaginary shots with his fingers, as if anyone might miss the fact he had artistic vision.

	"Start wide to establish the scene, then move in for details." I gestured at the medieval walls. "Notice how the amber light pulls warmth out of the stone. Use that to practise capturing mood."

	Ole shot his hand up like an overachieving pupil and spoke before I’d even drawn breath. "What settings do you recommend? ISO, aperture, shutter speed. I need precise values."

	I swallowed a sigh. "Photography isn’t mathematics, Ole. Your settings depend on what you’re trying to achieve – "

	"Unacceptable." Ole frowned, consulting a small notebook. "Previous workshop instructor provided exact specifications. ISO one hundred, f/eleven, one-one-twenty-fifth would be standard for landscape work."

	"If you want a technically correct but utterly soulless image, yes." I tried to soften it with a smile. "But I’m more interested in what you see and feel than what your camera manual recommends."

	Ole looked genuinely distressed by this artistic freedom. He turned away, muttering to himself, and began setting up his tripod, trying to restore order in his world.

	The others scattered across the site. Mildred photographed a small bird that had landed on one of the walls, narrating her process into her phone. Emily and Brian were down near the beach, capturing the contrast between white sand and dark stone. Duke took a selfie with the ruins behind him, presumably for his social media audience who needed proof he’d been outdoors.

	Jean-Luc, meanwhile, hadn’t even taken his camera out. He stood with Isla near a section of wall partially covered in a climbing plant, deep in conversation. I drifted closer – partly out of professional interest. And partly because I'm just plain nosy.

	" – remarkable resilience of local flora," Jean-Luc was saying, gesturing at the plant. "And these herbs growing among the ruins – are they the same varieties you grow in your garden?"

	Isla drifted a little nearer, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She smiled, warm, pleased – and not just about the botany. "Some are. The monks who lived here would have grown many of the same herbs we still use today. My family’s been cultivating them for generations."

	"Fascinating." Jean-Luc leaned closer to inspect the leaves. "And do you use them in your cooking – or for… other purposes?"

	"Other purposes?" Isla tipped her head, amusement flickering in her eyes.

	"Medicinal, perhaps. Traditional island remedies." Jean-Luc folded his arms, ready to launch into a history lesson. "I find the history fascinating. Monks would have relied on these plants for just about everything." He gestured at the chapel, a little too grandly. "That’s twelfth-century French, by the way. The Normans brought it over."

	I couldn’t help myself. "Actually, it’s late medieval," I said. "Sixteenth century, most likely – and local, not Norman. Built by Alasdair Crotach MacLeod, on top of an older broch. The Normans didn’t come this far north and west."

	Jean-Luc’s expression twitched – irritation, quickly papered over with charm. "Ah, well. Dates and origins become confused across different texts." He made a small, dismissive wave. "French influence on British architecture is widely acknowledged."

	"Not here it isn’t," I said. "Harris is Norse and Celtic, not French." For someone who claimed to be a history teacher, his knowledge was surprisingly patchy.

	Before I could ask anything else, Lachlan appeared, camera in hand – lens cap still on. He stepped neatly between Jean-Luc and Isla.

	"You’re blocking the light." Lachlan stepped in close enough that his shoulder clipped Jean-Luc’s – deliberate, sharp, and a bit too confident given the drop behind them.

	Jean-Luc huffed and barely shifted, lips pressed into a thin line. "These Scots and their… territorial nature," he muttered. "I was merely discussing actual history with Madame MacLeod."

	"Were you indeed?" Lachlan’s voice tightened. "Funny how your ‘history’ always involves standing unnecessarily close to Isla."

	Isla rolled her eyes. "For goodness’ sake, Lachlan, we’re discussing herbs. Not everyone has your tedious fixation on – "

	"My tedious fixation?" Lachlan snapped. "That’s rich coming from a woman who – "

	"Who what?" Isla stepped forward, eyes flashing. "Go on, then."

	I glanced around. The entire group had stopped photographing to watch. Only Ole remained blissfully unaware, muttering about histograms and optimal exposure values as if jealousy didn’t exist.

	Duke slid in between them with his usual charm, the one he saved for crowds and awkward moments. "Perhaps we should return to our photography? The light is, as our instructor noted, quite exceptional."

	Lachlan turned back to Jean-Luc, his face darkening. "I’ve seen how you look at her. You’ve been here less than a day, and already you’re – "

	Whatever he was about to say was swallowed by a sudden, violent gust of wind that tore over the headland. It came out of nowhere. Grass flattened. Loose papers and lens caps skittered away. The temperature dropped so fast my skin noticed before my brain did.

	Ole’s carefully positioned tripod toppled. He made a startled, high-pitched sound, wildly at odds with his usual stoicism. "Mit Kamera!" he cried in Danish, lunging to catch the expensive equipment before it hit the ground.

	"This is what I was warning you about," I shouted over the roar. "The Amber Warning isn’t just a forecast anymore. Pack up – we’re heading back before it gets worse."

	I watched everyone fumble with their camera bags, and it struck me: most of them weren’t here for the photography at all. Maybe Ole and Emily. But the rest just clung to their cameras like actors clutching props, ready to play out whatever private melodrama they’d brought to the island.

	We started back towards the bus, and the wind grew stronger with every step.

	The storm wasn’t on its way anymore. It had arrived.
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CHAPTER 7 
THE GARDEN

	The quiet in the empty kitchen was a relief after our windy walk back from the chapel. Everyone else had disappeared to their rooms – either to nurse wounded egos after the arguments, or simply to hide from the brewing storm and get some rest. I took the rare moment of solitude, filled the kettle and scooped out green tea leaves. The familiar ritual of making a cuppa steadied me in a house that was already starting to feel… crowded.

	While I waited for the water to boil, I checked the weather on my phone. The Met Office still had the Amber Warning up, and now it was set to last several more days. Not surprising, considering how dark the sky had been when we left Northton. The kettle clicked off. I poured steaming water over the leaves and breathed in the scent.

	A flicker of movement outside the kitchen window caught my eye. Someone was in Isla’s beloved walled garden. When I looked closer, I saw it was Jean-Luc. He wasn’t admiring the plants – he was hunting for something, with the focused panic of a man who’d misplaced something expensive.

	I watched him crouch, hold up leaves, and check them against pictures on his phone. He moved from plant to plant, frustration tightening his posture. The elegant history teacher looked anything but elegant, hunched over the herbs, plucking a leaf, crushing it between his fingers, and sniffing it like a questionable perfume sample.

	He kept glancing back at the house, as if expecting to be caught. At one point, he even dropped to his knees in the wet soil – a bold move for someone who’d earlier complained about a speck of ‘Scottish’ mud on his designer boots.

	Whatever he was looking for, he didn’t seem entirely sure he’d recognise it.

	Setting my tea down, I stepped outside. The air was heavy, the sky a dark slate, threatening a downpour.

	"Lost something, Jean-Luc?" I came up behind him.

	He almost dropped his phone as he spun round. For a moment, his usual look of superiority vanished, replaced by the expression of a man caught red-handed. Then he pasted on a smile that didn’t convince either of us.

	"Ah, Joana!" His French accent, usually charming, now sounded distinctly guilty. "I was just… looking for fresh mint for my tea. The teabags here are dreadful."

	I raised an eyebrow. "Mint?"

	"Yes, yes." He nodded far too enthusiastically and gestured towards the nearest plant. "This must be it, non?"

	The plant he indicated, with its woody stems and needle-like leaves, was unmistakably not mint.

	"That’s rosemary, Jean-Luc."

	His eyes narrowed slightly. "Of course it is." He swept a dismissive hand around the garden. "This chaotic Scottish planting scheme is impossible to navigate. In France, gardens have order. Purpose. Here? A jumble without reason."

	Isla’s garden was actually meticulously organised, with neat rows and clearly defined sections. His criticism was as off-base as his herb identification.

	I kept my tone mild, though I couldn't swallow a hint of sarcasm. "Am I right in thinking you don’t really know much about herbs?"

	Jean-Luc’s jaw tightened. "My expertise is historical context, not botany." He glanced at the plant-identification app on his phone, then slid it into his jacket pocket as if it had betrayed him.

	"But you were very interested in Northton," I said. "And now you’re out here on your knees." I nodded towards the soil-stained fabric. "This must be important research."

	The first big raindrop hit my nose. A second followed. Then the sky opened properly, as if it had been holding all day and finally lost patience.

	Jean-Luc looked up with a scowl as the rain plastered his carefully styled hair to his head. He muttered something in French that I was fairly sure wasn’t complimentary to Scottish weather.

	"Perhaps you’ll find your ‘mint’ tomorrow," I suggested, not bothering to hide my scepticism. "When it’s not pouring."

	The wind picked up, rattling the barn door. Jean-Luc’s expression soured further as rain soaked through his expensive shirt. Without another word, he hurried past me towards the house, shoulders hunched against the deluge.

	I stayed in the garden a moment longer, already drenched. What was he really looking for? Whatever it was, his desperation was obvious – and he’d been willing to ruin a pair of Berluti loafers to find it.

	Another gust nearly knocked me sideways. Time to retreat. As I turned to go, I looked back at Isla’s herb garden – neat rows, careful labels, and one man digging through it like he’d misplaced a winning lottery ticket.

	I wrung the water from my hair and went inside, still thinking about Jean-Luc’s frantic search as I headed upstairs for a hot shower.
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CHAPTER 8 
THE LOUNGE

	The wind rattled the sash windows, shaking the farmhouse with another burst of energy. Rain hammered the glass, and our landscape photography group drifted towards the fireplace, drinks in hand, trying to look cheerful. The firelight caught our faces, all shadows and tired eyes. Jean-Luc sat in the middle, looking as if the weather had singled him out for special punishment.

	Slowly swirling the amber liquid, he held the tumbler up to the firelight.  One sniff, and his face twisted. He jerked back, nose wrinkled. "Ah, I see. In Scotland, you drink what we in France call rustic."  He spat out the word as if it tasted of weedkiller.

	Isabella, perched on the edge of an armchair with her own drink still untouched, bristled. "At least it has character – unlike that sugary cognac you French call sophisticated."

	Jean-Luc’s eyebrows rose a fraction. "Bien sûr, the Italian speaks of sophistication. From which mediocre wine region does your family hail? Puglia? Where you grow grapes fit only for vinegar?"

	Isabella’s face flushed. "My family’s vineyard is in Tuscany, you ignorant frog. Our Brunello won international awards while your people were still drinking pond water!"

	"International awards?" Jean-Luc snorted. "Judged by Americans, no doubt. People who think cheese comes in aerosol cans."

	I tried to stop the French–Italian diplomatic incident by turning to Isabella. "I saw your blog, Isabella – your food photos are gorgeous. And your writing’s strong, too."

	She managed a smile, but it faded almost immediately. "Thank you, Joana. But… It’s hard." She gave a small shrug, as if brushing it off. "Every morning I check my followers. Up, down, up, down. There’s always someone new, posting the same tiramisu." She glanced away. "Some days I see the numbers and just want to give up. This is how I pay the bills! If I pause for a moment, I’m out."

	I nodded, trying to look sympathetic rather than relieved that I’d never tried full-time content creation. "It’s a crowded field, but your work really stands out." Not entirely a fib – Brian himself had said her photos made him hungry.

	Encouraged, Isabella launched into her next plan. "I’ve got a new concept: a series of recipes with wild ingredients – ancient herbs, roots, seaweeds, moss… It will be perfect, no? My followers will love it. Back to nature, sustainable, very on-trend. The Outer Hebrides – they are like a gold mine for stories like this!"

	"I can help!" Brian cut in, clutching a glass of neon fizz that shimmered with artificial colour and sugar. "I know all the quirkiest zero food-waste hacks. Super trendy! Like Pasta al Biscotto with Oreo crumbs – genius. Or a dip made from Irn-Bru," he lifted his glass, "and Marmite. Unbeatable on sourdough."

	Brian meant well. Brian also shouldn’t be allowed near recipes without supervision.

	With one decisive gesture, Isabella cut him off. Oreos and fizzy orange pop weren’t exactly her vision. Her eyes flicked to Jean-Luc, who was nursing his drink and sat quietly, probably only pausing to gather strength for his next argument.

	"I tried asking that… that Frenchman about historic herbs." She said it like it hurt her tongue. "He’s a history teacher, yes? But he just yelled at me – in French! Mio Dio…"

	I opened my mouth to defend Jean-Luc – French passion could sound sometimes like a row, and half the words got lost in translation anyway – but Isabella shook her head.

	"All he does is insult me. If he actually knows any ancient recipes, he never shares them. He even said I’d end up poisoning my readers with herbs I don’t understand." She stopped for a moment to let it sink in. "He threatened to tell people, to warn them, and make me lose followers."

	For all the theatrics, she wasn’t completely wrong: Jean-Luc hardly seemed like a willing collaborator. I tried a different angle. "Why not talk to Isla? She’s got that huge herb garden. She might know secret MacLeod family remedies – perfect for your new series."

	Isabella’s face lit again. "Sì, sì – bella idea! I’ll ask her – subito – the moment she’s back!"

	Across the room, Lachlan hadn’t taken his eyes off the doorway, plainly waiting for Isla to appear. He’d already drained two large whiskies, the empty glasses lined up on the side table like trophies.

	Jean-Luc followed his gaze and smirked. "Our Scottish businessman awaits his lady love. How tragic." He raised his voice just enough for the whole room to catch it. "Tell me, Monsieur Stewart – does your wife know you spend your evenings mooning over our hostess?"

	Lachlan’s head snapped round, his eyes glittering in the firelight. "I’d be careful if I were you." The words came out sharp with whisky and anger. "Very careful indeed."

	"Or what?" Jean-Luc’s smile thinned. "You’ll attack me with a bolt of tweed?"

	In the corner, Ole had claimed a small table and turned it into a workstation. Each lens, filter and attachment sat in a perfect grid, like surgical instruments awaiting use. Even his microfibre cloths were folded into neat squares, his cleaning bottles lined up and facing forward, labels aligned.

	Jean-Luc, apparently bored with tormenting Lachlan, wandered over. Without warning, he brushed several items aside to make room for his drink and set the glass down with a smug little thud.

	Ole froze.

	His gaze locked on the shifted pieces. "My organisation system," he said, very softly at first, then louder as panic crept in. "You have destroyed it. The sequence was calculated for cleaning efficiency."

	Jean-Luc shrugged. "It’s just camera equipment. Don’t get in a state over nothing."

	Ole’s hands hovered above the scattered kit, trembling, as if his brain couldn’t decide where to begin repairing the damage. His breathing turned shallow and rapid. A flush rose up his neck. "This is… this is…" He swallowed hard, eyes fixed on Jean-Luc now, not the lenses. "Unbearable."

	The door opened, letting in a rush of cold air and the sound of the rain turning up yet another notch. Isla stepped inside, slightly damp but still calm and collected.

	The change in Jean-Luc was instantaneous. The hard set of his face melted into a warm smile. He straightened, rolled his shoulders back, and moved towards her like he’d been waiting for his cue.

	"Ah, Isla! You’ve joined us at last." He stepped forward and took her hand as if greeting royalty. "We were just discussing the fascinating history of island herb cultivation. Your knowledge on the subject is unparalleled, I’m sure."

	Isla blinked, caught off guard by the welcome. "Was that before or after you insulted my whisky? I heard everything from outside." Her mouth twitched. She recovered quickly, smoothing her tone. "Still, I know the French palate is a bit more delicate than ours. No harm done."

	Jean-Luc flicked a hand as if the whole thing were beneath him. "A simple misunderstanding.”

	He took her arm and guided her to the sideboard, where he poured a drink. "Surely you can show me your herb garden? The heritage plants. I’m interested in their history."

	Isla’s smile tightened, and she eased her arm out of his hand. The dark circles under her eyes were a clear sign that the storm was getting to her. Or the company. Probably both.

	"Maybe later," she said.

	"Isla  – " Isabella cut in, suddenly there, stepping neatly into the gap between them as if she’d been waiting for an opening. Jean-Luc had to rock back a half-step to avoid being elbowed by a whirlwind of enthusiasm.

	"Excuse me!" Isabella planted herself directly in front of Isla, all bright eyes and urgent hands. "I need to speak with you about your herbs. For my new series – authentic island recipes, ancient ingredients." Her words came faster with every breath. "My followers will adore it. And if I feature your retreat properly – the garden, the food, the story – you will get guests. Paying guests."

	At that, Isla’s expression flickered – the tiniest crack in her composure.

	Jean-Luc’s face contorted with indignation. "Madame, I was in the middle of a conversation. Your manners are as refined as your nation’s undercooked pasta."

	"It can wait," Isabella snapped without even turning to look at him. "My readers – hundreds of thousands – would be fascinated by your family’s herb traditions. Imagine: Golden View Retreat. Real island life. Real recipes." She edged closer to Isla, voice dropping into something persuasive. "I can make this place visible."

	"I was asking first," Jean-Luc hissed, attempting to reclaim his position. He moved to Isla’s other side, his smile now strained to breaking point. "For historical purposes, of course."

	"Historical?" Isabella scoffed. "What does a Frenchman know about Scottish herbs? My grandmother was a herbalist, you know. I have actual expertise."

	I watched the bizarre tug-of-war with fascination. They were practically fighting over Isla like children. I caught Brian’s eye across the room. He mouthed Yikes, and I couldn’t help but agree.

	Isla blinked rapidly, clearly taken aback by their intensity. Then she regained control of her expression.

	"That’s quite enough." Isla’s voice cut cleanly through their bickering. "I’m not conducting garden tours in the middle of a storm." She glanced between them with a dismissive flick of her eyes. Then she looked around the room and quickly picked up on the tense mood. "I see you’re all having a marvellous time."

	The sarcasm landed neatly, making us feel like badly behaved guests in someone else’s house – which, of course, we were.

	Duke, who’d been sitting quietly in an armchair, sprang to his feet. "Hey – how about another round of drinks? Jean-Luc, can I get you something?" His forced enthusiasm tried to ease the tension. "Maybe try my gin? I brought a bottle from my distillery."

	"Your American mouthwash?" Jean-Luc’s smile lingered, but the warmth he’d saved for Isla curdled into a sly sneer. "I think not. Though I’m sure it’s very… inventive. Like putting ketchup on a fine steak."

	Duke’s smile faltered for a beat before he recovered. "Well, the offer stands. Anyone else? Emily? Brian?"

	Needing air that wasn’t laced with spite, I muttered, "Excuse me," and slipped past Brian, claiming the loo.

	I stayed in there longer than necessary, grateful for the blessed silence. This group wasn’t what I’d hoped for. My workshops were usually a bit chaotic, yes, but in a fun way – people bonding over bad weather and shared frustration, not sharpening knives over whisky and herbs. I stared at the tiled wall and tried to work out what I, as the person supposedly in charge, could do to stop everyone behaving like they’re paid extras in a drama.

	After a good ten minutes, I gave up on any profound leadership breakthrough and went back into the hallway. The storm sounded louder out here.

	As I passed the corridor leading to the back door, I noticed Jean-Luc alone by a window. He hadn’t seen me. His attention was fixed on the herb garden, barely visible in the dark except for a small patch lit by the kitchen window.

	"I won’t leave this Scottish rock without it," he muttered to himself. "I’m sure it’s somewhere out there. And I will find it."

	He turned abruptly. I slipped back into the bathroom before he could spot me.

	Jean-Luc wasn’t here for photography. Or Scottish history. He was searching for something he clearly considered worth braving the weather for. And important enough for Isla to look like she’d rather lock the garden gate than offer a tour.

	And he wasn’t the only one with botanical ambitions. Isabella was just as hungry for "ancient remedies" and wild ingredients to feed her audience.

	A French–Italian territorial dispute was exactly what this storm-trapped workshop didn’t need.

	OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 9 
THE SHADOWS

	Sleep was a lost cause. The storm kept battering the old farmhouse. Gusts of wind found invisible gaps in the window frames, creating a chilling, ever-shifting whistle that provided an eerie soundtrack to the night. I'd given up counting sheep around midnight and moved on to counting ways I might murder Brian if his snoring in the next room didn't stop. I was settling on method seventeen – suffocation via a dense photography manual – when I registered the silence. In hindsight, it must have stopped minutes earlier. My relief lasted exactly long enough to burrow into my blanket before a sudden, desperate knock sat me bolt upright.

	I fumbled for my phone and squinted at the screen: 1:24 AM. Brilliant.

	The knocking came again, more insistent. I wrapped my dressing gown around me and opened the door to find Brian in his vegan-leather slippers and a T-shirt that declared "Powered by Plants."

	He caught my wrist and tugged me into the hallway. "There's something you need to see," he whispered, eyes wide enough that I could see their white in the dark. "Now!"

	"Brian, it's the middle of the night."

	"I heard something." He glanced dramatically down the corridor. "Something important."

	I leaned against the doorframe, fighting a yawn. "Unless it's the late Queen announcing she's actually alive and taking up landscape photography, I'm going back to bed."

	"I went downstairs for some of Isla's vegan shortbread – "

	"At one in the morning?"

	He looked slightly embarrassed. "Creativity-induced hunger doesn't follow a schedule, Jo." He gave my sleeve another tug. "Anyway, I heard voices on the terrace. Jean-Luc and Duke were having a proper row."

	"Jean-Luc argues with everyone," I said. "He'd pick a fight with his own reflection for looking at him wrong." I started to close the door. "Goodnight, Brian."

	He wedged his foot in the gap. "This was different. They were arguing about money, business or something like that." He swallowed. "Duke looked desperate. Then they spotted me. I pretended I was just after a midnight snack and hadn't heard anything, but they both looked… scary. Like I'd walked in on something I wasn't meant to see." Brian had that familiar expression – equal parts melodrama and triumph – the one he got whenever he decided he'd uncovered a conspiracy and only he was brave enough to panic about it properly.

	I sighed. Between the storm and Brian's nocturnal drama, sleep was already a distant memory anyway. "Fine. Where are they now?"

	"Jean-Luc’s still out there. On the terrace." Brian was already moving towards the stairs. "Come on."

	We crept along the landing to the small window at the end of the corridor, the one overlooking the back terrace and the garden where I’d seen Jean-Luc earlier. The rain had eased, but the wind was still howling. Clouds scudded across the sky, occasionally parting to let a three-quarter moon spill silver-blue light over the garden before swallowing it again.

	Jean-Luc was indeed on the terrace, pacing. Even from this distance, it was obvious he was nervous. His hair was wild from the wind. He checked his watch, then flicked his gaze back to the house.

	"Where’s Duke?" I whispered.

	Brian shrugged.

	Jean-Luc stopped and stared at something we couldn’t see. A moment later, Isla slipped out of the shadows by the kitchen door, wrapping a thick woollen shawl tight against the wind. Her copper hair whipped across her face.

	As always, the moment he saw Isla – or rather, the moment he realised Isla could see him – Jean-Luc transformed. The misery drained away, and that winning smile clicked into place.

	"Would you look at that," Brian breathed. "The French cobra retracts his fangs."

	Jean-Luc stepped forward and took Isla’s hands. The wind was so loud that we couldn’t hear their words. It didn’t matter, though. The way he leaned in and looked at her said it all. 

	"You didn’t witness a row," I murmured. "You interrupted the prelude to a romantic – if stormy – moonlit date."

	Brian pressed his nose to the glass. "But what about Duke?"

	"Probably blundered into Jean-Luc at the wrong moment," I said. "And got ushered away so Jean-Luc could have Isla to himself." I watched Jean-Luc gesture towards the garden. "Look – he’s using the night as an excuse to get her to show him the herbs."

	Jean-Luc slid a hand to the small of Isla’s back, steering her towards the walled garden. He was hopelessly underdressed for a Hebridean storm, in a light jumper that fluttered in the wind. Isla hesitated, then let herself be guided, tugging her shawl tighter as they headed for the garden gate.

	"He’s been after her garden all day," I whispered. "First pretending academic interest, now romantic interest."

	"Maybe he just really likes plants," Brian offered, sounding unconvinced even as he said it.

	"He doesn’t know rosemary from mint," I said. "Either he’s the world’s worst teacher, or–"

	A beam of light sliced across the far side of the yard and cut me off. We both pressed closer to the window, trying to work out where it was coming from. A figure emerged from the shadows, hunched against the wind and heading for the stables. In a brief wash of moonlight, I caught Ole Holm’s unmistakably rigid posture. He carried what looked like a tool bag or belt in one hand and a torch in his other.

	We watched in silence as Ole reached the stable door, glanced around, then slipped inside. The door clicked shut.

	"What on earth is our Danish engineer doing in the stables at midnight with a tool kit?" I whispered.

	Brian lifted one shoulder. "Maybe he’s just… fixing his tripod? You know how particular he is."

	"In the stables? In a storm?" I shook my head. "None of this feels right."

	Brian stepped back from the window, his face bright with excitement and tight with nerves. "I knew something was off about this place as soon as we got here. It feels like we’re on a murder-mystery weekend, but nobody told us!" He jabbed a finger at me. "Did you actually book the right package with Isla? Maybe you clicked on the mystery one instead of the photography one."

	I rubbed my eyes. I was exhausted, and Brian was winding himself up.

	He paused only long enough for another dramatic inhale, then fired his final volley. "It’s all your fault! May I remind you that the last time we wanted to take ‘only photos’ in Scotland, a drone killer nearly murdered us?" He stared at me as if I’d booked it as an optional extra. "Why can’t you just travel like an ordinary person?"

	With that, he turned and stomped upstairs, presumably towards the warmth of his bed and a world that understood him. His muffled complaint drifted back down the corridor: "My mother warned me about women like her."

	I stayed by the window a moment longer. The garden had vanished into storm-darkness; even the terrace was just a smear of black and silver. I was turning away – finally towards my own bed – when I spotted Isabella.

	In the kitchen.

	Her gaze was fixed on the herb garden, tracking Jean-Luc and Isla’s midnight adventure just as Brian and I had done. But unlike us, Isabella didn’t look startled. She looked desperate. Her palm pressed so hard against the glass I thought it might crack.

	It seemed sleep had abandoned everyone in our workshop that night.
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CHAPTER 10 
THE DINNER

	The next day, the Amber Warning had gone from an abstract forecast to our very loud, very wet reality, trapping us together and steadily souring the mood. We spent the day in the converted barn, trudging through Photoshop tips while the wind flung itself at the roof.

	At dinner, I overheard a few surprised remarks about how quickly the weather turned in the Hebrides, but I kept my I told you so to myself. It wouldn’t have helped. Instead, I focused on my bowl of vegetable stew, which Peggy had somehow produced despite the scheduled food delivery being cancelled.

	"Is nobody going to mention that we might actually die here?" Brian pushed his stew around his bowl. "This storm could literally blow us into the Atlantic, and no one would find our bodies for weeks."

	"Oh, please, Brian." I nudged his foot under the table. "The farmhouse has stood for at least two centuries. I’m fairly confident it can survive one more night."

	Thunder cracked overhead, and the lights flickered. Ole Holm’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. "This is what happens when electrical infrastructure is designed by people who prioritise kettles over safety." He gestured towards the ceiling with his fork. "No wonder you need a separate switch on every socket. With wiring like this, you’d electrocute yourselves otherwise."

	Emily, beside Brian, flinched as another thunderclap shook the windows. "Do you think it will affect the wildlife? I was hoping to photograph some seabirds tomorrow."

	"If this keeps up, you’ll be photographing them in Reykjavík." Brian checked his phone for the thousandth time. "Still no signal, in case anyone’s wondering. We’re officially cut off from civilisation."

	Isabella threw her hands up dramatically. "No Wi-Fi either! How am I supposed to update my blog? My followers expect daily content. Photos of Hebridean herbs! New recipes! They’ll think I’m dead!"

	Jean-Luc gave a harsh little laugh. "Your followers might even be grateful for a break from all the photos of… What was it today? Wet grass? Soggy oats?"

	Colour rose in Isabella’s cheeks. "You think this is funny? This blog is how I make a living!"

	Jean-Luc twirled his wineglass, studying the red liquid as if it might offer him inspiration. "Food photos? I wouldn’t call that a real job. Maybe in Italy, taking pictures of pasta and weeds counts as a profession." His smile sharpened. "But you’re right about one thing: it is your living." He leaned in just slightly, voice dropping with deliberate control. "Which makes it terribly fragile."

	Isabella stared at him. "What are you saying?"

	"I’m saying," Jean-Luc went on, lightly, as if discussing the weather, "that a single well-placed concern can destroy you. One comment – anonymous, of course – about you encouraging people to forage herbs you don’t understand. A whisper that you are irresponsible. Dangerous. That you’ll poison some poor follower for likes." He watched her flinch and looked pleased by it. "Sponsors disappear. Collaborations evaporate. Your precious numbers fall off a cliff. And you won’t even know where the rot started."

	Isabella shot to her feet and slopped wine across the white tablecloth. "And if I were you," she hissed, voice shaking with fury, "I’d be careful you wake up at all!"

	I caught Isabella’s arm and steered her back into her chair before she could launch herself across the table. She drew a long breath, then gave me an apologetic smile that didn’t reach her eyes. "Sorry, Joana. But he’s just too much."

	I couldn’t say she was wrong.

	Lachlan refilled his whisky glass for the third time, his eyes tracking Isla as she moved between the kitchen and the table. "Perhaps being disconnected from the world for a while would do us all good." His Scottish burr thickened with each pour. "Force us to face what’s right in front of us."

	Jean-Luc’s eyebrow lifted. "Some things are better left alone, I think. Especially when they’re not yours to face." He aimed the words at Lachlan like a dart.

	Mildred set her phone next to her water glass. I was fairly sure she’d hit record. "You know, my late husband always said a good storm clears the air. Though he was usually talking about arguments, not the weather."

	Duke laughed, though it sounded more like an attempt to chase off the gloom than anything genuine. "Well, this storm’s gonna have to pull a double shift to clear the air in this room!" He turned to Isla, who was tearing bread and setting it down. "And hey – seriously – the food is incredible. You could open a place in Seattle and absolutely make a killing."

	Isla’s smile was tight but pleased. "Thank you, Duke. At least someone appreciates the effort of cooking during a storm."

	That was when I noticed Jean-Luc slip a hand into his pocket and pull out a crumpled scrap of paper. For a moment he looked genuinely surprised. He unfolded it below the table edge, keeping it carefully out of sight. As he read, something flickered across his face – brief, unmistakable triumph.

	Mildred didn’t even pretend not to be nosy. She leaned in, craning her neck. Jean-Luc immediately turned his shoulder, shielding the note with his body. Mildred’s mouth pinched into a pout, but I saw her slide her phone under the table and angle it towards him.

	Was she taking a photo?

	Jean-Luc folded the paper again and kept it hidden in his hand. His eyes went straight to Isla, who was standing with her back to us, busy at the stove. His mouth curved into a small, secret smile.

	"This storm really is quite extraordinary," he announced suddenly, pushing his chair back.

	I watched him stand and take his expensive waterproof jacket from the hook by the door. He slipped the note into one of the pockets.

	My fork clattered into my bowl. "Where on earth are you going in this weather?" Right on cue, the wind howled through the window frame.

	Jean-Luc buttoned his jacket. "I need to make an urgent phone call. Business matters cannot wait, even for nature’s tantrums. Perhaps outside the signal will be better."

	Brian snorted into his stew. "Trust me, I’ve checked. Unless you’ve got a satellite phone hidden in those designer pockets, you’re out of luck."

	"Nevertheless, I must try." Jean-Luc's tone was dismissive. He moved towards the back door, then paused with his hand on the latch, looking over his shoulder as if he couldn’t resist a final jab. "You Scots boast about your rugged landscape and challenging weather, but you cannot maintain a simple mobile network the moment a tiny breeze blows through. In France, our infrastructure is built to last – not surrender to the first hint of adversity."

	He pulled the door open, and the storm punched its way in – raw wind and icy rain, a violent gust that sent napkins skittering and candle flames snapping sideways. Before anyone could respond, Jean-Luc stepped out into the darkness. The wind snatched the door and slammed it shut behind him with a bang that made Emily jump.

	"Bloody madman." Lachlan reached for the whisky bottle again. "He’ll be blown straight back to Paris if he’s not careful."

	Isla watched the door for a moment longer than necessary, then turned back to the stove. Her shoulders had lost their usual easy slope.

	Brian caught my eye, eyebrows raised in silent inquiry. I shrugged, the universal signal for 'your guess is as good as mine.'

	Jean-Luc’s departure had all the subtlety of amateur theatre: the dramatic note, the practised smile for Isla, and a flimsy excuse about braving a storm that sounded ready to peel the slate from the roof.

	I couldn’t begin to guess what he was up to.
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CHAPTER 11 
THE BLACKOUT

	Dinner was over, but the plates still sat on the table, abandoned. Conversation thinned into the sort of silence you only get when people have argued too much to keep pretending they’re fine. Duke gave it one last go – some upbeat little story about his dog back home – but it died somewhere between the bread basket and Lachlan’s stare. A couple of polite smiles, then nothing. In the end, even Duke gave up and sat quietly, sipping his gin and watching the candle flame shiver in the draught.

	Emily, at least, looked like she’d found a use for the weather. She pushed back her chair and reached for her camera bag, eyes flicking to the window as another gust rattled the frame. "I’m going to grab a few shots of the clouds," she said. "They’re moving so fast – it’ll look incredible."

	"You’ve seen the Amber Warning, right?" I was concerned that another guest from my workshop wanted to put themselves at risk. "Stay close to the farmhouse."

	"I will." She tugged on her jacket and shoved her hair out of her face. "Five minutes. Ten. I’ll be sensible."

	Brian half-rose. "I’ll come with – "

	She shook her head before he could finish. "Honestly, stay in. Have some more dessert." Her gaze slid around the table. "It’s a bit… sticky in here. I’d like some time alone with my camera."

	I was fairly sure she didn’t just mean the air. She needed space from all the tension, and I couldn't blame her.

	Once she’d gone, I caught Brian by the sleeve and tugged him closer. "This workshop is a disaster," I muttered. "We’re running a photography workshop where almost no one cares about f-stops or composition. They’re all here playing their own private games."

	Brian’s mouth twitched. "You’re only just realising this? Emily’s the only one who’s taken a proper photo since we arrived." He nodded towards the barn, a dark shape beyond the rain-streaked window. "Maybe we can salvage something. An evening talk – show some of your Harris and Lewis images, get people excited about what they could capture tomorrow. If the storm clears."

	I sighed as the lights flickered once, then steadied. "If we still have electricity."

	Isabella pushed her plate away with a theatrical little shudder. She’d barely touched it. "This noise is unbearable. I’m getting a migraine." She pressed her fingertips to her temples as another gust rattled the window. "The Frenchman’s shouting, this storm… I appreciate passion, but it should have beauty and dignity. This is just… brutish."

	Duke attempted a grin. "Like Scottish cooking compared to Italian?" He tried to be funny but failed.

	Isabella didn’t even dignify him with a look. She rose, collecting herself like a tragic opera heroine. "I must lie down in a dark room immediately. If anyone needs me – which I doubt – please don’t knock." Then she swept upstairs.

	The lights flickered again, longer this time. Ole's face pinched with alarm.

	"The voltage is unstable," he announced. "Power grid performance: unsatisfactory." He pushed back his chair. "I must disconnect my camera charging station before the surge destroys my batteries."

	"I’m sure your equipment will be fine – " I began, but Ole was already striding towards the door.

	"Unacceptable risk," he called over his shoulder. "Thirty-eight percent probability of catastrophic failure."

	As the door shut behind him, Brian nudged my elbow. "Think he actually has a charging station, or is that just his version of ‘I need some alone time’?"

	"With Ole?"  I glanced at the door he'd disappeared through. "Hard to tell where the equipment ends and the man begins."

	Lachlan had been quiet, the whisky doing most of his socialising for him. Now he pushed back his chair with a scrape and reached across the table for the half-empty bottle as if it belonged to him by right.

	"I think I’ll call it a night," he said, already working the cork loose again. "This deserves proper appreciation. Somewhere without… all this." His gaze slid, inevitably, to Isla. "Unless you fancy a dram. Just you and me. Five minutes. For old times’ sake."

	Isla didn’t move. She just stared at him until the smile on his face began to look like effort. "I’m busy, Lachlan. The storm requires attention."

	"Aye," he said, and there was a bitter edge under the whisky. "It always did with you. Something always needed fixing more than I did." He tucked the bottle under his arm, unsteady but stubborn, and walked out without waiting for an answer.

	"You should phone your wife," Isla called after him, sharp enough to cut through the wind rattling the panes. "Maybe she’d appreciate a wee bit of attention!"

	A beat of silence followed.

	Even Duke felt the tension rising. "Okay. Wow. I’m going to grab a sweater; it’s getting cold in here." He rubbed his arms and gave the room a smile that didn’t quite work. "Does anyone need anything while I’m up?"

	Nobody did. He gave a little half-salute and headed upstairs.

	Isla exhaled through her nose, wiped her hands on her apron, and seemed to switch back into practical mode. "I should check the upstairs windows. The east bedrooms always rattle loose in a gale." She glanced at me. "Use the lounge if you want somewhere more comfortable."

	As she moved off, I realised I hadn’t seen Carson since before dinner. "Has anyone seen the handyman?"

	Peggy, already stacking plates, didn’t look up. "Carson? He’ll be out there somewhere, tying things down. He always disappears when the weather turns nasty – then comes back as if nothing happened."

	That left just Brian and me at the table with Mildred, who’d produced knitting needles and yarn from her seemingly bottomless bag.

	"I always knit during storms," she said, catching my glance. "Steadies the nerves. Arthur used to say I could knit through the apocalypse and still count stitches." Her needles clicked in a calm, determined rhythm. "Though I must say, this storm is testing even my concentration."

	Right on cue, the wind rose into a higher pitch, and thunder cracked so close the windows shuddered. The lights flickered once, twice – then died.

	The farmhouse dropped into absolute darkness. Not cosy darkness. The thick, disorienting kind that makes you forget where the table ends and your knees begin.

	"Blimey!" Brian yelped, his leg knocking hard against the underside of the table.

	Mildred’s needles clattered to the floor. "Oh!" she said sharply, then gathered herself with brisk dignity. "Well. This is rather inconvenient. Arthur always said I should pack emergency candles." A pause. "One must keep calm, mustn’t one?"

	"I don’t have candles, but – " I fumbled for my phone and clicked on the torch. The beam caught Mildred’s face and the glint of yarn trailing down to the floor.

	A low mechanical hum vibrated up through the boards as the emergency generator kicked in. A few dim, yellowish lights fluttered back to life – enough to turn the room from blind panic to uneasy half-seeing.

	"See? Nothing to worry about. The generator's working." I tried to sound reassuring, though my heart was still racing.

	Peggy appeared from the scullery, her face eerily lit by her phone torch. "The generator only powers the essential circuits – some lights, the refrigerator, and the water pump."

	"Better than nothing," Brian muttered, still gripping the edge of the table.

	Peggy looked around the room, frowning. "Where’s everyone gone? You’d think they’d come back when the lights – "

	She didn’t finish, because something else sliced through the storm’s howl: a shrill, panicked whinny that raised the hairs on my arms.

	I knew that sound. Pure fear.

	"The horses," I said, already moving. My chair scraped back. "Something’s wrong in the stables."

	Brian grabbed my arm. "Are you serious? You want to go out in this? The wind might just sweep us all away!"

	"Those horses could injure themselves if they’re panicking." I shook him off, already reaching for coats. "Someone needs to check on them."

	The kitchen door burst open, Emily stumbled in, soaked through, hair plastered to her head, tripod clenched in one hand, and her camera bag bouncing against her chest. As the door swung wide, the screaming from the stables surged louder, raw and frantic.

	"This isn’t just the thunder," she said, breathless. "What on earth is happening?"
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CHAPTER 12 
THE STALL

	I grabbed my waterproof jacket from the peg by the door. "Brian, let’s go!" I shouted, and when he hesitated, I lobbed his jacket at his chest. Peggy was already hauling herself into her wellies, her face set with determination despite the fear she couldn’t quite hide. The horses’ screams cut through the house – sharp and frantic – even over the wind.

	Brian fought with his zip. "I’m a photographer, not a horse whisperer! What exactly are we supposed to do with panicking half-tonne animals?"

	"Just move." I snatched a torch from the drawer by the door. "They’re shut in their boxes. If they’re worked up enough, they’ll hurt themselves."

	I turned to Emily and Mildred, hovering uncertainly in the dim, yellowy emergency light. "You two stay here. No point in everyone getting drenched."

	Mildred clutched her knitting needles to her chest. "Be careful, dear. My late husband’s cousin was kicked by a horse in Cheltenham. Never quite the same afterwards."

	"Encouraging," Brian muttered, finally winning the battle with his zip.

	We pushed open the kitchen door and stepped straight into the storm. Rain came at us sideways, the wind tugged at our sleeves, and every so often a flash of lightning split the darkness.

	"Joana! Wait!"

	I turned to see Isla running towards us from the hallway. Her hair was plastered dark against her head, water streaming down her neck and into her collar. She couldn't have just been checking windows upstairs as she'd claimed – she'd been outside.

	"I heard the horses!" she shouted over the gale.

	We had no time for questions now; I'd save asking her what she'd been doing for later. We pushed on, every step a fight. Brian slipped in the mud and swore as he lurched upright again. My torch beam jittered over the yard, catching brief glimpses: flying grit, whipping ropes, a gate banging somewhere out of sight.

	We reached the stables. The wooden door rattled in the wind, and I had to lean my weight against it to get inside. We slipped into the corridor, out of the worst of the weather. The emergency lighting was dimmer here than in the house, casting a yellowish light over the straw and the trail of wet footprints.

	"What’s got the horses so worked up?" Brian wiped his nose with the back of his hand. "Besides the obvious apocalypse outside."

	"Horses sense things." Isla pushed past me, voice tight. "They know when something’s wrong."

	I swept the torch beam along the corridor. On a peg near the first box hung Jean-Luc’s expensive waterproof jacket, still dripping from the sleeves. So he’d made it here, at least.

	"That’s Jean-Luc’s," I said, the light catching the glossy fabric. "He must be in here somewhere."

	"Maybe he’s trying to calm them?" Peggy’s gaze flicked towards the boxes.

	Brian let out a short laugh. "The man is the opposite of calming."

	Isla was already moving, checking each door, peering through gaps. "Jean-Luc? Are you here?"

	I followed, the torch beam skittering as my hand shook in the draught. The first three boxes held horses in varying degrees of panic – one pacing in tight circles, another pressed hard to the back wall, ears pinned flat.

	Then we reached the fourth.

	The horse inside was in a full frenzy, kicking the walls and screaming that same terrible sound we’d heard from the house – not just startled, but terrified.

	My torch landed on the lower bolt. A thin splinter of wood had been shoved in at an angle, wedged tight to stop the bolt sliding back. When I leaned closer, I recognised it – the sort of kindling we kept by the dining-room fireplace.

	"It’s bolted from the outside," I called. "And it’s jammed." I rattled the wood. "I think Jean-Luc’s locked in there with a panicked horse."

	Isla rushed to my side, her face washed pale in the torchlight. "Oh God – open it. The horse could trample him."

	I hauled at the bolt. The wood held fast. "It won’t budge!"

	Something shifted at the far end of the corridor. I swung the torch, and Carson’s face snapped into view – grim, wet, and suddenly there. I hadn’t heard him come in at all. One moment, he wasn’t in the stable; the next, he was.

	"Carson!" Isla’s voice cracked. "Help us – Jean-Luc’s trapped inside!"

	Carson didn’t answer. He stepped in, clamped both hands around the bolt, and wrenched. The splinter cracked. The bolt slid back with a jolt. He eased the door open – not wide, just enough for someone to slip through.

	I angled the torch into the gap.

	The beam caught a still shape in the straw, too still. Jean-Luc’s clothes were smeared and rumpled. Above him, the horse was still thrashing, hooves striking the boards with a dull, frantic boom.

	One look was all it took.

	I caught Isla’s arm as she lurched forward. "Don’t. Isla – don’t look. He’s gone."

	Her breath hitched. "No… This can’t – " Her eyes flicked to the door, to the gap, trying to make sense of it. "It’s… it’s a horrible accident. But why – "

	"Isla." I lifted the torch to the splinter still clinging to the bolt. "The door was jammed from the outside. This wasn’t an accident."

	Carson slipped inside the box. He spoke low and steady to the horse in what sounded like Gaelic, his usual gruffness replaced by something calm and practised. The animal’s panic didn’t vanish, but it eased – enough for him to guide it out. Isla took the reins with shaking hands, murmuring to it as if the sound of her voice might hold the world together.

	Brian had gone pale. "Is he really…?"

	I nodded.

	Then I pulled the door as close as I could as if that plank of wood could undo what we’d just seen.

	Peggy’s voice was thin. "But… why would someone lock him in with a panicked horse?" She swiped at her cheeks, though the tears kept coming, leaving streaks on her skin.

	"Because someone wanted him dead," I said quietly.

	I went to Jean-Luc’s jacket, still dripping on its peg. My fingers slipped into the pocket and brushed something hard and slick – his phone. I left it where it was. The other pocket held a crumpled scrap of paper, damp at the edges.

	I unfolded it and held my torch steady over the smeared but legible words.

	Meet me in the stables. I have the plant. – I.

	I turned to Isla, keeping my voice low. "Did you write this?"

	Her eyes locked on the paper with shock. "No. That’s not my handwriting. I would never – "

	The stable door slammed open, stopping her mid-sentence. Duke stood in the doorway, rainwater running off his jacket, eyes wide. Ole, Lachlan, and Isabella followed, drawn by the noise and confusion.

	"We heard yelling," Duke called over the wind. His usual easy confidence had vanished. "Is everyone okay? What happened?"

	I looked at the people gathering in the doorway, then at the horse boxes, then at the splintered bolt.

	Jean-Luc had been lured here by a message. Someone had jammed the door from the outside. Someone had chosen a panicked animal as their weapon and dressed it up as an accident.

	My thumb folded the note once, twice, almost by instinct. Then I realised what I was doing – pocketing something that might matter later, something the police would call evidence.

	A flicker of doubt slowed me, but I pushed the note deep into my jacket pocket. I could always hand it over to the police when the time came. My fingerprints were already pressed into the paper, so there was no turning back.

	"No," I said, and my voice sounded oddly calm. "Everything is very far from okay. Jean-Luc is dead."

	Shock rippled through them – a sharp intake of breath, a hand flying to a mouth, a step backwards. And on one face, for the briefest moment, I thought I saw something else – not grief, not horror, but the flicker of relief before it was smothered.

	In that instant, the storm outside felt almost irrelevant.

	A killer was among us.
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CHAPTER 13 
THE HOT TODDY

	Rain blurred the walk back to the farmhouse, shock settling over us like another layer of wet clothing. No one bothered with conversation. Isla’s face gave nothing away. Brian hovered at my elbow, uncharacteristically silent. Behind us, Duke, Ole, Lachlan, and Isabella trudged in a huddled line, hoods pulled low, hats dripping. Carson alone looked unchanged, as if he’d been carved from the same stone as the island itself.

	The kitchen lights hit me in the face after the stable’s gloom, making me blink. At least the power was back.

	Emily and Mildred looked up from their tea. Their relief faded as they took in our sodden clothes and faces.

	"What in the world happened?" Mildred half rose. "Were the horses loose?"

	I looked at Brian. He swallowed, shook his head, and stayed silent. That left it to me. I’ve never been very good at delivering bad news. I’d rather let the camera do the talking.

	"Jean-Luc’s dead," I said at last. "In the stables. The horse…" I couldn’t make myself finish.

	Mildred made a thin, strangled sound and gripped the edge of the table.

	Emily, however, didn’t react the way I expected. She didn’t gasp. Didn’t put a hand to her mouth. She simply went very still. Her gaze sharpened, flicking briefly to my torch, then to our faces.

	"Dead?" She asked. Then, after a beat: "How? And when?"

	The questions were calm. Oddly… clinical.

	"Someone trapped him with a spooked horse in the middle of that storm,” I said, keeping my eyes on her face. "You were out there. Did you spot anyone near the stables? Or hear anything odd?"

	She shook her head once. "The wind was so loud. I stayed on the porch the whole time – nowhere near the stables."

	Mildred’s teacup clattered against its saucer. "Murdered? Here? But that’s  – "

	"Impossible?" Isla’s voice cracked.

	She stood in the doorway, water pooling around her boots. Her hair hung in damp ropes, her eyes too wide and not quite focused.

	"Nothing is impossible in this house," she said, the words coming out raw. "Not even murder."

	Her gaze skittered around the room and snagged on Lachlan at the sideboard, pouring himself a generous whisky. Something in her expression hardened.

	"You." She jabbed a trembling finger at him. "You did this."

	Lachlan turned slowly; whisky slopped over the rim of his glass. "What are you talking about?"

	"Get away from me!" Isla’s voice pitched higher, close to breaking. "You did this – I know you did! You couldn’t stand the thought of me with him, could you? Couldn’t bear to see someone else – "

	"You’re hysterical," Lachlan snapped, but the colour drained beneath his tan. "Why would I kill a man I barely knew over a woman who’s made it perfectly clear she wants nothing to do with me?"

	"Because you’re a selfish, possessive – "

	"That’s quite enough." Peggy moved between them and took Isla gently by the arm. "You’re in shock, both of you. This isn’t helping anyone."

	Lachlan drained his glass. Without a word, he strode out. A door slammed upstairs.

	Isla didn’t stay much longer. She pushed away from the table without a word and staggered towards her office, one hand trailing along the wall for support, before disappearing through the doorway.

	The kitchen fell into an uneasy silence, broken only by Isabella’s sudden sob. She dropped into a chair as if her legs had given out, one hand flying to her mouth, the other fluttering uselessly in the air.

	"I am going to die in this place," she gasped. "They’ll murder me too! We are all in danger. Voglio tornare a casa."

	I caught Brian’s eye across the room. Was this genuine fear – or performance? Either way, it wasn’t Jean-Luc she was mourning. It was herself.

	Duke cleared his throat and leaned awkwardly against the worktop. "Well… I guess you could say this workshop’s really got a killer atmosphere now, huh?"

	Emily stared, mouth half open. Peggy turned away, her shoulders rigid. Even Isabella stopped crying for a moment, caught between outrage and panic.

	Duke’s smile faltered. For the first time since we arrived, the easy charm slipped, and something tighter showed underneath – nerves, maybe, or plain old fear.

	"Okay. Nope. That was – " He dragged a hand through his damp hair. "I’m sorry. Inappropriate. Really sorry." He swallowed. "I just… I’m gonna head upstairs. Give you folks some space." He made a vague gesture towards the door and retreated, taking the steps two at a time.

	Ole hadn’t spoken a word since we came back. He had stationed himself by the fireplace, mechanically sorting the kindling into meticulously measured piles. His fingers worked with unnerving precision, comparing each stick’s length, lining them up in perfect parallel.

	The kindling.

	The same rough, pale wood that had been jammed into the stable bolt.

	I watched his hands – the care he took not to splinter anything, not to disturb the neatness – and felt my unease tighten. Was he looking for evidence that could incriminate him? Or was this simply Ole’s way of surviving chaos: order, pattern, control, when everything else had just broken apart?

	Mildred, however, surprised me. The elderly woman I’d half expected to go to pieces straightened her spine and rolled up the sleeves of her cardigan. She moved briskly to the kettle, as if murder was an administrative inconvenience she intended to solve with boiling water.

	"Peggy, dear, where does Isla keep the whisky?" she called over her shoulder. "The good stuff, not that tourist swill."

	Peggy blinked, still pale. "Cupboard above the sink, but – "

	"Excellent." Mildred produced a bottle and lined up mugs on the counter. "And lemons? Cinnamon?"

	"What are you doing?" I asked, watching her busily moving around the kitchen.

	"Hot Toddies." She kept moving. "Shock can finish you off quicker than you’d think, my dear. My late husband swore by hot whisky in a crisis. It was practically NHS-approved in our household."

	Within minutes, the kitchen filled with the warming scent of whisky, lemon, and spice. Mildred handed out steaming mugs.

	"For me… green tea, if possible," I murmured when she reached me.

	She clucked her tongue but didn’t argue, just shoved a mug aside and set the kettle back on. "Your liver, your choice. But I’ve seen more emergencies settled with a Hot Toddy than with all the tea in China."

	Brian slid into the chair beside me at the far end of the table, holding his hot mug between both hands. His eyes kept flicking to the door, then to the windows.

	"This is properly mental," he whispered. "Jean-Luc’s been murdered. Actually murdered."

	"I know."

	"It has to be Lachlan, right?" His voice dropped further. "He hated Jean-Luc for flirting with Isla, and he was drunk enough to do something stupid."

	I shook my head. "Too obvious. Lachlan drinks too much, but he isn’t stupid. If he wanted a rival gone, there are easier ways than jamming a stable door in a storm."

	"Isabella, then." Brian’s eyes darted towards the Italian woman, who was now dabbing at her cheeks with a napkin. "They’ve been at each other’s throats since… forever. He threatened her blog. And you heard how they argued about wine and weeds."

	"People don’t commit murder over an argument about wine, Brian."

	He gave me a look. "You’ve clearly never met my uncle at Christmas dinner." He took a gulp of his toddy and winced. "What about Duke? He was acting weird earlier, and he and Jean-Luc had that row I overheard."

	I considered it, watching the way the firelight caught the rim of Ole’s neatly stacked kindling. "Possibly. But Duke strikes me as someone who throws money at problems, not murder."

	"Ole, then." Brian nodded towards him. "He’s… strange."

	"He’s just Ole," I said, though my gaze followed the careful, methodical movement of his hands. "He has his own way of coping. That doesn’t make him a killer."

	Brian sighed, defeated. "I’m out of suspects. Unless Peggy secretly hates French cuisine, or Carson’s got a vendetta against people who don’t know their herbs."

	My fingers curled around my mug. The note I’d taken from Jean-Luc’s pocket felt like it weighed a kilo. Only a piece of paper, and somehow it had changed everything.

	Meet me in the stables. I have the plant. – I.

	"I," I thought again. Isla. Isabella. Or simply I, as in me. A trap with an initial on it.

	"We’re not getting any sleep tonight, are we?" Brian asked quietly.

	"Not likely." I watched the steam rise from my tea. "Not with a killer under the same roof."
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CHAPTER 14 
THE LOCAL LAW

	Morning came with a hard, almost clinical brightness. Sunlight spilt across the landscape. The wind had cleared the sky, leaving it washed and blue. It still battered the roof, but the light made things feel less bleak.

	When the first light of day finally arrived, Brian and I walked across the gravel courtyard. We hadn’t slept much. All night, every creak in the floorboards sounded like someone moving, and every gust of wind felt like a door slowly opening.

	"How far do we need to go to find a signal?" Brian tightened his scarf against the wind.

	"Hopefully not far." I checked my phone again: nothing. "The Wi-Fi’s still down, but we might catch a mobile signal on higher ground."

	We followed the single-track road that snaked through rock and scrub towards Tarbert, the wind shoving in our faces made talking pointless unless we wanted to shout.

	After about twenty minutes, Brian’s phone chimed. He held it up triumphantly.

	"The modern world remembers we exist."

	I fished my phone from my pocket, relieved as a single bar of signal blinked on. "Quick, let’s call the police before it decides to vanish again."

	The call was brief and maddeningly calm. I explained about the body in the stables, the jammed bolt, the note I’d found – all of it. The officer on the other end sounded as if I were reporting an overdue library book rather than a murder.

	"We’ll send someone out shortly," he said, his island accent rounding the words. "Likely an accident with the horse, but we’ll take a look."

	"It wasn’t an accident," I insisted. "The stable door was deliberately jammed shut."

	"Aye, well," he said, "we’ll see about that."

	Brian and I waited by the roadside, just past the gravel drive that led to the farm. Above us, two eagles circled slowly. It was the kind of morning that made you forget anything bad could happen, except, of course, for Jean-Luc.

	"Think they’ll take it seriously?" Brian perched on a rock, tracing circles in the gravel with his foot.

	"I doubt it," I said. "Around here, it’s usually just sheep in ditches or the occasional drunken fight. Murder is a bit more than people are used to dealing with."

	Less than an hour later, I was proved right when a battered police Land Rover rattled up the track towards the Golden View. Two officers climbed out. One was a young man who looked barely old enough to have a provisional licence. The other was a middle-aged woman whose face said she’d seen everything Harris could throw at her and remained unimpressed.

	We led them to the stables, where Jean-Luc still lay exactly as we’d left him the night before. The young officer took one look and turned an alarming shade of green.

	"First body, Constable?" The female officer's voice sounded slightly amused.

	He nodded and swallowed hard.

	"You’ll get used to it. Though usually they’re a bit older and die in their beds." She crouched beside Jean-Luc and gave him the briefest of examinations. "Tourist, is he?"

	"Yes, Jean-Luc Dujardin. He's French. He was part of our photography workshop," I explained. "But this wasn't an accident. The stable door was jammed shut with a piece of kindling." I pointed to the splintered wood still visible in the bolt mechanism.

	The officer glanced at it without interest. "Aye, old buildings. Things get stuck."

	"It wasn't stuck. It was wedged in on purpose." I took the note from my pocket, holding it just long enough for her to read. I didn't trust her with it. "I found this in his jacket. Someone lured him here."

	She squinted at the paper. "'Meet me in the stables. I have the plant. - I.'" A small chuckle escaped her, and she looked at her colleague. "Another one of Isla MacLeod's dramas, eh?"

	"What do you mean by that?" 

	"Everyone knows about Isla and her… guests." She made the word sound filthy somehow. "Divorced five years ago and trying to make up for lost time, if you know what I mean."

	"I don't, actually." My neck tightened. "Are you suggesting Jean-Luc was killed in some kind of romantic encounter gone wrong?"

	"City folk don't understand horses." She straightened and brushed her hands on her trousers. "They get spooked during storms. This man was probably waiting for Isla to have a romantic midnight stroll and got too close to a frightened animal."

	"That doesn't explain the jammed door."

	"Accident by misadventure, that's what we call it." She nodded at her colleague, who was looking a little less green now. "Call the undertaker, will you? And see if Carson's about – he usually helps with this sort of thing."

	I slid the note back into my pocket, fingers closing around the paper, and waited for the part where she did her job. "Aren’t you going to dust for fingerprints? Take photographs of the scene? Bag his hands to preserve evidence?"

	She gave me a look that suggested I’d just requested open-heart surgery in the straw. "This isn’t Glasgow, lass. We know our island. People don’t get murdered in Harris."

	"Well, there’s always a first."

	A long sigh. She dug out her phone. "Fine. If it’ll make you happy, I’ll take some photos."

	She snapped a few quick shots without even bothering to crouch – barely framed, purely for the sake of being able to claim she’d done it.

	"There." She slipped the phone away. "I’ll file a report and send these to forensics on the mainland once we’re back at the station. I wouldn’t count on a quick reply."

	I stared at her. "You don’t have forensics here?"

	"In Lewis and Harris?" A short laugh. "Crime rate’s so low we’d be paying them to sit around drinking tea all day. The mainland handles all that fancy stuff."

	"How long will it take them to process everything?"

	A shrug. "Could be days. And that’s if they decide it’s worth investigating at all. Murder cases are a bloody paperwork nightmare."

	For a moment, words failed me. "So all you do is call the undertaker? What about his room? Are you not going to search it for evidence? Don’t you need to – "

	"Look." She cut me off. "We don’t need a mainlander coming in and telling us how to do our jobs. We’re handling it. Next of kin, all that." Her gaze slid past me, landing on the farmhouse. "And if you ask me, Isla MacLeod’s been nothing but trouble since she gave up the church and started running this place like a hotel." She said 'hotel' the way other people might say 'brothel'.

	"Listen." I tried to find a tone that wouldn't make her more defensive. "This isn’t about Isla’s reputation. This is about a man who was murdered. The bolt was deliberately jammed. You can’t ignore that. I saw it."

	"It’s not ignoring." Her tone sharpened. "It’s being practical. Do you have any idea how much paperwork a murder generates? Statements, evidence logs, forensic requests, post-mortem reports, daily briefings…" She shook her head. "For what? So some fancy detective from Inverness or Aberdeen can waltz in here just to tell me what I already know? That it was an unfortunate accident."

	Within thirty minutes, a local undertaker arrived with a hearse. To my horror, they slid Jean-Luc into a basic body bag without checking his hands or pockets. They even left his wet jacket hanging on the peg because, apparently, "it’s just a jacket".

	"You can’t be serious." My voice came out sharper than I meant it to. "That jacket could have evidence on it."

	"Evidence of what?" She didn’t even look up. "That it was raining? We know that already." Her notebook snapped shut. "Case closed, as far as we’re concerned."

	As they prepared to leave, she turned towards the rest of the group, who had drifted over to watch from a cautious distance.

	"By the way. All ferries and flights remain cancelled. Strong winds. Still under an Amber Warning."

	Duke stepped forward. "Okay, so… how long are we talking?"

	A shrug. "Could be days. Happens all the time here. You’ll just have to wait it out."

	The weight of it settled properly then. We were stuck on a small island, cut off from the mainland, with a murderer under the same roof – and the local police couldn’t have cared less if they tried.

	"At least the Wi-Fi is coming back in patches," Peggy said, as if she were offering a plaster for a broken leg, watching the Land Rover rattle down the track.

	"And the phone signal’s back too," Isla added flatly. "At least near the main house."

	I looked around at the others. Isabella murmured to herself in Italian – a low stream that could have been a prayer or a curse. Off to the side, Ole’s face was blank apart from a small, steady twitch in his left cheek. Duke kept checking his phone, in case it suddenly produced a boarding pass. Emily stayed close to Brian while he tried to comfort her. Lachlan was nowhere to be seen; he was probably still nursing his hangover and his wounded pride after Isla’s accusation.

	"Well," Mildred said into the uncomfortable silence, "shall we go back inside? I believe it’s nearly time for elevenses, and a cup of tea always helps to calm the nerves."

	No one moved. The wind whipped around us, biting straight through layers despite the sunshine.
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CHAPTER 15 
THE CALL

	"They didn’t even cordon off the scene, Brian. We have to do something." I paced the empty stable. The body was gone, but the place still felt wrong, as if the walls remembered. The police had been no help at all. Jean-Luc might have been insufferable, but he deserved more than a quick label and a shrug from officers keen to avoid paperwork.

	Brian leaned on the doorframe. "What exactly are you suggesting? We dust for fingerprints with flour and a make-up brush? Put up one of those murder boards with red string connecting all the suspects?"

	I gave him a look. "Don’t be ridiculous. But we do know someone who might take this seriously."

	Brian’s eyes widened. "Murray? The one from the drone killer case? You mean the one who constantly butchers idioms?"

	"He’s a good police officer." I automatically defended Murray, despite his ongoing feud with the English language. "And he works with DCI Fraser, who’s sharp enough to call this what it is."

	Brian’s voice climbed an octave. "Fraser? The same Fraser who threatened to arrest you for interfering with his investigation last year? Who said that if he ever saw you near another crime scene, he’d personally lock you up for obstructing justice?"

	I waved it away. "He exaggerated. Besides, he respected our input in the end."

	"After we nearly got killed by a serial killer. And he specifically told you to ‘never darken Scotland’s doorstep again’, if I recall correctly."

	"He was having a bad day." I pulled out my phone and stared at the empty signal icon. "Nothing. Let’s try closer to the main house."

	We made our way back towards the farmhouse. Just beyond the herb garden, my screen flickered to life: two bars. I dialled Murray immediately.

	"DC Murray speaking. How can I be of assistance?"

	"Murray, it’s Joana. From the drone case last year."

	A beat – then his voice warmed. "Joana! What a surprise! I was only talking about you yesterday. Fraser’s still seeing pink whenever your name comes up."

	"Seeing red," I said.

	"That’s what I said, wasn’t it?" He barrelled on. "So what brings you to these parts? Don’t tell me you’ve got yourself into trouble again. Fraser’ll have a kangaroo if you’re involved in a murder once more."

	"A kangaroo?"

	"You know. When someone gets very angry."

	"A cow, Murray. People have a cow." I caught Brian’s eye; he made a strangled sound that might have been a laugh. "And yes. That’s exactly why I’m calling. I’ve found a body."

	The line went dead quiet.

	When Murray spoke again, the cheer had vanished. "You’re serious? An actual body? Not just someone sleeping in… an unusual position?"

	"Very serious. A French teacher named Jean-Luc Dujardin was killed in a stable during the storm last night. Someone locked him in with a panicked horse."

	Murray let out a low whistle. "That’s… a bit agricultural for a murder."

	"The local police are calling it an accident, but I found evidence he was lured there deliberately. A note in his pocket."

	"Oh, Fraser will lose the plant when I tell him."

	"Lose which plant?"

	"No no. Lose the plot. Sorry." A rustle, then his voice shifted, slightly away from the receiver. "Sir – it’s that photographer woman from last year. Joana. She’s found a body in Harris."

	A sharp, grim "What?" cut in from the background, followed by muffled movement – as if Murray had quickly covered the phone's microphone. Then his voice came back, sounding strained. "Right. I should speak to Fraser properly. Maybe get him a glass of water. I’ll call you back in fifteen minutes. Don’t go anywhere."

	"Not much chance of that," I muttered, as the line went dead.

	Brian and I waited, pacing small circles to keep warm in the persistent wind, our eyes fixed on my phone. True to his word, Murray called back soon.

	"Joana? I’ve got Fraser here with me. I’m putting you on speaker."

	A familiar gruff voice came through the phone. "Ms Snowdon. Murray tells me you’ve found yourself another body. Should I be concerned that dead people keep turning up wherever you go?"

	"Nice to hear from you too, DCI Fraser."

	"Tell me what you’ve got." His voice was clipped and practical. I laid out the facts: Jean-Luc’s death, the jammed stable door, the note, and the local police treating it like a storm-related mishap. Fraser went quiet for a moment.

	"I’ve just called the Harris constabulary," he said at last. "Their assessment was… wanting."

	"So you believe me?"

	"No." The word landed flat. "I’m sure it’s all perfectly fine and everyone’s behaving sensibly." A pause. "But there was a dead man in a stable, and you were standing beside him. I’m not leaving this to wishful thinking."

	Something that might have been a sigh came through the speaker.

	"I need to see the scene with my own eyes. I’m requisitioning a Coastguard helicopter, but the wind needs to drop before they’ll fly. Forty-eight hours, minimum."

	My heart sank. Two more days trapped with a murderer.

	"In the meantime," Fraser continued, each word clipped, "Do. Not. Investigate. Sit on your hands, Ms Snowdon. The last thing I need is you trampling over evidence."

	"I understand." I nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see me. Behind my back, I crossed my fingers, a childish gesture that Brian noticed with one eyebrow lifted.

	"I mean it," Fraser said, as if he could hear the gesture. "We’ll be there as soon as weather permits. Try not to find any more bodies until then."

	The call ended. Brian looked at me expectantly. "So, when do we start investigating?"

	"Immediately." I shoved my phone into my pocket. "Let’s go back to the stables. The police left Jean-Luc’s jacket hanging there, and I want another look at it."

	The jacket was still on the peg where we’d found it the night before. This time, I checked the pockets more carefully. One was the pocket where I’d found the note – empty now. The other held Jean-Luc’s phone: expensive, still on, with a few per cent of battery left.

	"Do you think it’s locked?" Brian peered over my shoulder.

	I pressed the side button. The screen lit up at once, displaying the lock screen wallpaper: a glossy, professional photo of Jean-Luc in pristine chef’s whites, grinning as he held up a Michelin plaque outside an elegant restaurant.

	"Brian." I held up the phone. "Our history teacher appears to have had another job."

	Brian squinted at the screen. "That can’t be right. The chef’s jacket says ‘Lambert Fouquet’ right there. Maybe he’s got a twin."

	"Look closer." I angled the phone towards the light. "See that thin pale line above his left eye? Jean-Luc had the same scar. Same man. Different name. Different life."

	I slipped the phone back into his jacket pocket and glanced towards the main building. "Isla said the Wi-Fi should be working again. Let’s see what the internet knows about our mysterious not-a-teacher."

	Back at the farmhouse, we found the Wi-Fi indeed working, though in island style – pages were loading with the same unhurried rhythm that seemed to define everything on the Hebrides.

	Brian opened his laptop and typed Lambert Fouquet chef into the search engine. The results crawled in, then confirmed our suspicion.

	"Lambert Fouquet," Brian read aloud. "Head Chef of L’Ortolan in Lyon, known for innovative cuisine and signature digestifs infused with rare botanical elements."

	I leaned back against the kitchen counter. "He wasn’t a history teacher. He wasn’t even Jean-Luc. He was a liar."

	"And if he lied about who he was," Brian said, "what else was he lying about?"

	The pieces began to line up – not neatly, but enough to form an outline. Jean-Luc’s – Lambert’s – interest in Isla’s herb garden. His questions about plants. His frantic searching. The note that lured him to the stables, promising the plant.

	"Whatever he was after, it wasn’t historical knowledge," I said. "It was botanical. Something valuable enough to make him invent an entire identity."

	Brian shut his laptop. "That’s a ridiculous theory, Jo. You really think he was killed over a salad? Normal killers go for greed, revenge, love, power." He grimaced. "I’ve been binging a true crime podcast lately – thought it might be useful, given your habit of tripping over corpses. Fifty episodes and not once has anyone been murdered over a plant."

	I looked out of the window. Dark clouds were already gathering again over the headland.

	"DCI Fraser won’t be here for at least two days." I tapped my phone against my palm. "Let’s find out what brought a Michelin chef to a remote island under a fake name. People have killed for stranger things than rare plants, Brian. Saffron. Truffles. Vanilla." I met his eyes. "Some ingredients are worth a fortune."
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CHAPTER 16 
THE ANGEL

	Brian shifted beside me as I knocked firmly on Isla’s office door.

	"Come in," Isla called, her voice muffled through thick oak.

	We stepped into what must once have been a bedroom, now pressed into service as an office. Ledgers and invoices covered every surface. A wheezing computer sat on the desk, its fan working overtime. A water stain spread across the carpet near the wall, half-hidden under a strategically placed wastepaper basket.

	Isla looked up from her paperwork, eyes shadowed with fatigue. "The police have ruled it an accident." She tapped the folder in front of her, gaze fixed somewhere over my shoulder. "If you’re here about the workshop schedule, carry on as planned. Once the storm decides to behave."

	"Actually, we’ve come about Jean-Luc." I nudged a stack of overdue notices aside and sat opposite her.

	Brian stayed standing, peering at a framed certificate on the wall. "Golden View Retreat. Third Place. Harris Tourism Excellence Award, 2022." He tilted his head. "Just the one?"

	"Hard to impress the judges when rain drips through the ceiling and lands on their salmon." Isla snapped her ledger shut. "So. Jean-Luc."

	I fished my phone from my pocket and held up the photo I had taken from Jean-Luc’s lock screen. "He wasn’t Jean-Luc Dujardin, the history teacher. He was Lambert Fouquet. Michelin chef."

	The colour drained from Isla’s face quickly. Her mouth opened, closed, then opened again. "Lambert Fouquet?" The name came out thin. "From L’Ortolan in Lyon?"

	Isla obviously recognised the name.

	"The very same. How do you know who Lambert Fouquet is? And why didn’t you mention it when Jean-Luc turned up? Or was that part of your plan?"

	"My plan?" Isla’s eyebrows shot up. "I had no idea who he was – who Jean-Luc was. I mean – " She cut herself off, took a breath, and forced her voice down. "I’ve never seen a photo of Lambert Fouquet in my life."

	I watched her closely. The shock looked real. Then again, so had the history-teacher act.

	"The note in his pocket mentioned a plant." I leaned forward. "What plant is worth a Michelin-starred chef travelling to Harris under a false name?"

	Isla’s gaze flicked to a small watercolour on her desk: a delicate purple-blue flower with feathery leaves. Nothing I’d seen in any garden centre, or any book I’d flicked through to avoid photo editing.

	She picked it up. "Harris Angel," she said quietly. "My ancestors called it the ghost flower." Her thumb traced the painted petals. "It’s a rare kind of angelica. The scent’s… like juniper, only deeper. More complex."

	I waited. She took her time.

	"The MacLeods have kept it since the Clearances," she finally went on. "The world thinks it disappeared a century ago. Officially, it’s extinct." Her face stiffened. "We swore we’d protect it. Harvest it only for our family spirits. Never sell it. Never tell anyone where it grows. There’s a hidden patch on the estate no one knows about. Not even Peggy."

	"And Lambert Fouquet came here for an extinct plant?" I looked at her in disbelief.

	Isla’s shoulders sagged. "Probably. Because it’s worth a fortune to the right buyer. Especially someone in food or spirits." She gestured at the chaos around her desk. "The roof needs replacing. The mattresses are – " She swallowed. "I was desperate. Otherwise, I’d never have even thought about breaking the family oath."

	"So you contacted him." The whole story started to take shape. "Because he’s been hunting for something rare for his restaurant."

	A tight nod. "Email. I never met him in person. I offered cuttings – nothing more." Her eyes slid back to the painting. "He laughed at my price. Called it robbery. He said he’d only pay if I handed over the whole plant, so he could cultivate it in France. Exclusivity. Complete control." Her mouth twisted. "I said no."

	Brian folded his arms. "So someone writes a note, signs it ‘I’, lures him to the stables with ‘I have the plant’, and he ends up dead in a horse box. You can see why that looks… convenient."

	"What? No." Isla shot up so fast her chair went over with a clatter. "I didn’t write that note. And I didn’t know Jean-Luc was Lambert until this second."

	"The note was signed ‘I’," I said. "That points to you, Isla."

	"I didn’t write him a note!" she snapped, then caught herself. "Besides, Goldmoon’s an Eriskay pony. Gentle. Steady. She doesn’t lose her mind over wind and rain. I would find a more efficient way if I wanted to kill someone."

	“So the storm didn’t spook her?” I asked, surprised.

	"Not like that." Isla dragged her chair upright and sat again. "These ponies have lived on these islands for centuries. They're as sturdy as the rocks themselves. Something else frightened her."

	For a moment, there was silence.

	If Goldmoon wasn’t the sort to panic in storms, then whoever locked Lambert in with her hadn’t left things to chance. They’d made certain the horse would kick after shutting Lambert inside. The whole thing was colder, more deliberate than I’d realised.

	I hesitated. "Isla… I need to ask you something."

	She didn’t reply, just watched me with tired eyes.

	"You told us you were upstairs checking windows." I tried to keep my tone friendly, not like a police officer in an official interrogation. "But when you ran out after us, your hair was soaked. Not ‘I’ve been in a draughty corridor’ damp. Properly wet. You’d already been outside."

	Isla stared down at her hands, fingers knotted together until her knuckles turned white. She stayed like that, silent.

	The silence stretched until Brian lost patience and cleared his throat louder than necessary.

	Isla exhaled. "Fine." She looked up. "I was trying to make peace with Lachlan. I slid a note under his door, asking him to meet me on the terrace."

	"A note under his door?" Brian stared at her. "What is this, a Jane Austen novel? Why not just send a WhatsApp?"

	I shot him a look. "There was no phone signal during the storm, Brian. And the Wi-Fi was down."

	"Oh, right." He spread his hands. "Forgotten we're here in the technological dark ages. Carry on with the Victorian reconciliation attempt."

	Isla ignored him, eyes fixed on the desk. "Lachlan and I… it’s complicated. We had an affair. When I found out he was married, I ended it. He didn’t take it well."

	"So you wanted to clear the air?" I tried to keep the scepticism out of my voice, not entirely successfully. Isla had been ice-cold with Lachlan since he arrived. Now, suddenly, she wanted peace with him? It was hard to believe.

	"Yes." Her mouth tightened. "His jealousy over Jean-Luc… Lambert… whatever he was calling himself – it was getting worse.  I thought if we talked, he might finally understand it was over." She rubbed at her temple. "But he never came. I waited in the rain for nearly half an hour. Felt ridiculous."

	"Did anyone see you?" 

	"No." A humourless laugh. "No one else was stupid enough to go outside in that storm."

	"And after that?" I asked. "You didn’t go anywhere else? Not to the stables?"

	"No." The word came out fast, defensive. "I came straight back here. I was soaked through, freezing. Then I heard the horses. You know the rest."

	"One more thing." I reached into my other pocket and produced the crumpled note from Jean-Luc’s jacket. "You said in the stables this wasn’t your handwriting?"

	Isla took the paper and held it up to the light. "No. Not even close." She turned it slightly. "Mine’s messier. This is… precise. Almost like it was written with a ruler."

	I pushed up from the chair, a tired breath escaping me. I started to feel the weight of too many questions and not enough answers. "All right. Thank you for telling me about the Harris Angel."

	"That’s it? A thank you?" Isla’s mouth fell open. "After practically calling me a murderer?"

	"I never said you were a murderer. We're just trying to piece things together," I replied. "The police aren't interested." My eyes landed on the watercolour propped against her desk lamp. "That painting – you should put it somewhere safe. Not just tucked in a drawer, but out of sight. And don't talk about the plant to anyone else."

	Out in the corridor, with her office door shut behind us, Brian leaned in. "You believe her?"

	"I don’t know." I glanced back at the wood panelling. "It’s a lot of drama for a plant. But it also explains why Lambert came here at all." I paused. "And the handwriting… It’s neat. Too neat. Do you think Ole could’ve written it?"

	"Ole?"

	I nodded.

	"The engineer who can’t put a mug down without lining it up with the edge of the table?"

	"The very same."

	Brian grimaced. "Ole doesn’t do messy. If he killed someone, he’d probably tidy the scene before he panicked about it."

	"Good point," I admitted.
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CHAPTER 17 
THE SMUGGLER

	The kettle clicked off. I reached for the Sencha—my favourite, and the only thing in the house that hadn’t let me down lately. The kitchen was quiet, not with the hush of midnight, but the uneasy silence that settles after something has gone badly wrong. Most of the guests had vanished to their rooms, leaving just Peggy and me in the warmth. She attacked the pots with a ferocity that suggested she was imagining the local police force flattened beneath her scrubbing brush. I couldn’t fault her. The way they’d handled Jean-Luc’s death was a masterclass in incompetence.

	"They always treat Isla like that," Peggy muttered, wrestling with the scourer. "Like she's some kind of… I don't know. A troublemaker. Just because she's divorced and not at church every Sunday."

	I spooned the leaves into the pot. "The island seems quite traditional."

	"That's a polite way of putting it." Peggy set down her scourer and blew out a breath. "Carson sometimes gets the same frosty reception, mind you. Some see him as an outsider."

	I looked up, surprised. "Carson? I thought he was local. Born and raised in Harris."

	"Oh, he is. Born right over in Tarbert. But so is Isla." Peggy glanced briefly over her shoulder, and although the corridor was empty, she lowered her voice. "He's got a past, though. That makes him different."

	I watched the tea leaves swirl in my cup. "What kind of past are we talking about?"

	Peggy looked again at the door, then stepped closer. "He was in prison. That’s not common around here, is it? Folks don’t quite know what to do with him. He’s one of them, but not really, if that makes sense."

	"What did he do?" 

	"He worked on the Tarbert ferry, you know, as a mechanic." She wiped her hands on her apron. "Used it to sneak stuff over. Fake tweed, booze without the tax… and folk say he even broke off bits of the old standing stones to sell to rich people, collectors and the sorts, on the mainland."

	"He stole pieces of ancient monuments?"

	"Among other things," Peggy said, grimacing. "He got caught eventually. Did time for it. When he got out, no one would hire him except Isla. She needed someone to fix things, and he needed a job."

	"Do people think he's still smuggling?"

	Peggy shrugged. "Some do. But no one asks questions. He's still 'one of them' enough that they look the other way."

	I carried my tea upstairs, the mug warming my hands as I replayed what I’d just heard. Carson, it turned out, had a talent for sneaking valuables off the island. Then there was Jean-Luc – or Lambert, whichever name he was using – hunting for some rare plant he couldn’t wait to smuggle back to France. Hard not to notice the pattern, even if it didn’t quite add up to proof.

	I found Brian bathed in the blue light of his laptop, surrounded by empty crisp packets. His fingers froze on the keyboard the moment I mentioned Carson’s "past".

	"So Jean-Luc wanted the plant and tried to hire Carson to get it off the island." Brian snapped the laptop shut. "You can’t just put a plant in a suitcase. It’s illegal. And when the deal went wrong – "

	"Carson got rid of him," I finished. "Maybe he was protecting Isla and her family’s secret. Maybe he was loyal."

	Brian made a noise that was halfway between a snort and a laugh. "Loyal, sure. Or he asked for more money than Jean-Luc wanted to pay."

	"True. Either way, we need to talk to him."

	Brian dragged a hand through his hair. "Marvellous. Let’s go poke the grumpy old man with a smuggling conviction who’s probably also a killer. Brilliant plan."

	I blew on my tea. "But think about it. Carson showed up at the stables seconds after we found the body. He didn’t come running from the house. He was already nearby."

	Brian’s shoulders sagged in resignation. "Fine. You’re right. Let’s talk to him. I saw him working by the shed earlier."

	The gale had eased from its earlier fury to a steady growl. But it was still gusting hard enough to keep the ferries in port, and the yard had that wind-scoured look the Hebrides do so well – mud, broken grass, and fences that didn’t want to stay upright for long.

	We followed the muddy track towards the stables. Halfway there, Brian yelped and hopped on one foot.

	"Something jabbed me." He bent to check his shoe, then plucked a small black cylinder out of the grass. He turned it over between his fingers. "Just rubbish."

	It looked like a whistle, but when he put it to his lips and blew, nothing happened.

	"Must be broken." He stuffed it into his pocket. "I’ll bin it when we’re back."

	Carson was by the old sheep shed, which Isla had optimistically renamed the “spa”. He was doing something entirely out of character: whistling. The tune drifted across the yard, oddly cheerful. He looked almost… pleased with himself. I watched, not quite sure I believed it.

	"Carson," I called. "Could we have a quick word?"

	The tune died mid-note. He glanced our way, eyes narrowing, then turned his back and carried on walking.

	"Well, that was charming," Brian muttered.

	"Let’s not chase him," I murmured. "Just… follow. Quietly."

	We stayed back and watched him circle to the far side of the barn. A moment later, the barn door swung open, and Duke stepped out of our converted workshop room, heading towards the house. 

	Carson cut across his path and blocked him.

	Even at a distance, the body language was unmistakable. Carson jabbed a finger at Duke’s chest. Duke lifted his hands, palms out, shaking his head. Carson kept pressing until Duke’s back hit the weathered planks.

	"Hardly a friendly catch-up," I breathed.

	Brian’s grip tightened on my arm. "Do you think Duke knows something about the murder? And now Carson’s worried he’ll talk?"

	"It’s possible." My eyes stayed on them.

	Duke suddenly shoved past him and almost ran away. Carson stayed where he was, watching him go with a small, satisfied look I didn’t like at all.

	I waited until Duke was out of earshot, then stepped forward.

	"Carson." I forced myself to keep walking towards him. "Can I ask you something about last night?"

	He turned slowly.

	“When Jean-Luc died, we didn’t see you when we checked the stables.” I skipped any small talk since Carson wouldn’t care anyway. If I wanted answers, I had to be direct. “I just want to know where you came from.”

	He held my gaze for a long moment, then the corner of his mouth shifted, not quite a smile.

	"Mainlanders who ask too many questions tend to trip on the rocks."

	It could have been a saying. A warning. But it felt more like a threat.

	Brian tugged at my sleeve. "Jo. Let’s go. Now."

	I ignored him. "And Duke. What was that about? Did you threaten him as well? Like us?"

	Carson spat into the mud. "That wealthy vulture."

	"Vulture?" This wasn’t the answer I had expected. "What do you mean?"

	He didn’t answer. He flicked his hand as if brushing away midges and walked off towards the stables without looking back.

	Brian didn’t wait for a second dismissal. He steered me towards the house. "The man has a record and a temper," he hissed. "You’re practically volunteering us to be the next on his list."

	By the time we reached the kitchen door, my thoughts had reduced to one irritating phrase: Wealthy vulture.

	What exactly did Carson think Duke was circling?
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CHAPTER 18 
THE ORDER

	"A wealthy vulture?" I paced the length of my small room, the old floorboards groaning underfoot. Brian perched on the edge of my bed, barely making a dent in the firm mattress. "What did Carson mean by that?"

	Brian tore open a protein bar wrapper with his teeth. "Maybe Carson thinks Duke’s a vulture circling Isla’s dying business." He took a bite, chewed, then waved the bar vaguely in the air. "This place is already falling apart – leaking roofs, rotting gutters. Add a death in the stables and the value plummets. Duke’s got money. He might smell a bargain. If he swoops in with a low offer, Carson’s out of a job. No new American owner would keep the grumpy local with a record."

	"But why would Duke even bother?" I nodded at the rain sliding down the window. "He’s already got his fancy gin empire back in the States. Hard to see him trading that for a soggy Scottish farm." I paused for a moment, thinking. "Unless he’s dreaming up some new craft gin project out here, but that seems about as likely as sunshine in November."

	Brian rolled the protein bar between his palms, frowning. "Maybe Carson’s just bitter. Duke’s got money, he doesn’t. Asked for a tip, got turned down, now he’s nursing his pride." He bit off a corner, chewing thoughtfully. "Could be nothing to do with Jean-Luc."

	"Maybe." I stopped pacing. "But Duke’s industry knowledge could still be useful. He might understand why a chef would get so desperate over one specific plant."

	Brian watched me over the top of his protein bar. "You still think Carson’s a problem for him, don’t you? That confrontation looked pretty intense."

	"Possibly." I shrugged. "If Duke witnessed something – or asked the wrong question…"

	Brian’s chewing slowed. "Should we warn him?"

	"We will. But first," I planted my mug on the bedside table, "I want to see Jean-Luc’s room."

	Brian nearly choked. "Are you mental? Fraser explicitly told you not to investigate."

	"Fraser isn’t here." I nodded towards the corridor. "Unless he’s hiding in the airing cupboard, he can’t stop me. And if Jean-Luc kept notes about his little botanical treasure hunt, we need to find them before someone else does."

	Brian looked ready to argue, hung on to his protest for a heartbeat out of principle, then sighed and pushed himself up from the bed.

	The corridor was empty as we slipped towards Jean-Luc’s room. The door wasn’t locked – the local police had already written the whole thing off as a tragic horse-related mishap, so no one had bothered with anything as unimportant as sealing a scene. I eased it open, then stopped dead on the threshold.

	"Someone’s been in here," I murmured.

	The room was in chaos. The mattress had been half-dragged off the bed, its corners slumping towards the floor. Jean-Luc’s suitcase lay gutted, clothes flung across the room. Drawers yawned open, and the lining of his expensive luggage had been ripped out, as if someone had been hunting for a hidden pocket.

	Brian let out a low whistle. "Thorough."

	I stepped inside, careful not to make it worse. "Peggy cleans the rooms every morning. She would’ve said something if it looked like this earlier."

	Brian picked his way over a pile of designer shirts. "So whoever did it came in after breakfast."

	I crouched by the torn suitcase lining. "If Carson did this, he might’ve thought Jean-Luc had stashed something in here – something to do with the plant."

	I moved slowly around the room, taking in the mess. But something didn’t fit.

	Amid the wreckage, the small writing desk sat in perfect order. A notepad aligned square to the edge. Three pens set beside it in descending size, clips neatly lined up.

	"Brian." I tipped my chin towards the desk.

	He stared at it for a second, then frowned. "It’s… tidy."

	"Not just tidy." I walked closer. "That’s compulsive. Who do we know who sets things up like they’re about to be photographed for an equipment catalogue?"

	Brian’s eyes widened. "Ole."

	"Ole," I agreed.

	He looked back at the rest of the room. "But why would Ole care about Jean-Luc? Or some plant?"

	"I haven’t a clue." The memory snagged again. "But we did see him sneaking out to the stables the night before the murder. Tool bag and all."

	Brian’s expression tightened. "You think he jammed the stable door. You think he did it."

	I shrugged. "I’m saying he’s been in this room." I nodded at the desk. "That's Ole all over, isn't it? He must've been in here rummaging about, got disturbed before he could tidy up properly, and only sorted the desk."

	"So now we have two suspects?" Brian sounded rather sceptical. "Carson the smuggler and Ole the… what? What’s his motive?"

	I shook my head. "No idea. We thought the plant was the reason for all this, but maybe it’s not that simple. Or maybe it is, and we’ve just missed the bit in the middle." I glanced at the desk again. "Either way, Ole’s been in here. And Carson’s suddenly whistling like he’s won the lottery."

	A floorboard creaked in the corridor.

	Brian and I froze. Footsteps approached, then carried on past the door. Through the gap beneath it, I caught a glimpse of fluffy slippers shuffling by.

	"Just Mildred." Brian let out a breath. "Probably heading to the loo."

	I went to the door and eased it open a crack. Mildred was in her floral dressing gown, phone in hand – as always – but she didn't go into the bathroom. She headed towards the stairs.

	I closed the door quietly. "Mildred might’ve been listening."

	He blinked at me. "Mildred?"

	"She’s got her phone out. If she heard us talking about Carson and Ole and decided to record it – "

	"So?" Brian shrugged. "She’s harmless. And she’s got the best alibi in the house. She was in the dining room with us when Jean-Luc died."

	"That won’t matter if she repeats the wrong thing to the wrong person." I watched Mildred disappear down the stairwell. "If Carson or Ole realise she knows what we’re thinking…"

	Brian started to realise what this might mean. "Blimey. She could be in trouble."

	"Yes." I stepped away from the door. "We warn her. Quietly. And we warn Duke."

	As we headed for the stairs, Brian shook his head. "Jean-Luc’s fake identity, a rare plant worth a fortune, a known smuggler, a man who treats pens like they’re military equipment, and now Mildred recording everything. This is so far beyond a photography workshop it’s almost funny."

	"Welcome to Harris," I said, falling into step beside him.

	"Next time," Brian muttered, "we’re taking a job at one of those all-inclusive resorts, where the only real mystery is how they fold the towel animals."

	"You’d be bored within hours."

	"At least I’d be bored on a decent mattress," he said, "with a statistically higher chance of survival."
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CHAPTER 19 
THE RECORDING

	The next morning, breakfast was a sombre business. Hardly anyone ate. Forks nudged food around plates, tea went cold, and conversation had shrivelled into awkward silence.

	Lachlan prowled near the window, hands jammed in his pockets, stopping now and then to scowl at the storm clouds before setting off again. Each time he passed Isla, who was arranging plates at the sideboard, they both stiffened like rival cats.

	Ole had claimed the far end of the kitchen, shifting cups and saucers around in the cupboard. "Unbearable arrangement," he muttered, measuring the gap between mugs with his thumb. "Absolutely unbearable."

	Isabella used her fork to sculpt her untouched haggis into abstract peaks – the sort of thing that might get a polite nod in a modern art gallery. She snapped a photo. "In Italy, we express emotion through cuisine." The fork hovered over the plate. "This represents my current state of mind. I need to let my followers know."

	"Looks like something my cat threw up," Brian muttered beside me, stabbing at his phone as if brute force might summon a signal. "Wi-Fi’s gone again. Can’t even download a podcast."

	Across the table, Mildred wrestled with her knitting needles. A half-finished scarf sat in her lap, riddled with dropped stitches. Even her phone was out of sight – no little red light blinking for once. Every so often, her lips formed what looked suspiciously like very posh swear words.

	"Blast," she said at last. "This wool is absolutely impossible. Must be the humidity."

	"I’ve got some terrific hiking socks made of merino," Duke told Emily, who sat beside him. "Ethically sourced from New Zealand. Practically indestructible." I was surprised to see Duke paying her so much attention. After practically ignoring her existence the last few days, he now leaned closer, his voice dropping into that confidential tone men use when they want to sound deeply interested in what a woman has to say.

	Emily gave Duke a cautious smile. Her fingers tugged at a loose thread on her jumper, widening a hole she didn’t seem to notice. "I’m not really into hiking," she replied, a little more reserved than Duke probably liked. "More of a coastal path person, really."

	"Even better." Duke tried harder to hold her attention. "Coastal light is gorgeous. We could do a proper shoot – cliffs, sea spray, dramatic skies."

	I caught Brian’s eye and lifted an eyebrow. He gave a slight shrug in return. Isolation does strange things to people. Nothing like being trapped on a storm-lashed island to kindle unexpected attractions.

	Outside, the wind was still having its say. But brilliant sunshine broke through between racing clouds, bringing that very Scottish trick of rain and dazzling light at the same time.

	I got up and went to the window. The view stopped me. Sunlight caught the rain, turning each drop into a brief spark. A rainbow arced over the distant hills, bright against the dark clouds.

	"Brian." I nudged him and pointed. "Look at that light."

	He joined me, momentarily forgetting his tech frustrations. "Crikey. That’s incredible."

	A thought clicked into place. We were photographers. We’d come here for a workshop. Murder and island isolation had derailed everything, but the light outside was an excuse to do something other than sit and stew.

	"We should go out," I said, turning back to the table. "We can’t just sit here staring at the walls – or each other."

	"In this weather?" Isabella looked horrified.

	"The Butt of Lewis would be spectacular today." The idea took hold. "It’s a bit of a drive from here, but that lighthouse against storm waves? The spray flying up? It’d be incredible."

	Brian nodded. "Dramatic light, powerful swell, waves smashing into the rocks. Some of the best landscape photography happens in the worst weather."

	"Fresh air would do us all good," I added, looking at their pale, strained faces. "Better than sitting here waiting for DCI Fraser or climbing the walls with cabin fever."

	Isla came in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel. She eyed the barely touched breakfast plates and sighed.

	"Waste of good food," she muttered, then looked at me. "Did I hear something about the Butt of Lewis?"

	I outlined the plan. Isla listened, her gaze drifting to the window as she considered.

	"Good spot for dramatic shots," she agreed. "And it would get everyone out of the house."

	"Can we get there?" I asked. "With the weather?"

	"Carson can drive you in the bus," Isla confirmed. "He knows those roads better than anyone, even in a storm."

	The thought of Carson left a sour taste in my mouth. I didn’t fancy being trapped in a vehicle with him. Unfortunately, "I think your handyman might be a murderer" wasn’t a sentence I could casually drop into breakfast. "Is there anyone else who can drive it?"

	Isla shook her head. "That old thing’s temperamental. Only Carson knows its quirks."

	Wonderful. Our choices were staying in this tense, suspicion-filled house or putting ourselves in the hands of a potential killer for a scenic drive. I caught Brian’s eye.

	"We’ll all be together," he said quietly. "And Carson knows the route."

	One by one, the others reluctantly agreed. Even Ole nodded, though he immediately launched into a detailed assessment of the statistical likelihood of road accidents in stormy conditions.

	"Fine," Isabella conceded at last. "Better to die in the pursuit of art than of sheer boredom."

	As we gathered our cameras and waterproofs, Carson appeared in the doorway, his face as impassive as ever. He barely acknowledged the group, giving a brief nod when Isla explained the plan.

	Twenty minutes later, we were all crammed into the ancient bus with Carson behind the wheel. The first thing he did was adjust the mirror – not for the road behind, but to keep Duke in view on the back seat.

	I took the seat beside Mildred, waiting until the engine’s rumble gave me a bit of cover.

	"I need to ask you something." I leaned close. "Have you recorded anything about Jean-Luc? Anything that might matter?"

	Mildred’s hand went straight to her bag, where her phone was no doubt tucked away. "Certainly not." Her chin lifted. "My recordings are purely photography techniques and island observations."

	"I’ve seen you recording personal conversations," I said. "At dinner. During arguments. Your phone’s always there, that little red light blinking."

	Her lips pursed. "I don’t know what you’re implying."

	"I’m not implying anything. I’m warning you." I glanced over my shoulder. "If the wrong person thinks you’ve recorded something they’d rather keep quiet, you could be in trouble."

	A flicker crossed her face before she rearranged it into dignity.

	"Well… perhaps I do record a few personal interactions," she conceded. "But it’s for professional reasons, you understand."

	"Professional reasons?"

	She smoothed her cardigan. "I’m writing a book. A little retirement project about culture clashes in travel settings. This group has been fascinating material, even before the…" She paused for effect. "…murder."

	I stared at her. "This isn’t an Agatha Christie novel, Mildred. This is real. Someone actually killed Jean-Luc. If you’ve recorded something that points to who did it – "

	"I’m well aware of reality, thank you very much." She sniffed. "I’ve seen more of it in my seventy-two years than you have in your – "

	"The point is," I cut in before she could guess my age, "be careful. Stop collecting evidence like it’s a hobby."

	From the seat behind us, Brian leaned forward between the headrests, eyes narrowed in accusation. "And are you taking your own advice, Jo? Investigating a murder instead of letting the police handle it? Putting us in danger? Again, I might add."

	Mildred looked delighted. "So you are no better, are you?" Then she smiled and patted my hand with her bony fingers. "I’ll be careful. No need to worry about old Mildred."

	She turned back to the window, perfectly satisfied with herself.

	I wasn’t. And Carson’s steady watch on Duke in the mirror made it hard to enjoy the scenery as we lurched north through Lewis.
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CHAPTER 20 
THE SWELL

	The Butt of Lewis didn’t do subtle. Atlantic waves hammered the black cliffs, launching spray high enough to salt our lips, while fierce winds tried to sweep us off our feet. Above us, the sky flicked between bright sun and dark, heavy clouds. It was brutal, beautiful – and, despite everything, hard to look away from.

	Carson parked the bus and immediately announced he’d be staying behind. "Bus needs watching." That was his entire explanation, delivered with the same unreadable expression. No one argued. The less time spent with Carson, the better.

	We leaned into the wind towards the cliffs, each gust strong enough to push us backwards if we weren’t careful. Mildred clung to her hat with both hands. Ole marched on as if he were counting his steps. Emily laughed as the wind whipped her hair into a frenzy – the first genuine smile I’d seen from her since Jean-Luc’s death.

	The lighthouse towered above us, not white like most people imagine, but red brick that flashed like copper when the sun broke through. It stood at the northern tip of Lewis, where the land simply stopped, and the Atlantic began. Below, the ocean heaved and charged. Massive swells built miles out and raced shoreward, the wind ripping their tops clean off. When they hit the gneiss, they detonated into plumes of spray that tried their best to reach the clouds.

	"Isn’t it bloody brilliant?" Brian beamed, sheltering behind a slab of rock. "And apparently this is the windiest spot in the UK – Guinness Book of Records and everything. They recorded a hundred and sixty-one miles an hour here!"

	"Fascinating," Duke muttered, unimpressed, fiddling with his camera settings.

	I gave Brian’s waterproof sleeve a quick pat. "Maybe let everyone get their cameras set up before the history lesson?"

	His enthusiasm wilted a notch. "Right. Of course. Sorry."

	"Though it is genuinely interesting," I added, before he could fully collapse into martyrdom.

	"You wouldn’t even know where we were without my research," he muttered, sinking into a sulk. "You’d just say, ‘Ooh, look at the big brick candle at the… er… thingy of Lewis.’"

	I was just about to remind him that, as the author of several Scottish travel guides, I was perfectly capable of finding my way around Scotland when nature chose that moment to interrupt. A massive wave struck the cliff directly below us, sending a wall of spray shooting upward. The wind caught it perfectly, carrying the freezing saltwater straight over our sheltered spot – and mostly onto Brian.

	He stood there, dripping and spluttering. "Brilliant. Exactly what I needed. Even nature’s out to get me. And in case anyone’s wondering, my pride’s bruised, but it’ll bounce back."

	Emily’s giggles bubbled up and caught on, rippling through the group. Even Ole’s lips twitched, a rare sight I had never seen before. For a moment, the heaviness lifted. This was exactly what we needed - a good laugh.

	"Right, everyone," I shouted over the roar. "Spread out and find your shots. Protect your kit from the spray!"

	The group scattered with their cameras. I moved between them, gave quick notes on composition and exposure, pointing out angles and keeping one eye on how close people were getting to the cliff. For the first time since we arrived, the landscape dragged their attention away from their own dramas.

	Jean-Luc’s absence still hung about, though. You couldn’t photograph that out of a group.

	Ole was perched on a narrow rock, wedging his tripod so it wouldn't budge. The wind pulled at his jacket, but he ignored it, focused on his photography.

	"That’s a good spot," I called, crouching beside him so my words didn’t vanish straight into the Atlantic.

	He didn’t look away from the viewfinder. "Optimal angle. Maximum impact. Minimal risk to equipment."

	His shutter clicked. I waited for him to look up.

	"Ole. I need to ask you something."

	He turned, wary behind his glasses. "About photography technique?"

	"About Jean-Luc’s room. Someone went through it after he died. Turned the place upside down."

	Ole’s gaze slid away. "That is unfortunate."

	"Except for the desk," I went on. "That was set up like it was waiting for an inspection. Almost as if someone couldn’t help themselves, even mid-ransack."

	His hands tightened on the camera body. "Are you accusing me of breaking into a dead man’s room?"

	"I’m not accusing." I kept it simple. "I’m asking."

	For a moment, he looked past me to the lighthouse, weighing his words. Another gust caught us, and we both instinctively leaned into it.

	"The door was ajar," he said at last, words nearly lost to the wind. "I walked past and saw the chaos inside. It was… unbearable."

	"So you went in."

	A stiff nod.

	"It’s not just that I like things tidy," he said, and the effort it took him to get the sentence out made me stop pushing. "I have… difficulties. I’ve been in therapy for years." His fingers tapped a tight little pattern against the camera. "CBT helps. But when I see disorder like that – " He took a shallow breath, then another. "My body reacts. Palpitations. Sweating. Nausea. Sometimes I can’t breathe properly."

	I just waited and let him talk.

	"It feels like being hit," he went on, voice tightening. "I get dizzy. The anxiety is… overwhelming. I have to fix something – anything – just to make it stop." He nodded towards an imaginary desk in the air. "The desk was manageable. Small enough to put right quickly. The room was…" He swallowed. "…too much. I didn’t have time to do more."

	I studied him. He looked genuinely unsettled – not performative, not fishing for sympathy. Just uncomfortable in his own skin.

	"Did you notice anything?" I asked. "See anyone else? Touch anything besides what was on the desk?"

	Ole shook his head, sharp and definite. "No. Nothing. Nobody. Only the items on the desk surface. Nothing else."

	"Sure?"

	"Yes." Then, after a beat: "Though something strange did happen after I left the room."

	"What?"

	"Carson was waiting by the staircase when I came down." Ole’s frown deepened at the memory. "He was just… standing there. Watching." He adjusted his glasses. "As I passed, he smiled. Not a normal smile. Just… wrong. Then he said something peculiar."

	"What did he say?"

	"He said soon he wouldn’t need to ‘play the servant for mainlanders anymore’." Ole glanced back towards the cliff edge. "I dismissed it at the time. Carson is often… socially irregular. Like me, in some ways."

	I dug the note out of my pocket and shielded it from the gale. "One more thing. Did you write this?"

	Ole leaned in without touching it, squinting into the wind. "‘Meet me in the stables. I have the plant. – I.’" He looked up, genuinely baffled. "Why would I write this? My name is Ole. That is an ‘I’."

	"The handwriting’s very neat. Precise. It could be yours."

	"I never use cursive." The answer came quickly. "Block capitals only. More tidy. More exact."

	It made sense. The note was in flowing script, not printed letters.

	I waited a beat, then tried again.

	"On the night of the storm, we saw you heading to the stables with tools." I kept my eyes on his face. "Did you tamper with the box door?"

	Shock wiped his expression clean. "You think I killed him? You think I am a murderer?"

	"I’m trying to understand what happened."

	He shook his head, hard enough that his glasses shifted. "One of the stable shutters came loose in the wind. It was hanging crooked. Forty-five degrees off-centre. I couldn’t sleep knowing it was wrong." The explanation spilt out, fast and precise. "I took tools from the utility room and fixed it. That is all. I never went near the stalls."

	I nodded. It was ridiculous – and therefore, in Ole’s case, perfectly plausible. He was odd, and he could be difficult, but nothing about him screamed "killer". Not when the death itself had been so violent and so chaotic.

	"Thanks, Ole," I said. "I appreciate the honesty."

	He turned straight back to his viewfinder. "The shutter speed should be exactly 1/250th in this light." He had retreated to his safe space of numbers and optics.

	I left him to it and went to check on the others. 
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CHAPTER 21 
THE SEARCH

	Two hours later, we regrouped by the bus, windburnt and wild-haired, but with lighter hearts. There was something about standing on a cliff edge while the elements screamed at you that put worries back in their proper place. Even Lachlan managed a genuine smile when he nailed a shot of a wave shattering against the lighthouse base. The cabin fever that had gripped us at breakfast loosened, replaced by the quiet pride of capturing something beautiful.

	That is, until we noticed Carson was missing.

	"Where’s our ray of sunshine?" Brian peered through the bus windows. "Don’t tell me he’s abandoned us at the actual end of the world."

	We checked inside the bus, then around it. No sign of Carson.

	"Perhaps he went to photograph the lighthouse too?" Emily glanced back the way we’d come, squinting into the wind.

	"Carson? Taking photos?" Isabella snorted. "That man would walk past a Hebridean sunset like he’s passing a damp bus stop."

	I took in our surroundings. The lighthouse buildings, a few maintenance sheds, and miles of cliff edge in both directions. He could be anywhere.

	"We need to find him." I turned to Brian. "You stay here with the group – get them out of the worst of the wind. I’ll have a quick look around."

	"I’ll help." Duke stepped forward, unexpectedly keen. "Two people can cover more ground."

	"Fine." I nodded towards the buildings. "Let’s start around the lighthouse."

	We circled the solid stone buildings that had once housed the equipment and the keepers’ living quarters. The wind was so fierce we had to shout to hear each other. We checked behind walls, peered into maintenance sheds, scanned the cliff edge – all without success.

	"Maybe he went for a walk?" Duke suggested.

	"Maybe." I scanned the empty path beyond the buildings – nothing but wind and grass lying flat. If Carson had decided to disappear, he’d picked the perfect day for it.

	I turned back to Duke. "While we’re waiting for him to reappear – can I ask you something? Have you ever heard of…the Harris Angel plant?"

	I hesitated before saying the name. Should I tell Duke? Isla’s botanical was meant to stay a secret, and possibly even a motive. Still, just the name wouldn’t give anything away.

	Duke’s face gave nothing away. "Can’t say that I have. Why?"

	"Oh, it’s nothing really." I gave a small shrug. "Isla mentioned it yesterday – some rare herb that apparently works wonders in certain spirits."

	At the word spirits, Duke brightened. "Ah, now that’s something I do know about. Some gin recipes are guarded more closely than the Crown Jewels." He sounded almost relieved to be back on familiar ground. "Family distilleries have secret botanical blends passed down through generations that never leave the family. It’s serious business."

	And of course, he didn’t miss the chance to make it about him. "My own gin, for instance – " And off he went, with that distinctly American habit of turning every statement into a superlative.

	"The smoothest finish you’ll ever taste," he proclaimed. "We’ve won more craft distillery awards than anyone else in the Pacific Northwest. Even some French connoisseurs – " he dragged the word out with exaggerated care " – have to admit our botanicals create a complexity that puts their centuries-old recipes to shame. But most people from the Old World don’t understand the taste. It has a contemporary flavour, made for today’s palate."

	That answered one question, at least. Duke wasn’t competing with a French chef and his digestif. He was selling American gin to Americans. Whatever Lambert Fouquet had been chasing, it wasn’t threatening Duke’s little empire.

	"Do you think someone like Jean-Luc would steal a rare botanical for a digestif?" I asked. "Is it really worth the risk?"

	Duke paused, then looked at me. "Word is he wasn’t a teacher at all," he said. "A chef. Michelin level. Is that true? That’s… kind of wild. Travelling incognito and everything?"

	When I nodded, he went thoughtful. "It’s possible, I guess. A plant like that could mean fame and success to someone making a posh digestif." He shrugged. "But it’s not easy bringing plants across international borders – especially into France. Their food and agriculture laws are incredibly strict. You’d need documentation, permits, inspections. It’s a bureaucratic nightmare."

	Which only dragged my thoughts back to Carson. If Jean-Luc wanted the Harris Angel out of here without the paperwork, he’d need someone local who knew how to move things quietly – and wasn’t squeamish about it.

	We’d circled back to the lighthouse with still no sign of Carson. I decided to push my luck with one more question.

	"What’s going on between you and Carson?" I kept my eyes on the empty path as we walked. "I saw him corner you by the barn. That didn’t look friendly."

	Duke’s usual charm faltered. His smile thinned. "Nothing for you to worry about. I’m a grown man, Joana. I can handle Carson."

	I didn’t let him dodge the question. "He called you a ‘wealthy vulture’. What did he mean?"

	"Carson’s not a problem." He said it lightly, but the words sounded empty.

	"Be careful," I said. "Carson could be dangerous."

	Duke didn’t answer. He busied himself with his camera strap, as if it suddenly required engineering-level attention.

	With the wind battering us and no Carson in sight, we gave up and headed back.

	By the bus, Brian was leading the shivering group in some sort of interpretative arm-waving routine. Emily joined in half-heartedly. The others watched with expressions ranging from amusement to genuine alarm.

	"Perfect warm-up for photographers who wait hours for the perfect light!" Brian shouted, demonstrating a particularly tragic stretch. "Gets the circulation going and stops you cramping up during those long tripod sessions!"

	He stopped flapping the moment he saw us, his face shifting from desperate instructor to pure relief. "Any luck?"

	I started to explain, but Brian suddenly looked past me. "There he is."

	I turned.

	Carson was strolling down the very path Duke and I had just walked, hands in his pockets, expression calm – as if he’d only popped out for a quiet moment.

	Where had he been? And had he been close enough to listen to the conversation Duke and I had?

	Carson walked straight up to Duke and stopped far too near. Their eyes locked for a beat.

	Then Carson looked past him, at the rest of us. "Everyone on the bus," he barked. "Storm’s picking up again."

	The drive back to the farm was almost silent. Tired, salt-stung and oddly content from the shoot, the others dozed or stared out of the windows. When we rolled into the Golden View Retreat yard, I caught Carson’s eyes in the mirror for a second.

	He looked pleased.
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CHAPTER 22 
THE SABBATH

	The following morning, Brian and I went downstairs to a level of chaos we hadn’t yet seen in the farmhouse. Isla and Peggy – normally a picture of efficient harmony – rushed back and forth between kitchen and dining room with the frantic energy of startled hens. The room was oddly dark, the heavy tartan curtains still drawn, shutting out the pale morning light. The wood-burner was cold and unlit. Most alarming of all, there was no smell of Isla’s freshly baked bread.

	"What’s happened to breakfast?" Brian whispered. He sounded like a man staring down the very real possibility of culinary disappointment. "Did someone else die?"

	I nudged him with my elbow. "That’s not funny."

	Peggy hurried past with her arms full of pre-sliced supermarket bread – the kind that had about as much in common with Isla’s loaves as plastic flowers did with a Highland meadow.

	"Sorry, no fresh bread today," she muttered, cramming the sad slices into the toaster. "We’ve got some beans warming, though."

	Brian stared at the toaster with profound betrayal.

	Isla appeared in the doorway, carrying a steaming saucepan of baked beans with both hands. Her apron had a suspicious stain down the front, and there were dark circles under her eyes.

	"Isla." I stepped into her path. "What’s going on? Has something happened?"

	She set the pan down with a heavy sigh. "It’s Sunday."

	"Sunday?" I repeated, as if the word itself were the problem.

	Brian joined us at the table. "What’s wrong with Sunday?"

	Isla wiped her hands on her apron. "Sunday in Lewis and Harris isn’t just any day. It’s the Sabbath." Her voice dropped, as if the word itself needed hushed respect. "And here, the Sabbath isn’t just tradition. It’s more like island law."

	"You mean church?" Brian’s attention was only half on the conversation. The other half was peeking into the beans in the saucepan, visibly relieved that there was at least something substantial for breakfast.

	"Church is just the beginning." Isla nodded towards the kitchen, where Peggy was scraping burnt toast. "Work is forbidden. You don’t hang laundry, you don’t open shops, and you definitely don’t run a hotel. Even gardening – or kids playing on the swings – gets people talking."

	I glanced at Peggy in the kitchen. "But you two are working?"

	"Exactly." Isla’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. "I’m the woman who keeps the lights on during the Sabbath. The one who cooks and cleans and runs her business seven days a week."

	"And Carson?" I sensed we were approaching the root of this morning's disruption.

	Isla rolled her eyes. "Carson may look like he couldn’t care less about religion or rules, but when it comes to the Sabbath, he’s strictly Old Testament." She rubbed at her temple. "Won’t lift a finger, not for love nor money. I begged him – actually begged – to make an exception today because of your group, but he flat-out refused. Said he’d rather be fired than break the Sabbath."

	It was difficult to reconcile this with the Carson Peggy had painted: a man who smuggled, stole stone, and served time, yet refused to sweep a floor on a Sunday.

	"A bit of a contradiction," I said. "Selective morals, for a man with his criminal history."

	Isla’s eyebrows shot up. "You know about that?" Then she gave a short laugh. "Yes. Selective is one way of putting it. But that’s Lewis and Harris for you. A man can break half the commandments, but if he keeps the Sabbath, people will forgive him almost anything."

	"And you won’t be forgiven," I said.

	"I'm divorced," she said flatly. "I run a business. I work on Sundays. Three strikes, and I'm forever the outsider."

	Now I understood why the police hadn’t bothered. They’d shrugged off Jean-Luc, called it an accident, and moved on. Isla was already marked as trouble in their books.

	"So where is the holy man now?" Brian ate a spoonful of beans straight from the serving saucepan. Peggy appeared with a stack of toast, dropped it onto the table with a clatter, then tapped his hand away.

	"Normally, I go to church with Carson." She pushed a lock of ginger hair behind her ear. "But after everything that happened, I couldn’t leave Isla to manage alone today."

	"And after church?" I was curious what a typical Sabbath for Carson looked like.

	"He walks the estate," Peggy said. "Rain, shine, or gale-force winds – doesn’t matter. Talks to the sheep mostly. Says they’re better company than people."

	"Can’t argue with his logic there," Brian muttered.

	"Then he uses the spa." Peggy smiled. "It’s usually for guests only, but Isla makes an exception for him on Sundays."

	Brian nearly dropped his beans. "The spa? You mean that wooden barrel in the sheep shed? The one with water so cold it could shock-freeze you?"

	"That’s the one." Peggy nodded. "Cold water straight from the hills. Carson swears it adds ten years to his life."

	"Judging by how he looks, I’d say those are ten very miserable years," Brian grinned.

	The rest of our group drifted into the dining room, still quiet but noticeably less tense than yesterday. Isabella and Mildred took seats at opposite ends of the table, while Ole immediately began aligning his cutlery. Emily slipped in quietly, cheeks faintly flushed, and a moment later, Duke followed – bright-eyed and cheerful in a way that didn’t match the week we’d been having. Lachlan was last, eyes red. He either hadn’t slept or had spent quality time with his whisky bottle. Or both.

	The mood had shifted. Despite the grim toast, there was an ease we hadn’t felt since the murder – or even before. Our trip to the lighthouse seemed to have reset the group dynamic. Or perhaps the room simply felt bigger without Carson in it. Without his scowl and perpetually judgemental silence, the air was easier to breathe.

	I sat beside Brian, who was carefully spooning beans onto dry toast. "Let him enjoy his frigid barrel," I murmured. "The colder the water, the better. Might cool that temper of his."

	"If we’re lucky, it’ll freeze the scowl right off him," Brian said through a mouthful of beans.

	I sipped my tea and looked around at my workshop participants. A Carson-free Sunday was a gift. I wasn’t planning to waste it.
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CHAPTER 23 
THE AFFAIR

	The next morning, when breakfast was almost finished, Brian’s patience had worn thin. "Still no ferries or flights." He squinted at his phone. The Wi-Fi stuttered, offering the briefest glimpse of the outside world before cutting out again. "We’re stuck for at least another day. Maybe longer if this wind keeps up." He slid his phone away and sighed with the theatrical despair of a man marooned on a desert island, rather than a guest in a warm farmhouse with regular meals.

	I was about to point out that things could be worse when something across the table caught my attention. Duke had edged his chair noticeably closer to Emily since I’d last looked. Their heads were almost touching, and Emily’s cheeks went rosy when Duke murmured something that made her giggle.

	Brian followed my gaze and nearly choked on his tea. "Blimey," he whispered. "He’s laying it on thicker than Isla’s homemade jam."

	Duke spoke louder than necessary. "You know, Mr Harold has this adorable habit of tilting his head when he hears my car pull up. He’s got this sixth sense about me coming home."

	Emily nodded and seemed honestly interested. "That’s so sweet. I’ve always wanted a dog."

	"You should come visit sometime. Seattle’s beautiful in the fall." Duke let his fingers brush Emily’s hand. "I could show you around and introduce you to Mr Harold. He’s an excellent judge of character."

	I raised an eyebrow at Brian, who mimed gagging into his napkin.

	"And I meant what I said about creating a gin with your name," Duke went on. "Something delicate but with hidden complexity. ‘Emily’s Essence’, maybe. Or ‘Hawthorn Bloom’."

	"You’d really do that?" Emily looked genuinely touched.

	"Absolutely. I’d use elderflower, a hint of lemon balm, maybe some…" Duke carried on, listing botanicals as if he were reciting poetry.

	Brian leaned towards me. "Is this the same Duke who couldn’t care less about Emily three days ago?"

	I nodded. "The very same."

	After breakfast, Duke and Emily slipped out of the house together. From the window, I watched them stroll down the path, Duke’s hand settled firmly at the small of Emily’s back – not quite a hug, but close enough to make the point. The gale whipped their hair into their faces, but they didn’t seem to notice.

	"That’s moving rather quickly," a voice observed from behind me.

	I turned to find Lachlan watching them too, his eyes following the pair. He looked marginally better than he had before breakfast – less hungover, at least.

	"Care to join me for coffee in the lounge?" he asked. "I’ve finally convinced Peggy to let me near the proper machine when Isla isn’t watching, not that instant muck."

	The lounge was mercifully empty. Lachlan settled into an armchair by the fireplace, his long fingers wrapped around a steaming mug. Brian followed us in and flopped onto the sofa, phone out again, trying his luck with the signal.

	"So. You and Isla." I took the chair opposite Lachlan. "How did you meet?"

	A smile softened his features. "Business, initially. I run a company that produces Harris Tweed goods for the tourist market – handbags, wallets, that sort of thing."

	"I’ve seen that in the shops," Brian said. "Isn’t that the scratchy wool stuff that costs a fortune?"

	Lachlan’s eyes narrowed a fraction. "It’s not just ‘scratchy wool stuff’. Harris Tweed is protected by its own Act of Parliament. It has to be pure virgin wool, dyed and spun here in the Outer Hebrides, and hand-woven by islanders in their own homes."

	"Sounds labour-intensive," I said.

	"That’s what makes it special." His voice grew livelier. The weavers work at home, hidden in small crofts with sheep grazing behind and muddy carrots in the garden. The colours come straight from the island: heather purple, sea blue, peat brown. Each family has its own patterns, handed down like old stories."

	"And Isla? Where does she come in?" I guided him back to the point.

	"I stayed here during a buying trip." His gaze drifted to the window. "We got talking one evening over whisky. She knows her single malts better than most sommeliers know wine. One thing led to another."

	"And your wife?" I asked.

	Lachlan’s expression hardened. "That’s the part I’m not proud of. I was – am – married. Happily, I thought, until I met Isla." He set the mug down carefully. "I fell hard. Started making excuses for more trips to Harris. Spent more time here than in Edinburgh."

	"Isla didn’t know you were married?"

	"Not at first. I didn’t wear a ring – never have. Find them uncomfortable." He knotted his fingers together. "When she found out, she ended it immediately. Said she wasn’t in the business of breaking up marriages."

	"That sounds like her," I nodded.

	Lachlan gave a hollow little laugh. "The irony is, after losing Isla, I realised I needed to be honest. I told my wife everything. Wanted to do the right thing, even if it was too late."

	"How did that go?" Brian asked, finally looking up from his phone.

	"About as well as you’d expect." Lachlan stared into his coffee. "But strangely, my honesty mattered more to her than I thought it would. We’re working through an amicable divorce now and – if we’re lucky – we’ll stay friends."

	"And Isla?"

	"Wouldn’t speak to me again. Blocked my number, my email, everything." He tapped a steady rhythm on the armrest. "When I saw your workshop advertised online, it felt like fate. A legitimate reason to come back. A chance to explain everything properly. And maybe… reconnect."

	"But she still wouldn’t talk to you?"

	"Worse." The mug creaked faintly in his grip. "She’d moved on to Jean-Luc. Or whatever his name really was."

	"You were jealous," I stated.

	"Of course I was jealous." The words came out sharp. "I’d finally sorted my life out, come clean to everyone – and she was flirting with that arrogant French fraud." His hand curled into a fist on the armrest. "You saw how he treated people. Like we were peasants who should be grateful for his attention."

	Brian and I exchanged a look. Jealousy. Temper. A very obvious reason to swing a fist…, or lock someone up with a spooked horse.

	"Isla mentioned something," I said. "The night Jean-Luc died, she said she wrote you a note – asked you to meet her on the terrace. To make peace."

	Lachlan frowned. "What note?"

	"She said she slipped it under your door during the storm."

	"I never got any note." His confusion looked genuine. "I was in my room that entire evening. Drinking, I admit, but I would’ve noticed something pushed under the door."

	"She said she waited for you on the terrace. In the rain."

	"That’s nonsense." He shook his head. "Why would she do that after ignoring me for weeks?"

	If there was no note for Lachlan, Isla was building herself an alibi for the time of Jean-Luc’s murder. A note slipped under a door, another tempting Jean-Luc out to the stables. Coincidence didn’t stretch that far.

	I stood, setting my empty mug down. "Thanks for being open with us. It helps to understand the… dynamics."

	"Do you think…" Lachlan hesitated. "Do you think Isla had something to do with his death?"

	I didn’t answer quickly, which was answer enough.

	"I don’t know," I said at last. 
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CHAPTER 24 
THE REST

	After I finished talking with Lachlan, I checked my watch and realised more time had slipped away than I’d thought. The afternoon had crept in quietly, and the solid cloud cover outside made the light too flat to help judge the hour. We’d missed lunch, but since we’d had a late breakfast, I wasn’t really hungry. The house sat in that familiar Sunday-afternoon hush – the sort that seems to settle over the whole of Britain, as if everyone has collectively agreed to lower their voice.

	"Should we round everyone up?" Brian stretched until his joints cracked. "They’re probably wondering what happened to their fearless photography leader."

	I felt a flicker of guilt. Murder investigation or not, they were paying customers, and they hadn’t travelled to the Hebrides to watch me play detective.

	We gathered the group in the converted barn that served as our workshop space. Ole had lined up the chairs in a faultless semicircle, each exactly the same distance from the next. Isabella hovered by the door, already planning her exit. Mildred settled in with her knitting, her phone balanced on her lap, recording light winking at me.

	"Since we’re confined to the farm without Carson working today to drive us," I began, "I thought we might try a different sort of exercise – one that trains your eye for detail and composition."

	"Please tell me it doesn’t involve going outside in that." Isabella flicked a glance towards the window, where another shower had just begun. "My hair cannot take any more of this Scottish monsoon."

	"It can be done indoors or out," I said. "The challenge is to photograph letters you find in nature or your surroundings. A stick shaped like a ‘Y’. A cloud forming an ‘O’. Window glazing bars creating an ‘H’."

	Ole sat up straighter. "A systematic approach to compositional elements. Yes. Very satisfying."

	"The point is to develop your eye for pattern and detail," I continued. "To see the extraordinary in ordinary objects."

	Lachlan nodded appreciatively. "Clever exercise. Forces you to really look."

	"Can I find these letters in the kitchen?" Isabella twisted a dark curl around her finger. "Perhaps with food? My blog followers would love something like pasta arranged to spell words. Maybe with some herbs as the dot on the ‘i’."

	"I should supervise," Brian volunteered instantly. "I have significant experience with pasta. Mostly eating it, but the principles transfer."

	"Fine,"I agreed, suppressing a sigh.

	"Where are our lovebirds?" Mildred asked, peering around as if Emily and Duke might be hiding behind the chairs.

	"Probably off photographing the letter ‘X’," Brian muttered.

	I ignored him. "I hadn’t noticed they were missing. Should I be concerned?"

	Brian shook his head. "I think their absence is less homicide and more… hormone. I doubt either of them is in danger – unless you count the risk of pneumonia from flirting in a gale."

	"Right." I cleared my throat. "Everyone has until dinner to create a mini-alphabet. We’ll review the results this evening."

	The group dispersed with more enthusiasm than I’d expected. Even Isabella seemed energised by the challenge, dragging Brian towards the kitchen with promises of arranging linguine into Italian profanities.

	I watched them go, and the sudden quiet made it harder to ignore how bone-tired I was. The constant tension, the lack of sleep, the mental gymnastics of trying to spot a killer among the group – it was starting to catch up with me. With everyone occupied for a couple of hours, I could steal a few minutes of peace.

	The lounge was empty and warm. I sank into an armchair with a fresh mug of green tea and the book I’d optimistically packed for the trip – a biography of a Scottish lighthouse keeper. At home, that kind of isolation had sounded romantic. Here, reading about a man trapped by storms felt a little too on the nose.

	Still, the familiar comfort of print pulled me in. The words blurred as my eyes grew heavy. My tea cooled on the side table. Just as I drifted towards that lovely fuzzy borderland between wakefulness and sleep, the peace shattered.

	"JOANA! JOANA!"

	I jerked upright. Mildred burst into the room, cardigan askew, her usually perfect hair standing up in tufts.

	"What is it, Mildred?" I snapped, unable to mask my irritation at having my nap murdered.

	Brian appeared in the doorway, drawn by the noise. "What’s happened now?" Behind him, Isabella slipped in from the back door. Why she’d been outside when she was supposed to be arranging pasta in the kitchen was a question for later.

	"It’s Carson!" Mildred’s voice went high and thin. "He’s dead. I found him in that wooden barrel. Drowned!"

	Silence. The word sat in the room like a weight.

	Drowned.

	Not Carson. That was not possible. Carson, who knew every inch of this farm and could handle whatever Harris threw at him. 

	But cold water did strange things to the body. He wasn’t young. Could the shock have stopped his heart?

	"Are you certain?" I set the book down, suddenly very awake. "Maybe he’s just – "

	"Dead as a doornail," Mildred cut in, clutching at her throat. "Face down in the water. I was looking for wooden textures – for letters, you know – and… there he was."

	My phone chose that moment to ping.

	I glanced down at the screen.

	"Helicopter is ready to take off. DCI Fraser and I arrive tonight. Ask the landlady to prepare two rooms for us. ETA 1800. DC Murray"

	I looked up from my phone to find Brian, Isabella, and Mildred all staring at me, waiting for instructions on what to do now.

	"Brian," I said finally, "find Isla. Tell her what’s happened. And that we have company coming." I turned to Mildred. "Show me."

	As I followed Mildred's rigid back towards the barn, a grim thought struck me. The Sabbath was strictly observed in Harris as a day of rest.

	It seemed Carson had taken it literally. Permanent rest.
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CHAPTER 25 
THE CROFT

	The shed door groaned on its hinges, revealing the makeshift spa in all its damp, draughty glory. Mildred was right behind me, her anxious breathing uncomfortably close. I stepped inside, and my eyes went straight to the massive wooden barrel dominating the centre of the room. Carson was in it, his silhouette just visible above the rim, too still.

	"Wait outside, Mildred." I turned and blocked her path. "We shouldn’t contaminate the scene before the police arrive."

	"But I’ve already seen – " She clutched her cardigan tighter.

	"Please."

	She hesitated, then nodded and backed away, her knitting needles clicking in her pocket. As the door pulled shut, I heard her murmuring into her phone – recording a breathless account of the trauma of discovering a corpse.

	I edged closer to the barrel. It was an old whisky puncheon – the kind Scottish distilleries use to mature spirit – taller than it was wide, the wood dark with age and damp, metal hoops cinching the staves. Someone – Carson, presumably – had knocked together a set of rough steps to make climbing up to voluntary hypothermia easier.

	Something on the steps caught my eye. I crouched and squinted into the gloom. Mud streaked the treads – fresh, wet, and dark.

	I straightened up, angling for a better look at Carson. His body lay in a way that didn’t seem accidental. His face was submerged, but his shoulders and the back of his neck were above the water. I leaned closer, making sure not to disturb anything. Just above his collar, faint marks stood out on the skin. They looked deliberate. Almost like fingers.

	This wasn’t a heart attack. Someone had made sure he stayed under, long enough for the water to do its work.

	Beyond the barrel was what could, with kindness, be called a relaxation zone. A small fire pit ringed with stones sat beside two old loungers, a shaky table, and a lone chair.

	The fire pit still held a faint glow. Carson had set up for his Sabbath ritual: freezing dip, then warm fire – a routine he’d probably done every Sunday for years, until today.

	A pile of clothes lay on one of the loungers – clearly his. Not folded, just flung aside as if he’d undressed in a hurry. His boots stood neatly beside the lounger. I flicked a glance back at the muddy treads on the barrel steps. They couldn’t be his; he’d have been barefoot. The mud belonged to someone else.

	On the little table between the loungers sat a whisky bottle, almost half empty, and two glasses. One held a small mouthful of amber liquid. The other was clean. Waiting.

	Two glasses. Was Carson expecting someone?

	"Quite the flexible interpretation of the Sabbath," I muttered. "No work allowed, but whisky’s apparently fine."

	I checked the door again. Still shut. I should have waited. I should have stood outside like a sensible person and let Fraser do his job.

	Instead, I walked over to the clothes.

	With the lightest possible touch, I patted down the jacket and trousers. The jacket was empty, but in the right front pocket of the trousers, my fingers found something papery. I eased it out.

	A printout, folded into a tight square.

	When I unfolded it, I found a list of croft houses for sale in Harris – prices, acreage, agent details. Several listings were circled in pencil, the margins filled with quick calculations.

	"What on earth?" The words came out into the empty shed.

	Was Carson planning to leave Isla’s farm? Start up on his own? Ole’s story came back to me – Carson by the stairs, smiling that wrong smile, talking about not "playing the servant for nasty mainlanders" much longer.

	But croft houses – even modest fixer-uppers – cost money. Not London-flat money, but still far beyond what a handyman should be scribbling down as if it were a shopping list. Where would he get that kind of cash?

	Jean-Luc aka Lambert. The Harris Angel plant.

	If Carson had been involved, it hardly explained why he ended up face-down in a barrel.

	I folded the paper along its old creases and slid it back into the pocket, just as I’d found it.

	I stepped back and looked over the scene again, trying to pin down every detail for later. Two deaths in a matter of days, on an island where the biggest scandal was usually a dog chasing sheep. Jean-Luc – Lambert – trampled in a loose box. Carson face-down in a barrel, on the one day of the week he was meant to be resting.

	I’d been so sure Carson was our villain. The smuggling rumours. The friction with Duke. That smug little look after Jean-Luc died. It all slotted into place far too neatly.

	And now here he was.

	Either we had two killers under Isla’s roof – unlikely, even for my life choices – or I’d been wrong about him from the start.

	"Amateur," I muttered. "This is why Fraser gets annoyed with you." The mistake was obvious in hindsight: pick a suspect, then start bending everything to fit.

	I needed to start again. Look at everyone with fresh eyes. If Carson hadn’t killed Jean-Luc, who had? And who had reason to silence Carson as well? What on earth linked a French chef to a Hebridean handyman?

	Outside, Mildred paced in tight circles in the yard.

	"Is it… awful?" Her voice came out thin. "I saw him, but I couldn’t look properly."

	"It’s not pleasant," I said. "Fraser and Murray will be here soon. They’ll do this properly."

	I pulled the shed door shut and found a length of twine nearby. It wasn’t exactly a high-security system, but I wound it around the latch as best I could.

	"No one goes in there until the police arrive," I told her. "Not you, not Isla, not Peggy, not anyone. Clear?"

	She nodded, eyes fixed on the door as if expecting Carson to appear at any moment, dripping wet and ready to complain about tourists.

	"Did you tell anyone else?" I asked as we headed back towards the house.

	"Only you and Brian," she said. "And Isabella – she was there when I found you." Her voice wobbled. "Do you think… do you think one of us did it?"

	"Yes," I said simply. "I don’t think a random burglar came back for a second go. Whoever did this is still here."

	We walked the rest of the way in silence.

	Fraser and Murray would arrive soon. I only hoped Fraser wouldn’t notice that I’d already been inside his crime scene.

	It wouldn’t exactly improve his opinion of me.
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CHAPTER 26 
THE CAVALRY

	The helicopter began as a dark speck against the grey Hebridean evening, growing until its steady thump-thump-thump swallowed the wind’s howl. Brian and I stood side by side in the yard, heads tilted back.

	"He’s going to be furious, isn’t he?" Brian shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "About Carson, I mean. And about you poking around."

	"He’s always furious." I watched the helicopter hover, lining itself up to land in Isla’s sheep field. "It’s his natural state. Like Ole with his ruler, or you with your snacks."

	"I just hope he doesn’t actually arrest you this time. I’m not sure my nerves could handle prison visits. The security checks… what if they confiscate my phone?"

	I gave him a sidelong glance. "Your concern for my welfare is touching."

	The helicopter settled with a final gust. The rotors wound down, and the passenger door swung open to reveal DCI Fraser: tall, stern, and wearing the expression of a man who’d rather be anywhere else. He climbed down as if he’d been commuting by helicopter his whole career. DC Murray followed, looking distinctly green.

	"Look at poor Murray," Brian murmured. "That’s exactly how I felt on the ferry."

	Murray managed three steps, then stopped to take several careful breaths. Even from a distance, I could see his usual cheer had been replaced by sheer misery. Two more figures climbed out behind him – a man and a woman in FORENSIC SERVICES coveralls – already hauling equipment cases.

	A moment later, a police Land Rover rattled up the track and stopped behind the helicopter. Sergeant MacGumbry and the young constable climbed out, both looking as if they’d rather be anywhere else.

	I lifted my voice as Fraser and Murray crossed towards us. "Welcome to the Golden View Retreat – though the view is decidedly less golden today."

	Fraser marched over, every inch as disapproving as I remembered. He probably had spent the whole flight drafting a lecture with my name on it.

	"Ms Snowdon." He stopped right in front of me. "Don’t tell me you have more bad news."

	"I wish I didn’t." I paused a fraction too long. "There’s been another death."

	Fraser's face went absolutely still. "Another death."

	"Carson. Found in a water barrel in the old sheep shed. Drowned."

	Murray chose that moment to rejoin us, still a worrying shade between green and paper-white. He swallowed hard. "The helicopter… My stomach feels like it’s been through a… through a…"

	"Washing machine?" Brian offered.

	Murray’s eyes lit with gratitude. "Yes! Turbans like being inside a washing machine!"

	"Turbulence," Brian corrected gently. "I know the feeling. Boats, cars, planes – if it moves, my stomach files a formal complaint. I’ve got ginger tablets if you need – "

	"ENOUGH!" Fraser’s roar cut straight through the yard. Even the pilot, mid-shutdown, glanced over. "Another body? Another body? In the time it took us to fly from Aberdeen to Harris, you’ve managed to conjure up yet another corpse?"

	"I didn’t exactly conjure – "

	"Every time you set foot in Scotland, people start dying!" Colour climbed up Fraser’s neck. "Is this your idea of a holiday? A wee tour of the Hebrides with a side of homicide?"

	"That’s hardly fair." I protested. "I didn’t kill anyone."

	"Oh?" Fraser jabbed a finger at me. "Then why is it that the moment Joana Snowdon arrives on an island that hasn’t seen a serious crime since the war, we have a serial killer? Have you considered package holidays to Benidorm? Sun, sand, cheap drinks – and a remarkable lack of opportunities to find bodies!"

	"I didn’t find this one," I said quickly. "Mildred Pringle did. Retired postmistress. Cotswolds."

	"And you just happened to be first on the scene again?" One eyebrow rose.

	"No. I was actually reading in the lounge when – "

	"Exactly, reading!" Brian cut in. "She was having a quiet moment. I can vouch for that. Very boring. Very not-investigative."

	Fraser's gaze slid to Brian, who immediately developed an intense interest in his shoelaces.

	Sergeant MacGumbry strode across the yard from the Land Rover, her scowl daring anyone to get in her way – Fraser, me, or anyone else. The younger officer followed, his eyes fixed on his boots, hoping to somehow remain invisible.

	Fraser drew in a slow breath and forced his voice back into something resembling professional. "Perhaps we could focus on the matter at hand. Two deaths in a few days would suggest we have a problem."

	"Just a run of bad luck," MacGumbry cut in. "Island life can be dangerous."

	Fraser’s eyes slid to her. "Officer…?"

	"MacGumbry. Sergeant MacGumbry." She lifted her chin.

	"Sergeant MacGumbry," Fraser repeated the name slowly, as though he was saving it for a future performance review. "I understand you classified the first death as an accident."

	"Aye, and I stand by that assessment. And this second one – "

	"Let’s not jump to conclusions before we’ve examined the scene, shall we?" He turned back to me. "Now, Ms Snowdon, if you’d be so kind as to direct us to the body."

	I nodded towards the sheep shed. "In there. Mildred said he’s face down in his cold-water therapy barrel. Every Sunday, he – "

	"Let’s save the victim’s habits for the formal statement, shall we?" Fraser was already moving. Murray hurried after him. The forensic team followed, cases in hand.

	We trailed behind at a sensible distance. At the door, Fraser stopped so sharply we nearly walked into his back.

	"This is a crime scene." His gaze pinned Brian and me in one go. "Members of the public will remain outside."

	"I can help," I said. "I noticed a few things that – "

	Fraser’s expression tightened. "And how, exactly, would you have noticed anything, Ms Snowdon? Unless you entered the shed?"

	Brian elbowed me sharply in the ribs.

	"Mildred described what she saw," I improvised. "In great detail. She’s very observant. Comes from years of sorting mail, I expect."

	"We’ll discuss your second-hand observations later." Fraser held the door open just long enough to disappear inside. "For now, stay out here."

	The young male officer looked relieved when Fraser told him to guard us. He planted himself by the door, body angled pointedly away from the gap, as if not seeing inside might make it less real.

	"Still not a fan of bodies?" I asked.

	He swallowed. "My first one was the Frenchman. Second one is… this."

	"Quite the introduction to police work."

	He let out a long, unhappy breath. "I joined to help tourists find the Callanish Stones, not… this."

	We fell quiet. The wind whistled along the eaves. Inside, we could hear Fraser’s muffled voice giving orders, broken now and then by the clink of equipment. Time stretched.

	Eventually, the door opened. Fraser stepped out first, with Murray and Sergeant MacGumbry behind him. The forensic team stayed inside, heads down, doing the part of the job no one ever envies.

	"Another tragic accident," MacGumbry announced at once. "Intoxicated, fell asleep in the bath, drowned. Case closed."

	"Fell asleep in freezing water?" I stared at her. "You can’t be serious. The marks on his neck are finger-shaped, and his posture is wrong. He’s bent forward – head down – with his shoulders still above the water. Someone held him there."

	The silence after my outburst was so complete I could hear a sheep bleating somewhere beyond the yard. Fraser turned to me, very slowly.

	"Ms Snowdon." Each syllable was carefully controlled. "Would you care to explain how you know the exact position of the body and the nature of the marks? Because unless you’ve developed X-ray vision since we last met, I fail to see how you could possibly know that without entering the scene."

	Brian stepped forward, easing himself slightly between Fraser and me like a well-meaning human shield. "Well, you see, what happened was – "

	"I wasn’t asking you, Mr Goodfellow," Fraser snapped. "I’m asking your colleague why she persists in contaminating my crime scenes."

	"I went in after Mildred told me," I admitted, abandoning the lie. "I was careful not to touch anything except – " I stopped.

	"Except?" Fraser’s eyebrows rose in perfect unison.

	"Except the door," I finished lamely.

	Fraser’s face turned the same red as the Butt of Lewis lighthouse. "Do you have any concept of scene integrity? Or does your compulsion to meddle override basic common sense?"

	Murray shifted beside him. "Sir, perhaps we should focus on – "

	"I am focusing!" Fraser’s voice cracked. "I’m focusing on the fact that every time this woman sets foot in Scotland, bodies start appearing! And not just any bodies, oh no. Not an ordinary domestic or a pub fight gone wrong. It has to be serial killings!"

	"To be fair," Brian put in, "two deaths isn’t technically serial. I think you need three for – "

	"Do not," Fraser pointed a warning finger at Brian, "finish that sentence."

	Brian’s mouth snapped shut.

	Fraser swung back to me. "And you. You’ve inserted yourself into yet another investigation. Give me one reason why I shouldn’t arrest you for interference right now."

	"Because I noticed things?" It came out more hopeful than convincing. "Like the muddy boot prints on the steps that couldn’t be Carson’s. Or the property listings in his pocket."

	Fraser took a step closer. He somehow managed to look even taller than usual. "Property listings?"

	"Yes. Prices circled. Calculations in the margins." I met his eyes. "Carson was getting ready for something. Maybe that’s what got him killed."

	A muscle jumped in Fraser’s jaw. "You went through his pockets." It wasn’t a question.

	"Just the outer ones,"  I clarified, as if that made it any better.

	Fraser closed his eyes, briefly appealing to whatever saint handled professional restraint. When he opened them again, his voice was dangerously calm. "DC Murray. Escort Ms Snowdon and Mr Goodfellow back to the main house while I continue here. And make sure they don’t wander off to discover any more evidence. Or bodies."

	Murray nodded, clearly relieved to be given a job that didn’t involve standing within Fraser’s blast radius. "Come along then, you two. Let’s not ruffle any more chickens in the henhouse."

	"Feathers," Brian murmured. "You ruffle feathers."

	"That too," Murray agreed cheerfully, steering us away.

	Fraser called after us. "And Ms Snowdon! I want a complete statement from you about everything – everything – you’ve observed since arriving. Every conversation, every movement, every suspicious sneeze. Understood?"

	"Yes, DCI Fraser." I bit back an Aye, aye, sir. I didn’t want to push my luck.

	"And stay out of my way," he added. "I mean it."

	As we walked back, Isla emerged from the kitchen door and made a beeline for Murray.

	"DC Murray? I've prepared rooms for you and DCI Fraser. In the converted stables." She gestured towards a separate stone outbuilding. "Not where the Frenchman died," she added hastily. "Private entrances and en-suites."

	That was indeed good news. With the police in the annexe, Fraser couldn’t catch me in my dressing gown – or hovering inconveniently near my investigation. Because, despite his warnings, I had no intention whatsoever of staying out of this.

	"He’ll interview Mildred first," Brian murmured. "Poor woman will talk his ear off."

	"Good. That gives us time to compare notes."

	Brian exhaled. "You’re not actually going to listen to him about staying out of the investigation, are you?"

	I gave him my most innocent smile. "Of course I am. I’m just interpreting ‘stay out of my way’ literally…"

	"Oh God," Brian groaned. "We’re going to end up in a Scottish prison. Do they even serve vegan food there?"

	"Look on the bright side." I patted his arm. "You can work on a new book. Porridge and Punishment: A Visual Journey Through Scottish Incarceration."

	Brian didn’t laugh, but the young officer trailing behind us failed to hide a grin.
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CHAPTER 27 
THE TEXTBOOK CRIME

	Brian and I needed somewhere private, where the walls wouldn’t grow ears and report back to DCI Fraser. The fireplace in the lounge was unoccupied, its embers glowing softly, the surrounding chairs empty.

	"Perfect," I whispered, nudging Brian towards it. "Quick, before someone claims it."

	We hurried across the room and sank into the pair of worn armchairs flanking the fireplace. The old springs protested beneath my weight, releasing a small puff of dust that hung for a moment before settling again. The heat from the dying fire barely reached us, but after the chill of the yard, I was grateful for any warmth.

	"Do you think Mildred will keep Fraser busy for a while?" Brian’s eyes flicked towards the hallway.

	"Absolutely. She’ll give him her entire life story, her thoughts on the postal service reforms of 1995, and detailed reviews of every biscuit served during this workshop before she even gets to finding Carson." I took a moment to look around, confirming we were truly alone. "We’ve probably got thirty minutes, minimum."

	Brian reached into his pocket and produced a slightly squashed vegan chocolate bar with nuts. He broke it in half and offered me a piece. "Brain food. You look like you need the glucose."

	I accepted it with a grateful nod. The familiar ritual – Brian producing food from seemingly nowhere – was oddly grounding.

	"So," he began, already chewing, "two murders. Unless we’ve got two separate killers having the same oddly productive week, Carson didn’t kill Jean-Luc."

	I nodded slowly. "Which means we were wrong about him. I feel terrible about that. I was so convinced…"

	"We both were." Brian picked a nut from the chocolate.

	"We followed red herrings." I let my head thump back against the chair. "But what about Isla and her non-existent note for Lachlan?"

	Brian frowned. "The Jane Austen note?"

	"Exactly. She said she waited in the rain, but he never showed up. That was her alibi for Jean-Luc’s murder."

	"But Lachlan told us he never got any note." Brian’s frown deepened. "Could he have missed it somehow?"

	I shook my head. "He said he was in his room the entire night. Hard to miss a note being slipped under your door when you’re right there."

	"So either Lachlan’s lying, or Isla is." Brian tilted his head. "Whose word do we trust?"

	"I’m not sure," I admitted. "Lachlan seemed genuinely surprised when I mentioned the note. And Isla was soaked when we saw her before finding the body, which backs up her story about waiting in the rain."

	"Unless she got wet somewhere else," Brian said. "Like the stables."

	Neither of us said it, but we were both thinking it. Isla had the Harris Angel. She had access to the stables and the shed. And if Jean-Luc had threatened to steal the plant, she had a motive.

	"And Carson?" I dragged us back to the more recent crime. "Where was Isla when he died?"

	Brian drummed his fingers on the worn velvet armrest. "We don’t know, do we? I was in the kitchen with Isabella – well, briefly with Isabella. You were reading in here. Duke and Emily were off doing… whatever they were doing. But I can’t remember seeing Isla at all."

	"But why kill Carson?" I rubbed my temples. "He was essential to running this place. You saw what breakfast was like without him – absolute chaos. She needs him."

	"Maybe he discovered something that connected her to Jean-Luc’s murder," Brian suggested.

	"Or she was desperate." I took a tiny bite of the chocolate bar. "The list of croft houses for sale."

	Brian blinked. "Why would Carson be looking at property?"

	"He was planning to quit. Maybe the second whisky glass was for Isla. He resigns, she argues, he refuses, and then…"

	"But handymen don’t make enough to buy property," Brian objected. "Even in Harris."

	"Exactly." I rearranged the coasters on the small coffee table, keeping my fingers busy. "So where was the money coming from? The rare plant deal. Jean-Luc and Carson arranged to smuggle it off the island, and then Isla found out and killed them both to protect her secret plant."

	Brian looked sceptical. "That’s a stretch, Jo. Two murders over a plant? I mean, I know some vegans who get pretty intense about their greens, but this is on another level."

	"You heard what Isla said. It could be worth a fortune to the right buyer."

	Brian finished his half of the chocolate bar, chewing thoughtfully. "Even if the motive fits, there’s the physics. Carson wasn’t exactly frail. He was tough as old boots. Could Isla really hold him down?"

	It was a fair question. Carson was strong and lean, shaped by years of hard work in bad weather. Fit for his age.

	A log shifted in the grate, sending up a quick scatter of sparks. We fell quiet, watching them flare and die. The wind outside had picked up again.

	"Speaking of people’s whereabouts," I interrupted the silence, "where did Isabella go? I thought you two were photographing pasta together in the kitchen."

	Brian looked faintly embarrassed. "We were. Briefly. She spelt out ‘Porca miseria!’ with linguine, then declared she was bored and needed a ‘fancier’ subject." He dragged a hand through his hair. "I gave up photography and ate the props. It felt wrong to waste perfectly good pasta."

	"But you don’t know where she went?"

	"No idea," Brian admitted. "I assumed she’d gone to find some ‘Rs’ or ‘Ts’ outside. Or write an Italian swear word in the mud. She didn’t come back to the kitchen."

	I remembered Isabella slipping into the lounge when Mildred announced finding Carson's body. "She came in from the terrace. Not from upstairs."

	"It was cold outside," Brian frowned. "And threatening to rain again. Why would she go outside for a photography exercise she could’ve done indoors? Isabella doesn’t do Scottish weather. She’s more Amalfi Coast than Atlantic gale."

	Before I could answer, the lounge door swung open. DCI Fraser entered, crossing the room to our fireside spot in just a few strides. Murray followed on his heels, notebook open, pen poised.

	"There you are." Fraser stopped in front of us, scowl fully assembled. "When I said ‘give a complete statement’, I didn’t mean vanish to the farthest corner of the house and plot your own investigation."

	"We were warming ourselves by the fire," I replied innocently "It’s a bit chilly after being outside."

	Fraser’s stare sharpened. "Mildred Pringle has just treated me to the most exhaustive monologue of finding a body I’ve ever endured. It covered everything from her late husband’s gallbladder to the decline of the Royal Mail."

	"Told you," I murmured to Brian.

	"She did, however," Fraser continued, pulling a chair closer and sitting down with us, "provide some useful information amid the deluge of irrelevance. And she played me several of her recordings, which were surprisingly illuminating."

	Murray nodded enthusiastically. "The lady's a natural Miss Marple. Got a real ear for suspicious chatter."

	"So you’ve solved it, then?" The scepticism slipped out before I could smooth it away.

	Fraser’s mouth did that small, smug curve he reserved for other people being wrong. "It’s obvious when you have the pieces. Lachlan Stewart is our man."

	I inhaled at exactly the wrong moment and coughed on the last bite of chocolate. "Lachlan. Really."

	"A textbook crime of passion." Fraser leaned back, warming to his own theory. "Stewart wanted Isla back. She chose the Frenchman instead. Stewart killed him in a jealous rage."

	"And Carson?" I stared at him. "Why Carson?"

	Murray jumped in. "The boss reckons Carson saw the first murder. He was near the stables. Stewart had to silence the witness."

	I met Brian’s eyes. He looked as unconvinced as I felt.

	Before either of us could argue, a forensic technician stepped into the lounge.

	"Sir? Preliminary on the time of death for Mr Williamson." She glanced at her clipboard. "Based on algor mortis and rigidity, we place it between 11:30 and 13:30."

	Fraser rose, satisfied. "Thank you."

	I straightened. "Actually, DCI Fraser, you have a problem."

	He turned to me with an expression of weary patience. "Do I indeed, Ms Snowdon? Please, enlighten me with your amateur analysis."

	"Lachlan isn’t your killer." I got to my feet and faced him, having to tip my chin up to meet his eyes. "He has an alibi for Carson’s murder."

	Fraser’s eyebrow lifted. "An alibi provided by whom, exactly?"

	"By us." I pointed between Brian and myself. "Lachlan was with us in this very lounge from just after breakfast until about half two. We were discussing his relationship with Isla, his marriage, his business. He couldn’t have been in that shed holding Carson under."

	Fraser’s smugness faltered and then snapped back into place. "Perhaps you’re mistaken about the timing."

	"We’re not." Brian’s tone was sharper than usual. "We sat right here with him for ages. Then we all went to the workshop barn for the photography exercise. Together. He wasn’t out of our sight."

	Fraser’s mouth flattened. The forensic technician shifted, suddenly very interested in her clipboard.

	Murray’s pen hovered over his notebook, eyes flicking between us and his boss. "So, boss, if it’s not Stewart, then we’re…"

	"Back to square one," Fraser cut in. His gaze landed on me. "Thanks to Ms Snowdon and her inconvenient alibi."

	"I’m sorry the truth is inconvenient," I replied, unable to resist.

	Fraser held my eyes for a long beat. "The truth, Ms Snowdon, is rarely convenient in my line of work."

	With that, he stormed out. The technician hurried after him.

	Murray lingered with us a bit longer and gave us an apologetic look. "He doesn’t mean to be such a grump," he whispered. "He just wanted this all wrapped up so we could fly home."

	"I understand," I nodded. "But Lachlan really was with us."

	"I believe you." Murray slid his notebook away. "And between you and me, the Chief’s theory felt too… straight-lined. In my police experimentation, the obvious suspect is rarely the villain."

	I frowned. "Experimentation?"

	Brian, fluent in Murray-speak, translated. "Experience."

	Murray nodded, satisfied, and followed his boss.

	When the door clicked shut behind him, Brian and I looked at each other.

	"If not Lachlan," Brian said, "then who?"
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CHAPTER 28 
THE BUS

	I woke to a strange sound – or, more accurately, the absence of one. The howling wind that had filled our time in Harris had finally stopped. A gentle breeze brushed the window. Sunlight slipped through the curtains. The Amber Warning had ended.

	The news spread through the Golden View Retreat faster than Mildred could relay gossip. By breakfast, everyone’s spirits had lifted, and plates of Peggy’s porridge were actually emptied for once. The ferry company had announced services would resume that afternoon. Freedom was back on the timetable.

	"I’ve already booked my ticket." Duke waved his phone triumphantly. "First ferry out. No offence to this charming murder retreat, but Mr Harold needs his dad back home."

	That was when Fraser strode into the dining room, with Murray on his heels.

	"I’m afraid no one will be leaving this island until we’ve concluded our investigation." Fraser planted his hands on the back of an empty chair. "Two murders aren’t something we take lightly in Scotland, regardless of how inconvenient it might be for your dog, Mr Jackson."

	The room erupted.

	Isabella slammed her coffee cup down, splashing liquid across the tablecloth. "Impossibile! I have a food blog deadline! My followers are waiting! I need to travel to find new content! New herbs!"

	"And I have a business to run," Lachlan added, his Edinburgh accent suddenly a good deal thicker.

	Ole muttered something in Danish that, judging by his tone, wasn’t a glowing review of the Scottish police force.

	Even Emily joined in. "You can’t just keep us prisoner here! We have rights!"

	"I can, actually." Fraser didn’t blink. "It’s called detaining potential witnesses – or suspects – in an active murder investigation."

	I watched the room’s collective hope deflate. The prospect of being trapped indefinitely with a murderer and an increasingly frustrated DCI Fraser was almost worse than being stranded by the storm.

	"DCI Fraser." I stepped forward. "I understand your position, but keeping everyone penned in on the farm will make things worse. Tensions are already high."

	Fraser looked at me. Unamused. "Ms Snowdon, your input, while unsolicited, is noted."

	I didn’t give up. "What about a compromise – daily photo excursions, with police supervision? It would give everyone some breathing space while keeping us on the island."

	Murray piped up from behind his boss. "That’s not a bad idea, Sir. Might be good to obsess – uhm, observe them in a more relaxed environment. People let their gardens down when they’re distracted."

	I sighed silently.

	Fraser’s jaw shifted once, likely mentally calculating the extra work versus the benefit of not having to deal with a full-scale rebellion.

	"Fine. Supervised excursions. But you return to the farm each evening, and no one – absolutely no one – attempts to leave the island."

	Brian’s hand shot up. "Can we go to the Callanish stone circles? I’ve wanted to photograph them since we got here."

	"Callanish it is," Fraser agreed, then pinned me with a look. "And Ms Snowdon will be beside me, where I can keep an eye on her investigative tendencies."

	"Actually," Isla interjected, "there’s a slight problem with transport. The farm’s bus is our only option, and with Carson… well."

	"I can drive it," Brian volunteered – and immediately looked as if he wanted to swallow the words.

	"You?" I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice. "You get motion sickness watching someone else play a racing game."

	Brian straightened. "I’ll have you know I’ve got a licence for minibuses. Drove one for a community centre in London for a gap year." He puffed out his chest slightly. "It’s like riding a bike. You never forget."

	Forty-five minutes later, we were gathered in the farmyard, staring at the ancient vehicle as if it might bite. The bus was a relic from the late eighties, its once-white paint now a patchy beige, rust streaking the wheel arches. One headlight pointed slightly off-kilter, giving it a permanent look of confusion.

	Brian marched over with the proud confidence of a newly appointed bus captain. "Half an hour of research!" He tapped his temple. "Found this bloke, @MadManOnTour, on YouTube with a whole tutorial series. Classic Bus Driving for Beginners. Driving this old girl is a piece of cake!"

	I bit my lip and kept my doubts to myself. The last thing we needed was that the group refused to board out of fear.

	As Brian walked up to the vehicle, his YouTube confidence faded. He ran a careful hand over a rusted panel. After circling the bus, he took a deep breath.

	"Right then." He tried to sound cheerful. "All aboard. I’m sure we’ll manage… somehow."

	I’d already noticed the bus was in bad shape when Carson drove it, but Carson had possessed a certain grim competence. With Brian behind the wheel, I eyed the whole thing with fresh suspicion. Inside, it smelled of damp wool, old leather, and something faintly medicinal. Springs poked through seat cushions at odd angles.

	It reminded me of the Scarista Bus, a battered old thing stranded on the machair near Scarista Beach. I’d photographed it once, years ago, during a trip to Harris. After a storm in 2005 flattened the Scouts’ clubhouse, someone donated the bus, and it became their temporary HQ. Eventually, it was left to rot, but photographers still turn up for that classic Hebridean shot. For a moment, I half expected Isla to have hauled the wreck off the machair and pressed it back into service.

	I chose a spot near the front, partly to keep an eye on Brian and partly because the back of the bus looked even more precarious. Fraser took the seat beside me.

	Brian settled into the driver’s seat and adjusted the mirrors with nervous fingers. "Safety first."

	When he turned the key, the engine coughed, clattered, and then – after a brief negotiation – rumbled into life.

	"Is that noise normal?" Murray asked from the seat behind me.

	"Absolutely," Brian lied, hands fixed on the steering wheel.

	Getting out of the farm driveway became a symphony of grinding gears and lurches that had Murray grabbing for the sick bag he’d prudently brought along. Brian wrestled with the wheel, his face a mask of determination and mild terror.

	"Second gear," he muttered. "Where is the bloody second gear?"

	The gearbox answered with a violent scrape.

	Duke, seated towards the back, leaned forward. "Did you find your licence in a cereal box, buddy?"

	Brian’s ears turned pink. "Perhaps you’d prefer to walk?" He yanked the gear stick again, and the bus jolted forward with unexpected enthusiasm, sending Duke back into his seat.

	We drove several miles down the single-track road before encountering the only type of traffic jam Harris would likely ever have – a flock of sheep, scattered across the tarmac like woolly bollards.

	Brian hit the brakes hard. Murray groaned again.

	"For heaven’s sake," Fraser muttered from his seat next to me. "Can nothing be simple on this island?"

	Brian turned off the engine. "I’ll sort this out," he declared, climbing down from his perch.

	I sat behind the windscreen and watched him walk up to the sheep, waving his arms as if they would move just because he told them to. "Shoo! Go on!" he shouted, as he was back in Trafalgar Square chasing pigeons. The sheep didn’t budge. One curious ewe even wandered over and gave his trouser leg a thorough inspection, just in case he was hiding snacks.

	"They’re not actually afraid of people," Lachlan commented from behind me, amusement evident in his voice. "They see humans every day."

	Brian tried harder – but the flock simply flowed around him and carried on eating.

	"This is not efficient," Ole announced suddenly, rising from his seat. "There is a systematic approach to this problem."

	He marched down the steps and onto the road, scanning the flock with the same precision he applied to aligning pens and saucers. After a moment of observation, he pointed to a large ram at the fringe of the group.

	"There. The leader. See how it stands? Different posture. More alert."

	Ole moved to the edge of the road, crouched, and plucked something from the grass. When he straightened, he held up a fistful of greenery. "Fresh clover. Sheep love this."

	He approached the ram and offered it the clover. The animal hesitated, then followed Ole’s slow retreat towards the roadside. Sure enough, the rest of the flock drifted after their leader, clearing a path for our vehicle.

	"Patterns," Ole explained as he climbed back aboard. "Animals have patterns. One must simply observe the correct variables."

	"Brilliant," Brian beamed, retaking his position behind the wheel.

	To our surprise, as the engine coughed back into life, Emily jumped up from her seat, nearly yelling. "Do you have any idea how much diesel this thing burns?" she asked accusingly. "Isla should have swapped it for something electric by now."

	Ole turned in his seat. "Actually, the carbon footprint of manufacturing a new vehicle often exceeds – "

	"Don’t give me that tired argument." Emily cut him off, her voice sharp enough to turn heads. "That’s the kind of complacent thinking that’s destroying our planet."

	Brian and I exchanged a look. This strident eco-warrior was a far cry from the mousey student we thought we knew.

	Ole blinked rapidly, clearly taken aback. "My apologies. I was merely suggesting that – "

	"Suggesting we do nothing, as usual," Emily snapped. "We talk about it, we calculate it, we debate it – and nothing changes."

	The bus fell silent. Even Fraser looked startled by the outburst.

	Murray cleared his throat. "Erm, perhaps we could continue this discussion at Callanish? We’re burning diesel just sitting here, I imagine."

	Brian nodded gratefully and, with a crunch, engaged the gear. "Callanish, here we come," he announced with forced cheerfulness. "Not long, traffic permitting." He glanced in the rearview mirror at the scattered sheep. "And by traffic, I mean livestock."
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CHAPTER 29 
THE STONE

	The grey, ancient Callanish Standing Stones towered over the moor. Even from the car park, their presence was strong; the land felt weighted with five thousand years of history. The stones were arranged in a rough cross, with the tallest at the centre. I’d visited plenty of historical sites for my travel guides, but Callanish always made me feel small – and uncomfortably aware of how brief our lives felt.

	Brian switched off the engine of the temperamental bus with visible relief and immediately slipped into tour-guide mode.

	"Right, everyone!" He unbuckled and spun in his seat. "Welcome to Callanish, one of Britain’s most significant prehistoric sites." He gestured expansively towards the stones as we clambered out. "Built around 3000 BC – older than Stonehenge’s famous stone circle!"

	Murray stumbled from the bus, his complexion still faintly green from the journey. "Fascinating," he managed weakly before turning his face into the breeze.

	We walked as a group towards the stone circle, cameras in our hands. The wind had dropped to a gentle breeze, and in typical Hebridean fashion the sun kept sliding behind clouds, then reappearing just long enough to throw a brief wash of gold across the stones.

	"The layout of the stones was meant to be astronomical," Brian said, walking backwards in full museum-guide mode. "Aligned with the moon rather than the sun, actually. Every eighteen-and-a-bit years, there’s a major lunar standstill where – "

	"They’re not just stones," Lachlan interrupted. "Legend says they were once giants – the Fir Bhreige, or False Men."

	Fraser looked impatient, but everyone else slowed to listen.

	"They were the first rulers of Lewis," Lachlan continued. "When Saint Kieran brought Christianity, they refused to convert. So he petrified them where they stood – a permanent warning against stubbornness."

	I glanced at the tallest monolith. In the shifting light, it did have a stubborn, almost defiant presence.

	Isabella snorted and adjusted her oversized sunglasses. "In Italy, we have real legends. Romulus and Remus! Da Vinci and Michelangelo! Not just a bunch of frozen peasants." She shivered, wrapping her thin coat tighter; Florentine fashion was losing the war against the Hebridean autumn.

	"Every culture has its stories." I tried to be diplomatic, but Isabella just waved a manicured hand, dismissing the entire Neolithic era.

	We stepped into the circle and fell into an instinctive silence. Despite the sunshine, a shiver went through me. The stones created their own microclimate. We spread out to take photos.

	Fraser wasn’t photographing, of course. Instead, he shadowed Ole, eyes fixed on the engineer’s every move. Ole seemed oblivious, fully absorbed in finding the perfect angle on a particularly weathered stone.

	A seagull swooped overhead and left its mark on one of the stones. Ole’s reaction was immediate. He froze, staring at the white splatter. Then he fished out a wet wipe from his camera bag and started scrubbing the stone clean.

	"Must be pristine," he muttered, working at the spot with more force than the situation required. After a second, he stopped, breathing through his nose, wipe clenched in his hand.

	Fraser watched him for a moment, then drifted closer, clearly about to question him. I hurried over and steered him out of Ole’s earshot.

	“I realise you suspect him, DCI Fraser, but I can't see how he could have done it. If you do speak to him, I'd ask you to go gently. He doesn't handle pressure well.”

	Fraser kept his gaze on Ole. "Mr Holm has a compulsive need for order and control. When that order is disrupted…"

	"That’s exactly why it can’t be him," I countered. "Look at how Jean-Luc and Carson died – messy, chaotic deaths. A stall and a barrel of water. The scenes were disorderly."

	"Your point?" Fraser didn’t blink.

	"A man like Ole would pick something controlled – poison, perhaps. Something quiet. That kind of chaos doesn’t fit him." I nodded towards Ole, who was now sealing the dirty wipe in a small plastic bag to avoid littering.

	Fraser finally looked at me, his expression withering. "With respect, Ms Snowdon, you’re a photographer, not a profiler. Criminal psychology is a bit more complex than amateur deductions and detective novels."

	"I’m not quoting fiction," I insisted. "Look at him. He’s physically pained by asymmetry. Creating that level of chaos would break him."

	"On the contrary." Fraser lowered his voice. "People who need control don’t always keep it when they’re under strain. Sometimes they lash out at what they see as disorder. Sometimes they remove what they can’t control."

	Brian wandered over just in time to catch the end. "That sounds like something from a Netflix thriller, not real life." He glanced at Ole in the distance. "Convict someone because he likes things neat? My mum colour-codes her spice rack and alphabetises her bookshelf. Do you want to arrest her now?"

	Fraser’s gaze pinned him. "Thank you for your expert opinion, Mr Goodfellow. I’ll be sure to inform our criminal psychology unit that they’ve been outdone by a photographer and a man with a vegan snack addiction."

	Brian opened his mouth, considered his survival odds, and closed it again.

	I was about to defend him when a movement caught my eye. Ole had finished cleaning and was now staring at the ground, visibly upset. A small rock lay near the base of a monolith, just slightly out of place, disturbing the symmetries of Ole’s composition.

	Ole glanced over his shoulder. Thinking no one was watching, he gave the stone a quick, precise kick and sent it rattling across the grass. For a moment, his face tightened. His jaw was set, and his hands clenched at his sides. Then he let out a breath, his shoulders relaxed, and the usual look of quiet focus returned as he lifted his camera.

	It happened so fast, I almost wondered if I imagined it. Even so, it changed how I saw Ole, and I wasn’t sure I liked this new impression.

	Fraser had seen it too. "You were saying?" He arched an eyebrow, then started towards Ole.

	I stood there, unsure what to do with what I’d just witnessed. The kick had been small, but the anger behind it hadn’t been.

	Five minutes ago, I would have said Ole was harmless. Now I wasn’t nearly as confident.
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CHAPTER 30 
THE HANDYMAN

	The return journey from Callanish was mercifully uneventful compared with our sheep-interrupted outbound trip. Brian had finally found a sliver of confidence behind the wheel, though his constant muttering of "Second gear, where are you hiding?" didn’t exactly inspire trust.

	We arrived back at the Golden View Retreat to find the farmhouse in a state of organised chaos. Isla rushed between the kitchen and dining room so fast it made me feel dizzy.

	"Tea?" she asked as soon as we walked in. She said it out of habit, though her eyes flicked to the cluttered counter, then back to us, already apologetic. It was obvious she had no time for putting the kettle on.

	"Let me help." Emily already reached for the kettle.

	Isla gave her an exhausted smile. "That would be lovely."

	I watched as Isla moved to the cooker, where a pot of something bubbled away. No rich aromas of slow-roasted vegetables or fresh herbs greeted us tonight. Without Carson to handle maintenance, Isla and Peggy were left to do everything: feed us, clean, run the business – and now juggle the police on top.

	"Is there anything I can do?" Lachlan came over to Isla. For once, the tension between them eased, replaced by something closer to genuine concern.

	Isla barely looked up as she shook her head. "Unless you can magically find a handyman with Carson’s skills and the patience of a saint, I’m afraid not."

	"I might know someone in Tarbert." Lachlan rested a hand lightly on her shoulder. "Good with his hands. Reliable. I could give him a call?"

	"That would be helpful." Isla nodded, stirring whatever was in the pot, and managed a tired smile.

	Dinner was basic. Peggy served a simple vegetable stew with yesterday’s bread, apologising unnecessarily as she set the pot on the table.

	"It’s just what was quickest – and vegan," she explained, passing me the ladle. "Usually we’d have done something proper, but…"

	"It’s perfect," I told her, helping myself to a generous portion. "After tramping around standing stones all day, anything hot qualifies as a feast."

	Brian nodded enthusiastically, his mouth already full. "Absolutely smashing," he managed between bites.

	We ate in relative silence, the clink of cutlery broken only by Murray’s enthusiastic compliments and Ole arranging his bread at exactly three o’clock on his plate. Fraser was mercifully absent, shut away in his room with case files and phone calls.

	Just as we were finishing, the wind picked up again. A low moan started around the eaves. Then came a metallic rattling, persistent and jarring.

	Isla closed her eyes briefly. "The gutter," she sighed, exhaustion plain in her voice. "It’s been loose for days. Carson was meant to fix it tomorrow."

	The rattling intensified, an uneven rhythm that set my teeth on edge. Every gust made it worse.

	Brian’s spoon clattered into his bowl as he straightened, chest swelling with sudden purpose. "Leave it to me. I’ll sort that gutter out."

	All heads turned towards him.

	"You?" I couldn’t keep the scepticism out of my voice. "You once superglued your own fingers together while you were trying to fix your camera strap."

	Brian bristled, his expression a mix of wounded pride and sheer masculine bluff. "That was different. This is just a loose gutter bracket. How hard can it be? Bang a nail in, tighten a screw, Bob’s your uncle."

	Isla looked uncertain. "It’s not necessary, really. I can manage until–"

	"Nonsense!" Brian was already on his feet. "Consider it my way of thanking you for putting up with us for so long. Where does Carson keep his tools?"

	"The small shed behind the barn," Peggy pointed. "But are you sure–"

	"Absolutely sure," Brian declared, already heading for the door. "Back in a jiffy."

	I exchanged a look with Lachlan, who raised an eyebrow so slightly it was practically telepathic.

	"I’d better go and supervise," I sighed, getting up to follow Brian. "Prevent any accidental amputations."

	When I reached him, Brian had already found Carson’s toolbox and was digging through it, clearly clueless about what he was looking for.

	"Aha!" He held up a hammer triumphantly. "Just the ticket."

	"Do you even know what the problem is?" I leaned against the shed doorway, arms crossed.

	"Loose gutter," Brian replied vaguely, adding a screwdriver and a spanner to his collection. "You know… house… roof… water thing."

	I rolled my eyes.

	Twenty minutes later, Brian was perched precariously on Carson’s ancient wooden ladder, swaying gently in the wind. I stood at the bottom, holding it as steady as possible while silently calculating the distance to the nearest A&E.

	"Almost got it," Brian called down, his voice tight with concentration. "Just need to tighten this… oops."

	A dull clunk was almost lost in the wind.

	"Oops?" I repeated. "What was that ‘oops’?"

	"Nothing!" Brian’s voice jumped half an octave. "Just a small… um… connector thingy. Not important."

	"Brian…"

	"Done!" he announced abruptly, scrambling down the ladder with alarming speed. "All fixed. No more rattling."

	To be fair, the irritating sound had stopped. Brian dusted his palms, wearing the satisfaction of a master craftsman. "And they said photography isn’t practical training for real life."

	Back inside, Brian accepted Isla and Peggy’s thanks with a modesty that might have landed better if he hadn’t been simultaneously demonstrating his ‘professional handyman technique’ with elaborate hand gestures.

	Later, we gathered in the lounge for what had become a nightly ritual – drinks, strained conversation, and the collective pretence that we weren’t all suspects in a double murder.

	Mildred had her knitting, Ole his notebook of precisely recorded shutter speeds, and Duke his phone. Emily sat closer to Duke than strictly necessary, while Isabella stayed withdrawn behind her laptop. Thankfully, the Wi-Fi was relatively stable that night.

	Outside, the wind continued to rise, and rain began tapping against the windows. Isla opened one slightly to let in a bit of fresh air; the small room had grown stuffy with so many bodies.

	"I think we’ve all earned a dram," Lachlan announced, moving to the whisky cabinet. "Isla? The Talisker or the Ledaig?"

	"The Ledaig," she decided. "It feels like a peaty evening."

	We’d just poured our drinks when the rain suddenly intensified. A distinct splashing noise drew our eyes to the window Isla had left open.

	Water wasn’t just hitting the glass; it was streaming down the inside of the frame, splattering onto the sill and puddling on the wooden floor.

	"What on earth?" Isla hurried over and shoved the window closed, but not before a good amount of water had entered.

	Brian’s face turned a shade of red. "Ah," he mumbled. "About that…"

	All eyes swung to him.

	"I may have… sort of… lost the joiner between two gutter sections," he admitted. "But I improvised. Used chewing gum. Thought it would hold. It’s just water, after all."

	Isla’s expression was a masterclass in British politeness wrestling with the urge to scream. "Chewing gum," she echoed faintly.

	Peggy was already grabbing tea towels, while Murray helpfully held up his empty glass to catch some of the dripping water.

	"I’ll fix it," I said, setting down my whisky. "Properly, this time."

	I headed back out to Carson’s shed with a torch. The rain had picked up, and I was soaked by the time I reached the door. The box of gutter joiners was exactly where it should be, neatly labelled in Carson’s surprisingly elegant handwriting.

	As I gathered what I needed, my torch beam caught something behind an old workbench. Glass glinted back at me – dozens of empty whisky bottles, stacked in tidy rows. Not a few empties waiting to be recycled. Dozens.

	Most were cheap blends, not the single malts Isla served in the lounge. Whatever Carson had been drinking out here, it wasn’t for the tasting notes.

	"Well, well, Carson," I murmured to the empty shed. "You had quite the habit, didn’t you?"

	Something clicked into place. If Carson was regularly drinking during his Sunday routine, he’d have been easier to take by surprise – and there was that half-empty bottle in the shed. If he was drunk and caught off guard, it wouldn’t take much to hold him under. Also by a woman.

	I grabbed the gutter parts and walked back out into the rain, thinking about what this new information. Carson’s drinking made him an easier target than I’d assumed. Maybe the killer knew his routine and waited for the perfect time.

	Who among our little group knew Carson well enough to predict his Sunday routine?
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CHAPTER 31 
THE FOLLOWERS

	The morning was suspiciously bright, as if the Hebridean weather was offering a grovelling apology for its previous tantrums. We had a quick breakfast during which Fraser told us he’d stay at the farmhouse to coordinate with the forensics team. That left Murray with the job of escorting our group to Luskentyre Beach.

	"I’ll be your official police… accomplice for today’s excursion," he informed us, with excessive formality. "DCI Fraser has instructed me to make sure no one makes a… a… rapid departure from the island."

	"I think you mean ‘chaperone’, unless you’re helping us hide evidence," Brian translated helpfully, pocketing three of Isla’s vegan oatcakes for emergency rations.

	Murray’s ears reddened. "Yes. Exactly. No one should attempt to flee the scene of investigation."

	"He means we’re under beach arrest," I murmured to Lachlan, who suppressed a smile.

	"Better than being stuck here with Fraser glaring at us all day," he murmured back.

	We trooped out to the farmyard where Carson’s ancient bus waited. Brian approached it with cautious respect.

	"Good morning, old girl." He patted the bonnet affectionately. "Ready for another adventure?"

	"He’s talking to the bus now," Emily muttered to Duke. "Is that normal?"

	Duke, already engrossed in his phone again, barely looked up.

	Brian climbed into the driver’s seat with confidence. "All aboard the Harris Express," he called, waving us in with a sweeping gesture.

	The engine coughed, spluttered, then roared to life on the first try. Brian looked so pleased with himself I half expected him to demand applause.

	"See?" He patted the dashboard. "We’re a winning team now, this bus and me. We’ve bonded over shared trauma. Haven’t we, girl?"

	The engine promptly stalled.

	Everyone closed their eyes in unison.

	To Brian’s credit, not a single swear word escaped his lips – though the vein pulsing in his forehead suggested several were queued up.

	"Just warming up," he muttered, turning the key again. This time, the engine caught and held.

	The journey to Luskentyre passed with a minimum of gear-grinding. Brian only got lost once, which he insisted was "taking the scenic route".

	As we rounded the final bend, collective gasps filled the bus. The beach opened up ahead of us – a sweep of white sand that looked almost unreal, meeting water so bright it didn’t seem to belong this far north. Behind it, the Harris mountains sat dark and solid.

	"Blimey," Brian breathed as he parked. "It’s like someone took a tropical beach and accidentally dropped it in Scotland."

	We got off the bus with cameras in our hands. The beach was empty except for a few sheep grazing on the machair beside the dunes. The air was sharp with salt and with something green and herbal underneath.

	"Right, everyone," I reminded myself to focus on guiding the group. "This spot is perfect for photographers. The tide’s low, so look for reflections in the wet sand – and the contrast between the dunes and the mountains."

	Emily nodded, inhaling deeply. "It’s remarkably clean. No plastic bottles or crisp packets like you’d find on beaches down south in England." She rolled her shoulders, visibly shedding tension. "This is how nature should be."

	I noticed Isabella hanging back. Usually she’d be posing for photos in front of a view like this, but now she stood quietly, face tense and serious.

	The group spread out across the beach, leaving footprints the waves would soon erase. I moved among them, offering suggestions on composition and exposure. Lachlan headed for the dunes where the grasses bent and flattened in the breeze. Ole had set up his tripod at the water’s edge, timing the waves for a long exposure.

	Duke stood apart from the others, holding his phone up to the sky to catch some signal.

	"Trying to upload a photo?" I asked, coming up beside him.

	He startled. "What? No. Just… business. Markets open soon in New York." He pocketed the phone. "Can’t completely disconnect. You know how it is, running a business."

	I nodded, though I didn’t know at all.

	After completing a circuit of our scattered photographers, I realised I couldn’t spot Isabella’s distinctive red jacket. A twinge of concern went through me.

	I wasn’t the only one who noticed her absence. I found Murray frantically counting heads. "Seven, eight… no, seven… wait…" He kept losing track, his anxiety climbing with each recount.

	"We’re missing Isabella," I confirmed.

	His face paled dramatically. "Oh no, oh no. She’s done a sprinter! The boss will have my badge!"

	"I doubt she’s escaping. There’s nowhere to go unless she plans to swim to Iceland."

	Murray’s panic only intensified. "Suicide? Or she’s hijacked a trawler! Or found a smuggler’s cove!" The words tumbled out faster and faster.

	"Let’s check the dunes before we alert the Coastguard," I said dryly.

	We split up to search, with Brian taking the south end of the beach and me heading for the dunes. I climbed the largest one, sand shifting under my boots, and scanned the landscape.

	There – a splash of designer red against the pale sand. Isabella sat alone in a hollow between dunes, knees drawn up to her chest, her normally perfect make-up streaked with tears. Her camera gear lay abandoned beside her.

	I approached carefully, making enough noise not to startle her. "Isabella? Everything all right?"

	Her head snapped up, eyes red-rimmed and fierce. "Does it look like everything is all right?"

	I sat beside her, leaving space, but close enough to talk. "What’s happened?"

	"It’s all gone," she said flatly. "My sponsorship with CucinaBella. My main income. Gone." She wiped angrily at her cheeks. "I just got the email."

	"I’m sorry," I said, and I meant it. "Can I ask why?"

	Isabella stared out towards the horizon. "They ran an audit. They checked my followers." Her voice dropped to a shameful whisper. "They found out."

	Before I could ask what she meant, she got to her feet and brushed sand off her expensive trousers. "I need to walk," she snapped, striding towards the shoreline with a very clear 'do not follow' message.

	I picked up her camera gear and watched her go, still puzzled by what she had said. What had her sponsors found out?

	"Ah, there you are!" Mildred’s voice startled me. She’d climbed the dune behind me, surprisingly spry for her age. "I saw you found our Italian drama queen."

	I nodded, still watching Isabella’s distant figure. "Something about losing her sponsors."

	"I might have some information about that." Mildred gave me a meaningful look. Then, in a slightly pompous tone, she produced her phone. "I recorded something interesting."

	Before I could protest, she’d pressed play. Isabella’s voice burst from the tiny speaker, a volatile mix of English and Italian, clearly mid-argument.

	"…idiota! You were supposed to run legitimate advertisements, not buy fake followers! Do you have any idea what this will do to my reputation if it comes out? I paid you three thousand euros for marketing, not for this… this fraud!"

	Mildred paused the recording and looked expectantly at me. "And do you know the best part? While I was recording this, Jean-Luc was standing right beside me. He heard every word. He made a rather nasty comment about how our ‘little Italian influencer’ was due for a reality check."

	I looked up. "When was this?"

	"After they argued in the lounge," Mildred said. "About Isla and her herb garden."

	I thanked Mildred and headed back towards the others. Brian had stopped searching for Isabella and was now photographing a piece of driftwood that vaguely resembled the letter ‘S’.

	"Got a minute?" I pulled him aside, out of Murray’s anxious orbit.

	As we walked along the water’s edge, I told him what I’d heard on Mildred’s recording. "So Isabella’s career is built on a house of cards – fake followers. And Jean-Luc overheard her panicking about it."

	Brian whistled softly. "And now the house of cards has collapsed. But how does this connect to the murders?"

	"They were constantly arguing. He even said she might wake up one day with no followers – do you remember? But a reason for murder? Unless…"

	"Unless what?"

	"I don’t know." I watched the waves fold themselves onto the sand. "Maybe there was a deeper conflict. They both needed ancient herbs for their job. What if she’d found an old recipe – some secret remedy – and Jean-Luc was desperate to get it for his restaurant?" I kicked at the wet sand. "He could’ve threatened her: give me the recipe, or I tell your sponsors about the fake followers. That would’ve ruined everything for her. Isn’t that enough reason for murder?"

	Brian thought about it, watching Isabella’s solitary red jacket in the distance. "Kill him to save her career, only to lose it anyway through a routine check. That’s almost Shakespearean in its irony."

	"Yes," I said, this time slower. "Or maybe he did report her, and it just took them a while to catch up." I glanced up. "You know, I can almost picture him up there, watching all this and having a good laugh at her expense."
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CHAPTER 32 
THE BROCH

	The next day, we slipped out for another round of photography – ruins and bleak landscape, the local Lewis and Harris speciality. It was a welcome change from the ‘Fraser prison’.

	As soon as Brian wrangled our bus to a stop, I stepped out into the crisp air and looked up at the ancient structure. Dun Carloway Broch had the blunt, rounded shape of a stone beehive. One side was partly crumbled, but the tower still had presence. The double walls weren’t just thick for the sake of it – they were built to take storms and keep standing.

	Our group assembled beside the bus. Murray counted heads, lips moving in a silent rhythm, then visibly deflated when he reached the right number. No wandering Italians this time.

	A narrow path led up to a grassy plateau where the broch sat. Lachlan marched to the front, positioning himself between us and the tower, chest puffed out with Scottish pride.

	"This," he said, gesturing grandly, "is Scottish ingenuity at its finest. Brochs are unique to Scotland – you won’t find these anywhere else in the world." He patted the stone. "Dun Carloway is one of our best-preserved examples, built around two thousand years ago, during the Iron Age."

	I stepped closer to the remarkably intact southern wall, which still stood over nine metres high. No mortar – just heavy stones stacked with a precision that had outlasted empires.

	"It has a rather grim story, too." Lachlan paused for effect. "In 1601, the Morrison clan reportedly stole cattle and hid inside the broch. Donald Cam MacAuley, seeking revenge, climbed the outer wall using just two daggers, then smoked them out by burning heather."

	Isabella looked up from the grass she was examining, perhaps hunting for something green she could turn into content ."Burning them alive? And you’re proud of that?" 

	Since Luskentyre, she’d been quieter, but when she did speak, her words sometimes came out sharper than she meant them to.

	"Welcome to clan warfare." Lachlan smiled as if her sharp words didn’t bother him at all.

	After giving everyone time to explore the interior, I scanned the landscape for a better angle. "I think we’ll get stronger compositions from up there," I said, pointing to a rise behind the broch. "We can frame the tower with the sea and mountains layered behind it."

	The group started to walk up the hill. From the top, the landscape opened out: sea lochs, rugged hills, and moorland – and the broch holding its ground in the middle of it.

	Several minutes later, Brian finally puffed his way to the top of the hill, face flushed, breath coming in short bursts. He stopped with his hands on his knees.

	"Crikey…" he managed. "That hill… is significantly steeper… than it looks from the bottom."

	I crossed my arms and looked him over. "Or perhaps you could mix in some actual cardio between the snacks."

	Brian straightened with as much dignity as he could muster. "I’ll have you know I’m perfectly fit for a lifestyle that primarily involves sitting and pointing cameras at things."

	"Of course you are." I patted his shoulder sympathetically.

	He muttered something I chose to interpret as affection and started rummaging in his camera bag. "Need my lens cloth. Everything’s getting spotty in this sea air."

	He dug deeper in, then checked his trouser pockets with growing suspicion. "I swear I packed it – wait, what’s this?" His fingers came out clutching a small object.

	"Ah." His face cleared. "That thing I stepped on at the farm. I completely forgot I’d pocketed it."

	I stepped closer. The small black whistle – ordinary enough. The sort of thing you might find clipped to a lanyard in a basic survival kit, just longer and slimmer.

	We spent another hour photographing the broch from various angles. I helped Mildred with her exposure settings, suggested compositions to Emily, and gently steered Isabella away from taking yet another selfie with the ancient monument as a backdrop. All the while, my mind kept circling back to the whistle in Brian’s bag.

	As we headed back to the bus, Brian pulled it from his pocket. We passed a small bin near the car park, and he veered towards it.

	"One less bit of rubbish cluttering my bag." He held it over the opening.

	"Wait." I caught his wrist. "Let me see that again."

	I took the whistle, turning it over in my palm. Something tugged at my memory – a documentary I’d watched years ago about therapy tools.

	"Brian, do you know what this might be used for?"

	He shrugged. "Emergency signalling? Refereeing football matches?"

	"Behavioural therapy." I nudged his shoulder. "Anxiety management. A sharp sound as a grounding cue – it snaps you out of a spiral."

	Brian’s eyebrows shot up. "Therapy? Like Ole?"

	"Like Ole." I nodded. "And you found this near the path to the stables. Where Jean-Luc was killed."

	We both glanced over at Ole, who was wiping each lens before placing it in his bag, cap logos lined up perfectly upright.

	"Haven’t you noticed him searching these past few days?" I drew Brian a step to the side, out of earshot. "Walking the same routes. Scanning the ground."

	Brian nodded slowly. "I thought he was just… being Ole. Looking for perfectly symmetrical pebbles or whatever."

	"Maybe he was looking for this." I closed my hand around the whistle. "Keep it safe. Don’t throw it away."

	"But it’s broken," Brian protested. "I stepped on it, remember?"

	"Broken or not, it might matter."

	When we pulled into the Golden View Retreat, DCI Fraser was pacing by the entrance, phone pressed to his ear, slicing the air with his free hand. He looked more animated than usual. As our group clambered off the bus, he lifted a hand and signalled for me to come over.

	"Yes, I understand. Send the full report immediately," Fraser snapped into his phone, then ended the call. His eyes swept the group as they unloaded the camera kit. "Where’s Holm? Ole Holm?"

	I glanced back. Ole was still at the bus, making sure all three tripod legs were exactly the same length before folding them away. "There. Why?"

	Fraser’s lips thinned into a satisfied line. "Forensics just called. Holm’s fingerprints were found in Jean-Luc’s room and on the stable door." He didn’t bother hiding the relish in his voice. "I need to question him. Immediately."

	I hesitated, watching Ole in the distance, completely unaware he’d just become Fraser’s prime suspect. The whistle in Brian’s pocket suddenly felt a lot less like rubbish.

	"Before you go charging over there," I said carefully, "there’s something you should know."

	Fraser raised his eyebrows. "More amateur sleuthing, Ms Snowdon? I can hardly wait."

	I ignored him. "Brian found something near the stables – a whistle. We think it might belong to Ole." I held Fraser’s gaze. "Whistles can be used in behavioural therapy. As a grounding cue. Ole told me he’s in therapy…"

	Fraser’s dismissive look vanished. "Where is this whistle now?"

	"Brian has it. We only just realised it might matter."

	"Get it. Now." Fraser’s tone left no room for negotiation. "And Ms Snowdon – if you’ve been withholding evidence again, there will be consequences."

	I hurried back to the bus. Brian was losing a wrestling match with his camera backpack, which seemed to have grown an extra strap.

	"Who designed this stupid thing?" he muttered, twisting to free himself. "It’s like wearing an octopus."

	"Brian." I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Fraser wasn’t close enough to hear. "Fraser’s got forensics results. Ole’s fingerprints. And he wants the whistle."

	Brian’s face fell. "We’re in trouble, aren’t we?"

	"Not yet. But we need to hand it over." I held out my hand. "Quickly."

	Brian fished the whistle from his pocket and dropped it into my palm. I closed my fingers around it, then paused.

	"Before we give it to Fraser," I said, pulling out my phone, "I’m taking some photos."

	"Why? He’ll document it properly, won’t he?"

	I set the whistle on the bus step where the light caught it. "I don’t trust Fraser not to get tunnel vision. Once he’s got his suspect, he’ll bag this and stop thinking. We need our own record."

	I took shots from a few angles, catching every scuff and scratch. Then I pocketed my phone. "Right. Let’s go and face the music."

	Fraser waited by the gravel, foot tapping. I held out the whistle.

	"This is what Brian found near the stables. He accidentally stepped on it."

	Fraser picked up the whistle, scanned it briefly, then fixed Brian with a hard stare. "You found possible evidence at a murder scene and didn’t report it? Do you even know what proper procedure is?"

	Brian shifted. "To be fair, I thought it was just rubbish."

	"You’ve probably destroyed any fingerprints," Fraser carried on, as if Brian hadn’t spoken. "And contaminated whatever DNA might have been present. We’ll still test it, but on this island, results will take ages."

	He didn’t wait for a reply. He was already striding back towards the bus. Brian and I exchanged a grim look and followed.

	"Mr Holm," Fraser called across the yard. "A word, if you please."

	Ole looked up from his unpacking. "Yes?"

	Fraser held up the evidence bag. "First – do you recognise this whistle?"

	Ole stared at it as if Fraser had produced a dead mouse. "No." He blinked hard. "I have never seen it."

	"You’re certain." Fraser’s tone made it less a question than a trap.

	"Yes," Ole said, too quickly. Then, as if correcting himself, he added more carefully, "Yes. I am certain."

	Fraser watched him for a second,  then changed the subject. "Can you explain why your fingerprints were found in Jean-Luc Dujardin’s room and on the stable door where he was killed?"

	All the colour drained from Ole’s face. He opened his mouth, closed it, then tried again.

	"I… that is not… I did not…"

	His hands started to shake. He clasped them together, as if he could physically force them to behave.

	I stepped forward. "I can explain. Ole told me himself he went into Jean-Luc’s room after finding the door ajar. The room had been searched. It was chaos. He couldn’t help himself – he tidied the desk. That’s why his fingerprints were there."

	Fraser’s eyes narrowed. "And the stable door?"

	"He fixed a loose shutter during the storm," I said. "Brian and I saw him heading that way with tools. Later, he told us it bothered him because it wasn’t hanging straight. He needs to fix things like that."

	Ole nodded so hard his glasses nearly slid down his nose. "Yes. Exactly so. The disorder was… unbearable." He swallowed. "I merely restored proper alignment. I did not enter the stalls."

	Fraser didn’t look convinced. "A convenient explanation."

	"It’s not convenient – it’s consistent," I countered. "Anyone who’s spent five minutes with Ole knows he can’t tolerate disorder. Ask the others."

	"Perhaps. But there’s more." Fraser reached into his jacket and produced a small evidence bag holding a white rectangular object. "We found this wet wipe in the barn where Carson died. Same brand Mr Holm was seen using at Callanish to wipe bird mess off the stones."

	Ole’s face crumpled. "I… I took those wipes from my bathroom at the farm. They are standard issue."

	"He’s right," I said. "Those wipes are in every bathroom at the retreat. I expect you’ve got a packet in your washbag too, DCI Fraser – unless that makes you a suspect as well?"

	Fraser’s face darkened. "Your humour is as inappropriate as your amateur sleuthing, Ms Snowdon."

	Ole straightened, his voice suddenly firmer. "Besides, I would never – NEVER – discard a used wipe on the ground. That is untidy. I do not do untidy."

	"That’s true," I agreed. "At Callanish, Ole sealed his used wipe in a bag. He wouldn’t drop one on the floor. He can’t."

	Ole dug into his pocket and produced a small resealable bag filled with neatly folded used wipes. He held it up like proof of character. "I carry my rubbish until I find a bin. I do not litter. Litter is chaos."

	Fraser stared at the bag. The triumph in his face faltered. What had looked so neat a moment ago suddenly didn’t.

	"This doesn’t mean you’re cleared, Mr Holm," he said at last, tight and grudging. "But for now, you’re free to go."

	Fraser walked off, the whistle swinging inside the evidence bag. I watched Ole fidget with his jacket, buttoning and unbuttoning it, then buttoning it once more. His hands were trembling.

	I’d defended him on instinct, but the pile of evidence was getting harder to shrug off: fingerprints at both scenes, access to the wipes, those odd circuits of the grounds – maybe searching for the lost whistle. And I couldn’t forget that sharp kick at Callanish, that flash of anger under all the precision.

	Ole counted under his breath as he fastened the jacket for the third time.

	I watched him, and realised I didn’t know what to believe.
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CHAPTER 33 
THE WEAVER

	That evening, Fraser surprised all of us by reluctantly agreeing to Lachlan’s request to visit a local weaver. Apparently, Lachlan had "urgent business" to attend to for his tweed company. I suspected he just wanted a break from the farm’s suffocating atmosphere, and I wasn’t about to argue.

	"Just to be crystal clear." Fraser paced in front of us in the lounge, finger wagging. "This is a brief, supervised business visit. Nothing more."

	Murray nodded solemnly beside his boss. "I’ll keep my eyes peeled for any donkey business, sir!"

	"Monkey business, Murray." Fraser pinched the bridge of his nose and breathed out slowly. "And please try not to lose anyone this time."

	Murray’s face fell. "Right you are, sir. No more missing Italians on my watch!"

	Brian leaned in towards me. "Ten quid says he counts us every three minutes."

	"Make it twenty," I murmured back.

	The drive to Manish was mercifully short. It was little more than a scatter of houses tucked between rocky hills and a sea loch. Donald MacAulay’s croft sat at the edge of the settlement – a traditional stone house with a newer extension for his weaving workshop. Two sheep eyed our bus with deep suspicion, as if they already guessed we were interested in their wool.

	Lachlan was off the steps before Brian had even switched off the engine. His grin broadened as he spotted Donald who was much younger than I’d expected. Donald wore modern clothes cut from traditional tweed and, despite the autumn chill, bare feet in Birkenstocks.

	"Donald, you old rogue!" Lachlan clasped his hand in both of his. "How’s the loom treating you?"

	"Can’t complain." Donald’s smile creased his whole face. "The old girl’s as stubborn as ever, but we understand each other."

	Lachlan swung back to us. "Everyone, this is Donald MacAulay – fourth-generation weaver and the finest pair of hands on the island."

	Donald gave a modest nod. "Welcome to my humble workshop."

	"And this," Lachlan added, the enthusiasm dimming slightly as he gestured towards Murray, "is Detective Constable Murray. He’s our… escort."

	"Police chaperone." Murray puffed out his chest. "Here to prevent any… flight hazards. I mean, flight risks."

	Donald’s eyebrows lifted a fraction, but his island hospitality held. "Well, you’re all welcome just the same. Though I’m afraid it’s builders’ tea or Earl Grey – none of that fancy stuff Isla serves."

	The workshop smelled of lanolin, machine oil and damp wool. At its centre sat Donald’s loom – a massive, complicated wooden beast that dominated the room. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with spools of yarn in heathery purples, sea blues and moss greens.

	"Every inch of Harris Tweed is woven by hand on a loom like this." Donald ran his fingers along the frame with obvious affection. "The same way it’s been done for generations."

	"So it’s basically itchy wool with a pedigree?" Duke slouched in the doorway, barely looking up from his screen. "And you do all this by hand?"

	Donald refused to be provoked. "It’s not just wool. It’s a living tradition. Every yard tells a story."

	He demonstrated, feet working the pedals while his hands sent the shuttle back and forth. The rhythmic clack-clack of the loom filled the room, a surprisingly soothing mechanical heartbeat.

	"This pattern," Donald nodded at the fabric emerging, "is based on my great-grandfather’s design. See the blue lines? That’s the meeting of sky and sea."

	"It’s stunning." Isabella stepped closer and let her fingers drift over the fabric. "Would this be too warm for an Italian winter? I’m thinking a pencil skirt, perhaps."

	"Depends on the winter," Donald grinned. "But we do lighter weights for international clients."

	"How sustainable is this?" Emily’s voice cut straight through the cosiness.

	Several heads turned. Emily stood very still, eyes fixed on Donald.

	"Sheep farming is a major contributor to greenhouse gases," she went on, "and overgrazing damages the soil. Not to mention exploiting the animals."

	Donald didn't seem offended. "Fair question. Our sheep are on natural pasture – no intensive methods. We’ve been working with a sustainability consultant to measure our footprint properly."

	"But it still adds up," Emily pressed, her voice rising. "Sheep produce methane. You can’t dress it up as ‘tradition’ and pretend it’s harmless."

	Donald’s expression stayed calm. "There are trade-offs. Our tweed lasts for decades – sometimes generations. Fast fashion produces millions of garments that end up in landfills within months. Which is worse?"

	"He’s got a point," Brian interjected. "My grandfather’s Harris jacket is still going strong, and he bought it when the Beatles were still together."

	Emily’s mouth tightened. "That doesn’t address the immediate impact – "

	"Actually," Donald cut in gently, "I’m vegan myself. Installed a heat pump and solar panels last year. We use low-impact dyes. We’re trying to balance tradition with responsibility."

	For a moment, Emily seemed uncertain what to reply. And that was exactly when Duke chose to make things worse.

	"The whole process seems wildly inefficient." Duke waved a hand at the loom without really looking at it. "A machine in China could knock this out in seconds for a fraction of the cost."

	Donald didn’t flinch. "That’s the point. This isn’t about efficiency – it’s about value. About connection to a place and a tradition."

	Emily swung round on Duke, all the heat she’d aimed at Donald now redirected. "It’s about authenticity, not quick profit. Something a capitalist like you wouldn’t understand."

	Duke’s eyes narrowed. "Oh, here we go." He tipped his chin at her. "Tell me – do you power your phone with righteous indignation, or do you plug it in like the rest of us?"

	"At least I’m trying to make a difference instead of just making money." Emily’s voice climbed, sharp enough to make the room feel smaller. "Your entire business model is luxury consumption the planet can’t afford!"

	Duke’s laugh was short and cold. "You eco-warriors are all the same. No sense of reality. The world runs on commerce, sweetheart – not good intentions."

	Emily took a step towards him, face flushed. "Don’t you dare patronise me, you pompous – "

	"Shall we move on to the dyeing process?" Donald stepped between them, calm but firm. "I’ve been experimenting with traditional plant-based dyes."

	Murray hovered on the edge of the confrontation, hands half-raised as if he could physically catch the argument. "Now, now, let’s not have any… any…" His brow creased. "Any fisticuffs! The boss will have my head if there’s trouble!"

	Mildred had her phone up already, eyes gleaming. She nudged me with a bony elbow. "What on earth happened to our lovebirds? They are now more like two cats in a sack.” 

	"I don’t know what’s going on." I kept my eyes on Emily. 

	“This is splendid material for my book project." Mildred was delighted.

	Emily wasn’t the same. Every day, she seemed a bit sharper, her attitude almost hostile. She and Duke weren’t as close as before.

	"It’s probably one of those love-hate relationships," Brian said, nodding wisely.

	I wasn’t convinced. She changed after Carson died. Maybe it was shock, or maybe something else. Does she know something she’s not supposed to?

	The drive back to the farm was tight-lipped, with Emily and Duke sitting as far apart as the small bus allowed.

	Back at the retreat, I caught Brian before he could disappear in search of snacks. "Have a look into Emily," I murmured. "Something doesn’t add up. I want to know who she really is."

	He understood immediately, fished out his tablet, and began tapping at the screen. The page crawled open, stuttering along the patchy rural signal.

	"Did you find anything?" I asked after a moment.

	"I did indeed! Look at this." He turned the screen towards me.

	The headline read: "Environmental Activist Arrested for Sabotaging Logging Equipment." Beneath it was a photo of Emily – hair shorter, expression defiant – being led away by police.

	"There’s more." Brian swiped to another article. "Second arrest. She assaulted an officer trying to remove her from a protest on Westminster Bridge."

	I leaned back in my chair. Emily wasn’t simply opinionated. She’d been involved in sabotage before.

	The image of the jammed stall door flickered through my mind.

	"She could have tampered with it," I said slowly. "If she wanted to make a point about animal exploitation… Jean-Luc’s death was just collateral damage."

	Brian nodded slowly.

	Through the window, I could see Emily outside in the wind, alone. She looked composed again – but her eyes still had that bright, unfamiliar intensity.

	We’d been so focused on the loud personalities. Maybe that had been our mistake.
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CHAPTER 34 
THE BELL

	The next morning, we gathered in the farmyard so early that even the sheep looked bleary-eyed. I’d suggested sunrise photography partly for the light, and partly because I was hoping Fraser might still be unconscious at five. Murray, unfortunately, was wide awake and built for this kind of cruelty. He stood by the bus door with a clipboard clutched to his chest, counting us on.

	"Six… seven… eight…" He paused, brow furrowing. "Do I count myself? Nine with me, right?"

	Brian yawned so widely I feared his jaw might unhinge. "Only if you’re planning to arrest yourself for impersonating a morning person."

	The sky was only just starting to brighten as we set off, a thin pink seam along the eastern horizon. Our destination was Bosta Beach on Great Bernera, an island tethered to Lewis by a bridge.

	"The Iron Age house was discovered after a storm in 1993," I told the group as Brian navigated the narrow roads. "The wind and waves stripped away the sand that had buried the walls for thousands of years."

	"The power of a Hebridean storm," Mildred nodded sagely.

	We arrived just as the sun lifted over the water. Bosta Beach was a neat stretch of sand, grassy dunes behind it and dark rocks bracing either side. In the morning light, the usually grey sea looked almost golden.

	"It’s perfect, almost symmetrical," Ole whispered, and immediately started setting up his tripod.

	The reconstructed Iron Age house stood in the dunes, not far from the beach. Dry-stone walls, a thatched roof – it felt less like something man-made and more like something that had always been there.

	I led the group over and gave them the basics: exposed foundations, careful reconstruction, the shape of ordinary lives dragged back into view by one violent storm.

	"Cleverly designed." Lachlan ran a hand over the stonework. "These would still be standing when modern timber frames were scattered across the moor after a proper Hebridean gale."

	"Look at this!" Emily’s voice carried from the shoreline.

	She was down by the water, pointing at a large bronze bell mounted on a frame in the shallows. Her mood had lifted since yesterday’s argument; now she sounded bright, almost childlike with excitement.

	"It’s the Time and Tide Bell!" She waved us over. "One of the most meaningful art installations in Britain!"

	We all went down to the sand. The bell was about two metres tall in its frame, its bronze surface showing a beautiful patina from age. 

	Emily stood next to it, almost glowing with excitement. "As the tide rises, the waves move a clapper inside, making it ring. And each tide sounds different."

	"Lovely idea." Isabella nodded. "Very artistic."

	"It’s more than art." Emily insisted. "It’s a warning. As sea levels rise, the bell will ring more often and for longer." She glanced down at the rock beneath our feet. "And it’s standing on Lewisian gneiss – some of the oldest rock on Earth. Nearly three billion years. Three billion years… and we’ve managed to start unbalancing things in no time at all."

	Duke, who’d been scanning the horizon with a scowl, finally snapped. "For God’s sake, can we have one hour – just one – without the climate apocalypse lecture? Some of us came to take photographs, not attend a Greenpeace recruitment seminar."

	Emily swung towards him, the brightness draining. "Sorry if the planet’s future interferes with your Instagram feed."

	"That’s rich." Duke took a step closer, his face flushed. "You fly around the world taking pretty pictures of weeds, then lecture everyone on their carbon footprint. The hypocrisy is breathtaking."

	"At least my work serves a purpose beyond selling overpriced gin to hipsters," Emily shot back.

	Murray hovered nearby, visibly distressed by the volume. "Now, now, let’s all stay… stay… congenial! No need for hostilities!"

	"Tell that to Captain Planet here." Duke jabbed a finger towards Emily.

	Murray scanned the beach, clearly hoping for someone in authority to materialise, before the realisation dawned that, unfortunately, he was it. "I might have to arrest you for… for…" He grimaced. "For breach of the peace if you don’t lower your voice!"

	Duke rounded on him. "Are you serious? You’re threatening me with arrest for having an opinion?"

	Brian slid in before Murray could start practising handcuffs on himself. "How about we all take a deep breath of this lovely sea air and remember why we're here? Photos, everyone? Stunning sunrise? Magical ancient beach?"

	I touched Duke’s arm. "Walk with me for a minute?"

	To my surprise, he came with me, away from the group, towards a rocky outcrop.

	"You seem more on edge than usual." I brushed his sleeve, trying to make it clear I was listening, not accusing. "Everything all right?"

	Duke raked a hand through his hair and stared out to sea. "I need to get off this damn island. My VP called yesterday – there’s a potential investment deal that could bring in serious cash, but they want to meet face-to-face." A humourless laugh. "In Seattle. Not Zoom, not a rep. Me. In person. Within three days."

	"And Fraser won’t let you leave."

	"Exactly. I've tried explaining, but he looks at me like I'm making up excuses." Duke kicked a pebble into the surf. "Every hour I'm stuck here is another hour closer to losing an important deal."

	"That explains your phone obsession."

	"I’m trying to keep things running remotely, but there’s only so much you can do on slow rural Wi-Fi." His shoulders dropped a fraction. "I don’t mean to be a jerk. This place is beautiful. Any other time, I’d be thrilled. But right now…"

	"The timing couldn’t be worse," I said. "I get it."

	When we rejoined the others, they’d scattered along the beach to catch the morning light. For the next hour, everyone kept a polite distance, each of us claiming a patch of sand and pretending we were here for the scenery alone.

	Before heading back, the group queued for the public loo near the car park. Brian used the quiet moment to hunch over his tablet in the passenger seat. His fingers moved quickly across the screen, which was an impressive skill for someone who often tripped over his own feet.

	"What are you looking at?" I nodded at the tablet. "Anything interesting?"

	"Oh yes." Brian didn’t look up. "Our American friend isn’t as loaded as he pretends."

	"How did you figure that out?"

	Brian’s face lit up with the particular glee of a tech nerd in his element. "Found a niche business forum for craft spirits. Took some digging – these industry boards aren’t exactly front-page Google search results."

	"And?"

	"Duke’s company is circling the drain." Brian glanced at the queue outside the loo, then lowered his voice so only I could hear. "Started strong, won awards, but he’s been burning through capital at an alarming rate. Too much spent on marketing, fancy equipment, and – reading between the lines – his own lifestyle."

	I thought of Duke and what he’d told me earlier, the raw edge of panic under all that swagger. Now it made sense.

	"There’s more," Brian continued, scrolling. "Some of his competitors are discussing ‘acquisition opportunities’ when – not if – he goes under. One charming fellow called it ‘waiting for the carcass to cool.’"

	"How on earth do you find these things?"

	He grinned, pleased with himself. "I might trip over air molecules and superglue my fingers together, but I know my way around the internet’s back alleys. These distillers love to gossip when they think they’re in private."

	So Duke wasn’t just stressed. He was under real pressure. No wonder the charming American act had worn thin – he was trying hard to look like the successful, wealthy guy he used to be.

	Maybe I’d been too hard on him. Under the polished look and the cold attitude, he was just a man watching his business slide and trying to hang on.

	"That must be terrifying." Brian shut down his tablet. "You build something from scratch, and then you end up shaking cocktails for tourists instead of distilling them."
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CHAPTER 35 
THE MOP

	As we returned to the Golden View Retreat, our stomachs staged a noisy rebellion. Sunrise photography had been beautiful and exhausting at the same time. Now the smell of toast drifted from the kitchen. Brian’s nostrils flared, and he quickened his pace, hunting breakfast. For a minute, toast outranked murder.

	Inside the farmhouse, Peggy was a whirlwind of motion, flour dusting her cheek. Instead of her usual cheerfulness, she looked close to panic.

	"Toast and marmalade on the table." She jerked her chin towards the dining room. "The rest will be ready in… well, eventually."

	"Where’s Isla?" I scanned the room.

	"Outside with the horses." Peggy flipped something in a pan, sending a spatter of oil across the hob. "Doing what Carson would’ve… you know." Her voice trailed off.

	Brian went straight for the toast rack, piling three slices onto his plate before anyone else had even removed their coats.

	"Pace yourself," I murmured, slipping beside him. "There are other hungry people here."

	"I’m a growing boy," he mumbled, cheeks already full of marmalade-laden toast.

	"Growing outward, perhaps." I helped myself to a more modest portion.

	The dining room door flew open. DCI Fraser strode in, Murray close behind, already looking nervous.

	"Good morning, everyone." Fraser cut through the breakfast chatter. "I’ve received some forensic reports, and I’ll be conducting individual interviews throughout the day."

	A collective groan went up.

	"Again?" Duke set down his coffee with force. "Some of us have businesses to run. I need to leave this frickin' island!"

	"And some of us have murders to solve," Fraser countered. "I suggest that takes precedence over your gin empire, Mr Jackson."

	Fraser's eyes landed on me. "I said individual interviews. Alone." He emphasised the last word as if it were written in bold, capital letters, and underlined. "No amateur detectives allowed, have I made myself clear?"

	I nodded, the picture of cooperation. Fraser obviously did not have fond memories of my presence when he questioned Ole.

	"Will this take all day?" Isabella snapped. "My followers expect regular content. I still need to finish the article about recipes with herbs of the machair."

	"I’m sure your followers survive a brief break from your culinary online adventures, Ms Ricci." Fraser’s tone went sharp. "Besides, you’ll all be free to leave the island soon enough. I’m close to closing this case."

	That made me sit up. Free to leave? Close to closing? I searched Fraser’s face for a bluff and found only his usual grim confidence. Did he genuinely know something I didn’t?

	Fraser turned on his heel and marched out, no doubt to set up his interrogation HQ in whatever corner of the farmhouse.

	Murray paused by our table and gave a small, apologetic smile. "The boss is just… keen on making progress. Very confident, very confident indeed."

	"Is he right to be?" I watched Murray’s face for any signs that he knew something I didn’t. "Has he found something significant?"

	Murray’s eyes darted around the room. "Oh, I couldn’t possibly… that is to say… confacial… confidential investigation and all that… but…" He leaned in a fraction. "He’s been on the phone all morning. Very animated. Lots of notes."

	Before I could squeeze anything else out of him, Peggy called from the kitchen. "Could someone give me a hand in here? Unless you all fancy burnt vegan haggis for brunch!"

	I left Brian to his toast tower and went to the kitchen. Peggy stood over a steaming pan, stirring its content.

	"Vegan haggis?" I peered in.

	"Oats, lentils, beans, veg, and spices," she explained. "Plus a dash of Marmite for that umami kick. Surprisingly good, even for sceptics."

	"Better than sheep’s stomach," I reached for a knife and started dicing the carrots.

	"Oh, traditional haggis is grand too," Peggy defended, loyal to Scottish cuisine. "But this version doesn’t make Brian go pale."

	We fell into a steady rhythm – chop, stir, taste, adjust – until the kitchen filled with a rich, savoury smell.

	Then Peggy froze and smacked her palm to her forehead. "Oh no. No, no, no!"

	"What’s wrong?" I set down the knife.

	"The bucket!" Her eyes went wide. "I was cleaning Duke’s room this morning, and I left the mop and bucket in there. Full of filthy water. Right in the middle of the floor!"

	"I’m sure Duke will survive."

	Peggy shook her head hard. "It’s unprofessional. Isla would be mortified. And he might trip over it." She glanced at the bubbling pots. "I can’t leave now – everything will burn. Could you possibly…?"

	"Fetch the bucket," I finished.

	"Would you? Please?" She looked at me with relief. "You’d barely need to step inside. It’s right there – you can’t miss it. Here." She fished out the master key from her apron pocket and pressed the heavy keyring into my hand.

	"Consider it done." I pocketed it and headed upstairs.

	Duke’s door opened silently. As promised, the bucket and mop were planted in the middle of the room, impossible to miss.

	I went straight for them – and caught a flash of colour on the bed.

	Emily’s scarf. The one she’d been wearing earlier in the week. It lay draped across Duke’s pillow.

	So their romance had progressed further than I’d realised. Perhaps Brian was right. Perhaps the arguments about saving the planet really were just their idea of flirting. I couldn’t help a small smile as I hooked the mop under my arm.

	As I turned to go, the mop handle caught the sleeve of a cardigan draped over the wardrobe. The whole thing slipped to the floor with a quiet thud. I sighed, set the bucket aside, and knelt to retrieve it.

	That’s when something slipped from the pocket and landed beside my knee.

	A small, leather-bound notebook.

	I should’ve put it back, rehung the cardigan, and walked out with the bucket. I even had a full second in which I considered doing exactly that.

	Instead, I opened it.

	Neat French handwriting filled the pages. I couldn’t translate most of it, but I recognised the language immediately – and the problem with that was obvious. Duke was American to his core. Why would he have a notebook written in French?

	I flipped on, more carefully now, and stopped at a botanical sketch. Rough, but familiar. It resembled the painting in Isla’s office – the Harris Angel Jean-Luc had been hunting.

	It clicked: this was Jean-Luc’s research journal.

	And it was in Duke’s room.

	My mind ran through the options. Had Duke taken it from Jean-Luc’s room? Was he the one who’d tossed the place after the murder? Or had Jean-Luc handed it over before he died – and if so, why?

	I closed the notebook and slipped it into my pocket, then grabbed the bucket and mop and hurried out. I made it as far as the stairs before I stopped dead.

	If I brought this straight to Fraser, he’d take one look and decide he’d solved the case. Duke would be in handcuffs before anyone worked out whether this was totally innocent, theft, or something genuinely connected to the murders. And if I put it back, there was every chance it wouldn’t be there the next time I checked.

	I needed to speak to Duke first. Before Fraser.
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CHAPTER 36 
THE NOTEBOOK

	I hurried back to the kitchen with the bucket and mop, the notebook still pressed against my hip, reminding me with every step that I wasn’t just carrying cleaning supplies.

	Peggy was still at the stove, cheeks flushed as she stirred a Scotch broth. She barely had time to thank me before I rushed out again, already working out my next step. If I were going to speak to Duke before Fraser dragged him off for a formal interview, it had to be now.

	The dining room buzzed with chatter and clinking cutlery. Brian had cleared his plate with toast and was eyeing the serving dish of vegan haggis Peggy must have carried in while I’d been upstairs. Duke sat between Ole and Lachlan, his phone beside his plate as always. But for once, he was ignoring the screen and was debating gin, confident and loud, as if the last few days hadn’t happened.

	"Duke." I tapped his shoulder. "Can I borrow you a moment? I’ve had a thought about your composition at the beach."

	He looked up mid-chew. "Now? I’ve just started eating."

	A quiet scrape of chair legs made my stomach sink. Fraser had joined the breakfast table while I was playing cleaner. He peered over his coffee cup, eyes sharp.

	"Ms Snowdon – " His gaze flicked to Duke. " – if you’re planning to interrogate a potential suspect, I’ll remind you that interfering with a police investigation – "

	"Nothing of the sort." I kept my smile in place. "Photography talk. Mind-numbingly dull to non-photographers, I assure you."

	"Photography." One corner of Fraser’s mouth twitched. "Of course. How silly of me to think otherwise."

	Duke’s gaze bounced between us – confused, but curious enough to go with it. "Right. Photography. Sure." He pushed back his chair and stood. "Lead the way, teach."

	I led him to the lounge, away from curious ears – particularly Mildred’s, who could detect a whisper at fifty paces. Once inside, I did a quick sweep of the room: behind the cushions, under the side table, even beneath the leaves of a suspicious-looking potted plant. Mildred had turned eavesdropping into an art form, and I wouldn't have put it past her to stash her device somewhere strategically.

	Duke watched me with growing confusion. "Is there something wrong with the plant?"

	"Just ensuring privacy." I pulled the notebook from my pocket and held it up. "Care to explain this?"

	Duke stared at the notebook. "What’s that supposed to be?"

	"I was hoping you’d tell me." I watched his face for any flicker of recognition. "I found it in your room. In the pocket of your cardigan."

	"In my room?" He blinked, genuinely thrown. "In my cardigan? Hang on – what the hell were you doing in my room?"

	I ignored his entirely reasonable privacy complaint and handed him the book. "It’s in French. And there’s a drawing that looks a lot like the Harris Angel."

	He flipped through the pages until he hit the sketch. His frown deepened. "I don’t even know what I’m looking at."

	"Come on." I held his gaze. "That’s Jean-Luc’s research journal. Where did you get it? Did you take it when you searched his room?"

	His head snapped up. "What? No." He shook it hard. "I’ve never seen this before in my life. Someone’s planted it in my room."

	"How convenient."

	"It’s the truth." His voice jumped, then he forced it back down. "I can’t read French, and I’m not interested in some obscure Scottish weed." He shoved the notebook back towards me and dragged a hand down his face. "Someone put it there."

	He stopped mid-breath, eyes sharpening. "Emily."

	I stared at him. "Emily? Why would she plant evidence in your room?"

	Colour crept up his neck. "She’s been in my room. We had a… thing. Briefly."

	"I saw her scarf," I said.

	He nodded quickly, relieved I wasn’t calling him a liar on that part. "She acts shy, right? But once she thought I was interested, she changed. Got forward. Pushy. Practically insisted on coming up."

	"And this is relevant because…?"

	"Because it didn’t feel normal!" His words were coming faster now. "Like she had an agenda. And after that night, she barely spoke to me unless it was to bite my head off about climate change. It was a complete switch."

	I looked down at the notebook in my hands, then back at him. "So you think she put this there to frame you?"

	Duke’s hand lifted in a helpless gesture. "I don’t know what she’s doing. I just know it wasn’t there before she was in my room – and now it is."

	"When exactly was Emily in your room? Was it after you two went for a walk? The day you missed our photo exercise?" I looked at him. "We saw you walking together. You were close, like a couple."

	That was the same day Carson was murdered. If there was a gap in their alibi, it would be somewhere in that timeframe.

	"Yes, that’s true." Duke dragged a hand over his mouth, as if he could wipe the memory off his face. "We had a good time that morning. We got closer and… well, you can guess the rest. But that she was in my room, that was later. It was that evening when the gutter came loose, and Brian tried to fix it.

	"But she really did come to your room?"

	He nodded. "Once. After that? She barely spoke to me unless she’s yelling. You’ve heard it. I’m suddenly her favourite target."

	"And during that walk, did you talk about Jean-Luc? Did she mention the notebook?"

	He hesitated. "No. We talked about my dog, Mr Harald. About the Jurassic Coast where Emily lives…"

	He paused, then his brow creased. "Although… there was one odd bit."

	I waited.

	"She disappeared for a while," he said. "Said she needed the loo. Then she was just… gone."

	"How long?"

	"Twenty, twenty-five minutes." He rubbed the back of his neck. "Long enough that I started thinking about heading back, but she told me to wait. So I did."

	"When was this?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

	"Around lunchtime," he said. "I remember because I was starving."

	"Lunchtime," I repeated. "That’s roughly when Carson was killed."

	Duke went still. "Joana… you don’t think – "

	"I don’t know what I think yet." I tucked the notebook tighter against my side. "But thanks for telling me. Go back before Fraser starts wondering why you’ve vanished into my ‘photography talk’ for half an hour."

	Duke nodded slightly, his eyes meeting mine with a desperate look. "For what it’s worth, I’m just trying to get through this. I swear, I didn’t kill anyone."

	After he left, I dropped into an armchair and turned the notebook in my hands. My thoughts skittered and landed on Emily. Quiet, earnest Emily – with a past full of radical activism and violence. Had she discovered Jean-Luc’s plan to exploit a protected plant and taken matters into her own hands?

	The shy, silent Emily we’d all dismissed was now pinned to the centre of my mental murder board. And the romance with Duke suddenly didn’t feel romantic at all – it felt tactical: a distraction, or an easy way to plant evidence.

	Either way, I needed to talk to Emily.
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CHAPTER 37 
THE MIDDLE EARTH

	I slipped back into the dining room, Duke’s words still circling in my head. The breakfast crowd had thinned, leaving behind a scatter of plates and the sticky remains of marmalade. Only Brian remained devoted to the cause, scraping up the last of the vegan haggis.

	Fraser stood by the window, his tall frame blocking what little sunlight had made it through. "Mrs Pringle," he called. "If you’d be so kind as to accompany me for questioning."

	Mildred looked up from her handbag, rummaging for what was almost certainly her phone. Her silver perm practically buzzed with excitement. Being questioned by a real DCI would make excellent material for her book project.

	"Of course, Detective Chief Inspector." She snapped her bag shut and rose. "I was just telling Isabella about the time I solved the mystery of the missing charity box at St Mary’s. Perhaps my insights will prove useful to your investigation as well."

	Fraser looked like he’d rather interrogate the sheep, but he held on to professional composure as Mildred marched towards him. 

	I bit the inside of my cheek. Fraser was about to meet his match: a retired postmistress with weaponised attention to detail and the stamina to outlast any man in uniform.

	Murray scurried after them. "I’ve prepared the library for you, sir," he announced. "Dusted the chairs. Well, two chairs. Or three, counting mine. Though I could stand if that’s – "

	"Thank you, Murray," Fraser cut in, already sounding tired. The trio disappeared down the hallway, Mildred’s voice fading as she launched into a detailed account of postal fraud she’d uncovered in 1987.

	I dropped into the chair opposite Brian. He’d moved on to a bowl of cold porridge abandoned by Isabella and looked up with a dab of oats on his chin. "Don’t like food waste. Perfectly good oats. Be criminal to throw them out."

	"Unlike the actual crimes we’re investigating?"

	Brian pointed his spoon at me. "Priorities, Jo. Food first, murder second. I do my best detecting on a full stomach."

	"Speaking of detecting…"I scanned the room to make sure we really were alone. "I found something interesting in Duke’s room."

	Brian’s spoon stalled halfway to his mouth. "You what? I leave you alone for ten minutes – "

	"Peggy asked me to retrieve a mop bucket," I explained. "Perfectly innocent errand."

	"Which naturally led to you finding critical evidence. As these things do." He shoved the spoon into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. "Go on, then."

	I gave him the brisk version: the French notebook tucked into Duke’s cardigan pocket, the sketch that looked disturbingly similar to the Harris Angel, and Duke insisting Emily had planted it in his room.

	Brian stared at me. "All this happened while I had a few slices of toast? How do you manage it?" He drew a small circle in the air with his spoon. "Normal people eat beans and vegan haggis; you uncover international botanical conspiracies."

	I lifted a shoulder. "It’s a gift."

	"Or a curse." Brian scraped the last bit from the bowl. "Maybe Fraser is right after all. You are trouble."

	I nudged him in the ribs – a fraction harder than necessary. "You should be grateful for my creative initiative and extraordinary interview techniques."

	Brian’s eyebrows disappeared beneath his fringe. "Is that what we’re calling breaking and entering these days?"

	"I didn’t break anything. I had the master key and Peggy’s permission to retrieve the bucket."

	"Mm-hm." He tipped his head. "And the permission to rifle through Duke’s pockets came from…?"

	I ignored that inconvenient question. "The point is, we need to talk to Emily. Hear her side of the story."

	Brian groaned and finished the last bits of a grilled tomato that had been lingering on a side plate. "Can’t it wait until after second breakfast?"

	“This isn’t Middle Earth, and you’re not a hobbit,” I reminded him, though the comparison wasn't entirely inaccurate given his appetite. "Do you know where Emily is?"

	"Saw her heading upstairs after she finished eating," he sighed, accepting that his meal was officially over. "She’s in her room, I’d guess."

	"Perfect." I stood and grabbed his elbow to haul him to his feet. "Let’s go."

	I led the way upstairs. Brian followed, still chewing. He’d clearly pocketed a vegan sausage in the thirty seconds my back was turned.

	"Remember," I whispered as we reached Emily’s door, "subtle but direct. We want answers, not to scare her off."

	Brian nodded solemnly, swallowed, and straightened his shoulders. "Subtle but direct. Got it. I’ll follow your lead."

	I raised my hand and knocked three times.

	It opened to reveal Emily, hair still damp and stuck to her temples, a towel looped around her shoulders. She’d clearly just come from the shower and was now in black leggings and an oversized shirt emblazoned with ‘Mother Earth Is Going To Get Mean If You Don’t Go Green’. This casual, freshly scrubbed young woman felt miles away from the fierce activist who'd been snapping at Duke about traditional weaving and gin-making.

	"Oh. Hello." Her voice came out soft, almost timid. She flicked a glance at Brian, then back to me. "Did I miss something? Has Fraser scheduled another group interrogation?"

	"Nothing like that," I said. "We just wondered if we could have a quick word."

	Emily ran her fingers along the edge of her towel. "I was just going to dry my hair…"

	"It won’t take long." Brian produced his most harmless smile. "And I half-inched a vegan chocolate bar for you from the kitchen."

	A small smile tugged at her lips – shy and guarded, the expression I remembered from our first days at the workshop, before the storms and the murders and the endless friction with Duke.

	"Alright. Come in." She stepped back to let us into her room, then sat on the edge of the bed and went back to rubbing her hair with the towel. "What’s this about?"

	"We’re trying to get a clearer idea of where everyone was during… certain moments," I said. "You and Duke went for a walk together the day Carson died, right?"

	Emily nodded. "Yes. After that late breakfast."

	I kept my eyes on her. "And around lunchtime – you went back towards the house and told Duke you needed the loo, is that right?"

	Emily stopped drying her hair. "What? No." She looked genuinely confused. "That’s not what happened at all."

	Brian and I exchanged a glance.

	"I was with Duke the whole time," Emily’s voice was firmer now. "Then he suddenly said he had to make an important call to the US. He said he needed reception – closer to the buildings." Her mouth tightened. "He left me there for about half an hour, then came back."

	"You’re certain?" I asked. "Duke told us something quite different."

	"I’m positive." Emily tossed the towel onto a chair. "Why would I lie about that? What exactly did Duke tell you?"

	Brian shifted his weight, suddenly fascinated by the carpet. "The, uh, opposite. That you disappeared for the loo and were gone for ages."

	"That’s ridiculous." Colour rose in Emily’s cheeks. "The man is lying through his perfect American teeth."

	I cut in before things got any more heated. "I’m also curious about your relationship with Duke. At first, you two seemed friendly, but now you disagree with everything he says or does."

	Emily’s eyebrows shot up. "Relationship? What relationship?"
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CHAPTER 38 
THE SOAP OPERA

	The conversation had taken an unexpected turn. What began as a few sensible questions about an alibi had turned into a maze of confusion. Whatever was going on between Emily and Duke, it wasn’t straightforward – and that meant I had to keep digging.

	"Well…" I hesitated, trying to find a way to phrase it without setting off a small explosion. "We were under the impression that you two had… become involved."

	"Romantically," Brian clarified unhelpfully and anything but subtle. "You know – involved-involved."

	"An affair?" Emily looked genuinely stunned. "With Duke Jackson?" She let out a short laugh. "Absolutely not. Where on earth did you get that idea?"

	"Duke implied – "

	"Of course he did." Emily cut me off, her voice sharpening into the steel we’d heard during her environmental lectures. "Men like Duke assume any woman who smiles at them must be desperate for their attention."

	She raked her fingers through her damp hair. "Yes, Duke flirted with me. And yes, I suppose I enjoyed the attention briefly. But nothing happened between us." Her mouth tightened. "The more I learned about his values – or lack thereof – the less I could stand him. He embodies everything I fight against: rampant consumption, profit-obsession, zero ecological awareness." She gestured to her T-shirt. "I would never start an affair with a man with such a massive carbon footprint."

	Brian nodded, as if this were a perfectly reasonable dating criterion, which, perhaps for Emily, it was.

	"But I saw your scarf in his room," I pointed out. "On his bed, actually."

	Emily’s face shifted into sudden clarity. "Oh, that. I lent it to him during our walk. The man came to Scotland with a jacket that wouldn’t keep a mouse warm – typical American tourist, completely unprepared for Hebridean weather." She shrugged. "He was shivering and complaining so much that I gave him my scarf. I simply forgot to ask for it back."

	"So you’ve never been in Duke’s room?" I clarified.

	"Never," Emily stated firmly. "And I’ve no intention of going there in the future."

	I glanced at Brian. He gave me the smallest nod. Right. Time for the notebook.

	"We found a notebook in Duke’s room." I didn’t beat around the bush. "French. Botanical sketches. It looks as though it belonged to Jean-Luc. Duke claims you planted it there."

	"What?" Emily was on her feet, her earlier shyness gone. "That’s absurd. I don’t know anything about any notebook!" Her hands flew up. "Why would I plant evidence in Duke’s room? And how would I even get Jean-Luc’s notebook in the first place?"

	Brian cleared his throat. "So you’re saying you didn’t sneak into Duke’s room and slip a French notebook into his cardigan pocket?"

	"No!" Her voice snapped with indignation. "I’ve never touched Duke’s cardigans, notebooks, or anything else of his! And just for the record – I never touched Duke, either!"

	She sounded convincing. But Duke had sounded convincing, too. They couldn’t both tell the truth.

	And Emily herself was maddeningly inconsistent: shy one moment, then suddenly bold, as if she were two different people wearing the same face.

	"Thanks for talking to us, Emily." I edged towards the door. "Sorry to interrupt your hair-drying."

	Brian and I left her room and decided we needed to talk in private, if only to untangle our thoughts before they tied themselves in knots. We ended up in my room, where Brian dropped onto the end of the bed and knocked a decorative cushion to the floor. Neither of us bothered to pick it up. We had bigger problems than Isla’s interior design choices. Namely, two suspects spinning stories that couldn’t both be true.

	"Well," Brian broke the silence, "that was enlightening. Or the exact opposite of enlightening. What’s the word for when you know less after a conversation than you did before?"

	"A Fraser interrogation?" I paced the small space between the bed and the window.

	Brian snorted. "Precisely. We’ve got Duke saying Emily disappeared during Carson’s murder, and Emily saying Duke was the one who vanished. They can’t both be telling the truth. It’s like we’ve wandered into a soap opera on a budget, isn’t it?" He fished in his pocket and produced a slightly crumpled cereal bar. He caught my look. "What? Thinking makes me hungry."

	I leaned against the windowsill and watched raindrops begin to speckle the glass. The brief morning sunshine had surrendered to proper Hebridean weather – grey, damp, and sulky. Much like my thoughts.

	"You know," Brian mumbled around a mouthful of oats and nuts, "I saw this film once where a killer and his accomplice both accused each other, and the police couldn’t prove otherwise."

	"You mean Strangers on a Train?" I shook my head. "No. That was where they each committed a murder for the other to create alibis. You’re thinking of the one where two people confessed to the same murder, and nobody could prove who was lying."

	Brian flopped back on my bed with his hands behind his head. "The point is – what if they’re a team? What if the contradictory stories are a put-up job? Maybe they killed Jean-Luc together, then Carson."

	I stopped pacing long enough to think it through. "But why? What’s their motive? And why tell such obviously contradictory stories?" I started walking again. "One of them is lying. And it’s extremely unlikely Duke needed to make a business call to Seattle at lunchtime – that would’ve been before five in the morning there. Not exactly office hours."

	Which made Emily’s story sound less solid, assuming she hadn’t thought about time zones before she improvised.

	I stopped pacing and faced Brian. "Or maybe neither of them is our killer. Maybe we’re stuck in the middle of a messy non-affair and missing the real culprit entirely."

	"Great." Brian crumpled his cereal bar wrapper and aimed it at the small bin, missing by several inches.

	I crossed to the bin, retrieved the wrapper, and dropped it in. "The notebook itself might be a red herring. Duke could have taken it because he was curious about Jean-Luc’s botanical research for his own gin recipes. Now he’s lying about it because he’s afraid it connects him to the murder."

	"So the notebook has nothing to do with the murders?" Brian looked doubtful.

	"I don’t know." I went back to the window, watching the rain thicken into a steady sheet. "But we need to stay open-minded. There’s a connection we haven’t properly explored yet – the botanical angle. Jean-Luc wanted to create a signature digestif with a special ingredient. Isla’s family has a secret botanical they used in their home-distilled gin. And Duke is a professional gin maker."

	"The Harris Angel plant," Brian said.

	"Exactly. The Harris Angel links all our remaining suspects. Isabella is no exception. She’s a food blogger who’s desperate for recipes involving rare and ancient herbs. If she found the Harris Angel, her struggling blog could boom again." I frowned. "I still don’t see how Ole fits into a botanical conspiracy, unless he’s out there obsessively adjusting the stills. But the others? Each of them has a reason to want that plant."

	Brian seemed to read my mind. "And who better to ask than someone who knows all about distilling and botanicals? A professional distiller!"

	"Let’s visit a distillery on the island." I was already reaching for my raincoat. "We might not be able to pin down the killer yet, but we can explore the motive. Why is this plant so valuable? What makes it special enough to kill for?" I looked back at him. "Let’s ask someone who would know."
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CHAPTER 39 
THE DISTILLERY

	I headed downstairs with Brian in tow, my head full of botanicals and murder motives. The tricky part would be persuading Isla to help without giving away the real reason. She was, after all, on our suspect list – a detail I kept trying not to look at too closely.

	"Do you think she’ll buy the sudden interest in gin?" Brian whispered as we walked down the creaking staircase.

	"If we’re clever about it." I glanced back to make sure no one was following. "Just let me do the talking."

	"You always say that, and I always end up blurting out something embarrassing anyway." Brian tugged at his cuff. "It’s like a nervous tic, but with words."

	We found Isla in the kitchen. "Oh, hello, you two." Isla pushed a stray hair from her forehead with a floury wrist. "Did you need something? Tea? More toast?"

	"Actually," I said from the doorframe, "I was wondering if you could recommend a local distillery we might visit? For my guidebook."

	Brian nodded beside me. "Yes. Very important. Guidebook stuff. Research. Very… dry." His gaze travelled around the room, landing everywhere except Isla’s face.

	I ground my heel gently but firmly onto his toes.

	Isla set down a stack of plates. "A distillery? Today?"

	"Yes, well…" I slipped into my most professional travel-writer voice. "My publisher wants the Hebrides guide updated. I missed local gin production last time, and now it’s become quite a trend. Readers expect it."

	"Comprehensive," Brian echoed, nodding solemnly. "Can’t have a guidebook without… gin."

	"I see." Isla wiped her hands on a tea towel. "Well, you’re in luck. Dougal MacNeil runs the Finsbay Distillery not far from here. Started a few years back, but he’s already making quite a name for himself."

	I silently thanked the patron saint of travel writers. This was exactly what we needed – a local expert who might know about rare botanicals. "That sounds perfect. Do you think he'd have time to see us today?"

	"I can call him." Isla was already reaching for her mobile. "He and I are… well, we’re friendly." A faint blush crept up her neck, which I found rather interesting.

	As Isla dialled, I caught Brian’s eye. He gave me a slight nod – he’d noticed it too. Our landlady appeared to have a soft spot for the local distiller.

	"Dougal? It’s Isla." Her voice warmed, lifting slightly. "Yes, lovely to hear you too. Listen, I’ve got some guests here interested in visiting your distillery – a travel writer updating her Hebrides guidebook." She paused to listen. "Today, if possible… Wonderful. We’ll be there in about half an hour. Thank you, Dougal. See you soon."

	She ended the call, and her smile lingered a beat too long. "He says he’d be delighted to show you around."

	"That’s fantastic." I was already lining up the questions I wanted to ask about rare botanicals. "There’s just one small issue…"

	"DCI Fraser," Isla finished, her smile fading. "He’s been terrorising the guests all morning."

	"Exactly. We’d rather not have him trailing along, asking if every bottle of gin is a potential murder weapon."

	Isla tucked her phone into her pocket. "He’s in the library now, working his way through his list. Only just finished with Mildred."

	"How did that go?" Brian couldn’t hide his curiosity.

	"Let’s just say Mildred emerged victorious." Isla’s mouth quirked. "Poor Murray came scurrying into the kitchen begging for valerian tea to ‘calm the boss’s nerves’. I think the questioning took almost two hours."

	"Two hours?" Brian sounded impressed. "That’s Olympic-level questioning."

	"Fraser looked shell-shocked," Isla laughed. "Red-faced and muttering about ‘procedural efficiency’ while Mildred followed him, still explaining the correct way to seal a package for international shipping."

	I couldn’t help smiling, imagining the scene. "So he’s occupied, then?"

	"Very. And the library is at the far end of the house, well away from the car park." Isla glanced at the clock. "If we slip out now, he probably won’t notice until he’s ready for his next victim – I mean, interviewee."

	"Perfect." I straightened. "Shall we go?"

	Isla grabbed her car keys from a hook by the door. "My 4x4’s out the back. The farm bus would be too obvious."

	We made our way through the house, wincing at every creak and holding our breath as we passed the corridor leading to the library. Fraser’s voice carried faintly from the far end – the clipped tones of a man who's running out of patience.

	At the back door, Isla held up a hand and peered out. "Coast is clear," she murmured, and we hurried across the gravel to her Land Rover.

	Brian exhaled as we crunched down the drive, sinking low in his seat. "I feel as if we’ve just escaped a prison."

	"In a way, we have." I finally let my shoulders drop when the farmhouse receded behind us. "We’ve escaped a strict police lockdown."

	The Land Rover moved along the narrow coastal road. Isla drove with the calm assurance of someone who knew every pothole by name. 

	"Dougal’s quite a character," Isla broke the comfortable silence. "He used to be a fisherman before he started the distillery. Always had bigger dreams than hauling nets. When his uncle left him a bit of money, he put every penny into the still."

	"He runs it all himself?" I watched her profile as she spoke.

	"Mostly. He’s got a trainee now, I believe. But yes – he’s built it from nothing." The admiration for Dougall was clear in her voice. "He’s done quite well for himself, considering how new the business is."

	"He sounds like quite an interesting type," I murmured.

	We rounded a bend, and the distillery came into view: a sleek block of glass and stone tucked against the hills. Modern, but somehow it still suited the rugged surroundings.

	"There it is!" Isla sounded faintly proud as if she had been the architect herself. "Finsbay Distillery."

	A man stepped out of the main entrance. His stern expression softened into a welcoming smile as he headed towards us. This had to be Dougal MacNeil. Isla straightened and checked her hair in the rear-view mirror.

	"Isla. You’re a sight for sore eyes." He came up to the vehicle.

	"Dougal." Isla smiled as she climbed out. "Thank you for agreeing to this at such short notice."

	"Any friend of yours," he said with a nod. "I’m Dougal MacNeil. Welcome to Finsbay."

	I smiled. "Hiya. I’m Joana. And this is my colleague, Brian."

	Dougal swept an arm towards the entrance. "Come in, then. I’ll show you around."
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CHAPTER 40 
THE RECIPES

	The scent of the distillery hit us straight away: juniper, warm yeast, and the sharp, clean bite of high-proof alcohol. It went up my nose and was intoxicating even before a single drop touched my lips.

	"We’re small, but mighty." Dougal patted the side of a gleaming copper still. "That’s Morag – named after my grandmother. She produces every drop of Finsbay gin."

	"She’s beautiful." My hand slid over the cool copper curve. "How long have you been operating?"

	"Five years next month." He guided us through the space, pointing out each stage of the process. "Gin-making’s fairly new to the Outer Hebrides. Not like whisky with its centuries of tradition. We're writing our own history here."

	The distillery gleamed, all polished concrete floors and whitewashed walls, with copper stills and wooden beams doing their best to make the place feel less like a laboratory. Through the large panoramic windows, I could see the sea.

	"Each batch starts with a neutral spirit base." Dougal tapped a large steel tank. "Then we add our botanicals – juniper, of course, but also coriander, angelica root, and several others I can’t reveal." He winked. "Trade secrets."

	"The famous secret recipes." Brian nodded with the solemnity of a connoisseur, rather than a man whose palate usually topped out at Irn-Bru.

	"Exactly." Dougal checked his watch and frowned. "I hate to cut this short, but I’ve got a batch that needs my attention. Would you mind if I handed you over to my trainee for the rest of the tour?"

	I tried to hide my disappointment. I had a list of questions about rare botanicals in my head. "Of course, we understand."

	Dougal must have read something in my face. "Marsail knows more about the theory than I ever will. She's got the letters after her name; I just have the burns from trial and error." He cupped his hands around his mouth. "Marsail! Visitors!"

	A young woman appeared from a back room in a dark green shirt and matching apron – an outfit that somehow managed to be both sensible workwear and Edinburgh chic.

	"Marsail, this is Joana and Brian, friends of Isla. They’re interested in learning about our botanicals for a guidebook." Dougal made the introductions. "I need to check on the latest batch. Can you take over?"

	"Of course." Marsail nodded, her smile warm and professional. "Happy to help."

	Dougal excused himself, then gave Isla a look that clearly meant she should follow. When the two of them had gone, Marsail stepped forward.

	"Welcome to Finsbay. I’m the resident botanical expert – at least, that’s what Dougal tells people. In truth, I’m still learning the practical side after years of theory."

	"You studied distilling?" I watched her properly now.

	"Brewing and Distilling at Heriot-Watt in Edinburgh." She led us towards a workbench lined with small glass jars. "The science of spirits, essentially. Though there’s as much art as science in making something special."

	"That’s what we’re trying to understand." I gave Brian a pointed look, and he nodded dutifully. "The art of it – especially how botanicals make one gin different from the next."

	Marsail’s face brightened. "Well, you’ve come to the right place. Botanicals give gin its character." She picked up a jar of small purple-black berries. "It all starts with juniper. By law, gin has to taste primarily of juniper. But then…"

	Brian leaned in for a closer look and clipped the jar with his elbow. The lid popped off. Juniper berries spilt across the bench, bounced on the concrete, and rolled in every direction.

	"Oh God," Brian’s face fell. "I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to… I’ll get them."

	I closed my eyes for a moment as second-hand embarrassment washed over me. This was why I couldn’t take Brian to nice places. Or crime scenes. Or interviews. Or anywhere that required basic motor skills.

	To my surprise, Marsail just laughed. "Don’t worry about it." She waved a hand. "It happens. Consider it your initiation." She pulled a small brush and dustpan from under the bench. "Though usually it happens after people have sampled the product, not before."

	Brian took the brush with relief and started sweeping up the berries.

	"As I was saying," Marsail continued, "beyond juniper, each distiller selects their own blend of botanicals to create a flavour profile. On the Outer Hebrides, we’re particularly interested in botanicals that reflect our landscape."

	"Like what?"

	"Seaweeds, local herbs, heather blossoms, even certain types of moss." The way she spoke showed clear passion for her trade. "Local botanicals are key to creating a gin that really tastes of the islands."

	"And these recipes," I asked, "they’re kept secret, I imagine?"

	Marsail nodded. "Often only known within a family – or to one or two key people in the distillery. The recipe is the business’s most valuable asset."

	"What about rare ingredients?" The Harris Angel was, of course, in my mind. If I were lucky, maybe I'd finally get someone to explain why that particular plant was worth killing for. "Are there botanicals that are especially hard to track down? Or ones people would pay a fortune for?"

	"That’s the holy grail for distillers." Marsail’s eyes sparkled as she spoke. "Find a botanical no one else can get, and suddenly your gin is the one everyone wants. People will pay almost anything for it, and the distillery gets to bask in the glory." She stepped back, sweeping her arm around the copper still and stacked crates. "One rare ingredient, and you go from good to legendary."

	I met Brian's eyes over the workbench. The Harris Angel was liquid gold.

	"Thank you for sharing your knowledge." I meant it. "That’s exactly the sort of detail I needed for my guidebook."

	We performed five minutes of polite interest in expansion plans, then made our excuses to wait by the car. Crossing the main floor, I spotted Isla and Dougal by the copper still. Heads close. Intense.

	I slowed my pace, gesturing for Brian to do the same. Isla was turned slightly away from us, unaware of our presence. Dougal’s hand rested lightly on her arm – the sort of touch that could mean nothing at all, or far more than nothing.

	Then Isla reached into her handbag and drew out a small paper bag. She passed it to Dougal. He glanced inside, gave a satisfied nod, and slipped it into his pocket.

	I caught Brian’s sleeve and steered him towards the exit. Outside in the car park, I immediately turned to him.

	"You saw that?" I hissed.

	"The paper bag?" Brian nodded. "What do you think it was? The Harris Angel?"

	"Maybe it’s just a regular herb she’s selling him for a bit of extra cash." I leaned against the muddy wing of Isla’s Land Rover. "But if that is the Angel, and she’s selling it to Dougal for serious money…"

	"Then what about the deal she supposedly wanted with Lambert – aka Jean-Luc?" Brian finished, eyes narrowing.

	"What if Isla lied to us? What if she knew Jean-Luc and Lambert were the same person all along?"

	He thought for a moment, then frowned. "Once the plant’s used in one gin, it loses its… ‘holy grail effect’ as Marsail called it. And its value."

	"For Jean-Luc’s digestif and Dougal’s gin." I nodded. "They’d both need exclusivity."

	"So Jean-Luc wants full control of the Angel, not just clippings. Isla refuses, and instead secures a deal with Dougal – the local distiller. Then Jean-Luc threatens to steal the plant." Brian’s voice picked up as he followed the line through. "Isla realises she’s about to lose the money she needs to save the farm…"

	"And kills Jean-Luc to protect her deal with Dougal," I finished. "And Carson – he must have known about her arrangement with Dougal. It’s a small island. Secrets don’t stay secret for long."

	"If he figured out what Isla had done, he could’ve blackmailed her." Brian’s eyes widened. "That explains the money he wanted to spend on a croft."

	"The second whisky glass." The shed flashed into my mind. "Carson arranged a meeting. Maybe even raised a toast to his own retirement fund."

	"But Isla couldn’t pay," Brian whispered, "so she killed him too."

	I stared back at the distillery. "It fits." My fingers tapped against the cold metal of the car door. "Now we just have to prove it to Fraser."

	"Piece of cake." Brian snorted. "I’m sure he’ll take our word for it. He’s known for his deep respect for our deductive reasoning."

	"Well, then." I straightened as the distillery door opened. "We’ll have to find evidence he can’t ignore."
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CHAPTER 41 
THE DOOR MAT

	The drive back to the Golden View Retreat was quiet. Or rather, I was. Isla hummed contentedly beside me, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel to a rhythm only she could hear.  I stared out at the hills rolling by, trying to reconcile the cheerful woman beside me with the suspicion that she might have killed twice.

	"Dougal’s made remarkable progress with that distillery," Isla said, breaking the awkward silence. "When he first started, everyone said he was daft. ‘Who’d want gin from Harris?’ they all said. Now he can barely keep up with orders."

	"Mmm." I studied her profile. Do murderers usually look this cheerful? Her cheeks were flushed – from romance, or from a transaction that had gone exactly to plan?

	"You’ve gone quiet." Isla glanced sideways at me. "Didn’t you enjoy the tour?"

	"It was fascinating." I kept my eyes on the road ahead. "I just have a lot on my mind."

	"The murders." She nodded understandingly. "Hard to think about anything else, isn’t it?"

	We turned onto the gravel drive. As the farmhouse came into view, I let out a heavy sigh. A tall, rigid figure stood in the car park, a particularly disapproving standing stone: Fraser.

	"Oh dear." Isla’s smile faltered. "Looks like we’ve been missed."

	Behind Fraser, I spotted DC Murray making a tactical withdrawal towards the barn. Smart man. He had clearly delivered the news about our unauthorised excursion and was now trying to get out of the blast radius as quickly as he could.

	Isla parked the Land Rover, and we both sat for a moment.

	"Shall we get this over with?" She unbuckled her seatbelt.

	"Might as well." I pushed open the door.

	Fraser didn’t waste time. "Where. Have. You. Been?" Each word dropped with the weight of a stone.

	I looked at Brian as he climbed out of the back seat. His expression was a perfect blend of guilt and attempted invisibility.

	"We only popped to the distillery." I tried for casual – the same tone I use with my editor when I’m about to admit I’ve missed a deadline. "For my guidebook. Very informative." It didn't work.

	"Research." Fraser’s voice was calm. Terrifyingly calm. "And I suppose my explicit instructions to remain on the premises were merely… optional suggestions?"

	"I didn’t want to interrupt your interviews." That sounded acceptable, I thought. "You were clearly very busy with Mildred, and since I’m not actually a suspect – "

	"Not a suspect?" Fraser’s face had achieved a remarkable shade of crimson. I started to be concerned about his blood pressure. "You, Ms Snowdon, are a walking obstruction to justice! You contaminate evidence, you interfere with witnesses, you undermine my authority at every turn!"

	"I do try," I murmured. I couldn’t help it.

	Fraser stepped closer. "This is not an Enid Blyton adventure. Two people are dead, and you’re traipsing about the island as if it’s a bank holiday trip!"

	"Now, DCI Fraser," Isla cut in. "We were only gone for a couple of hours, and we stayed together the entire time."

	Fraser’s glare swung to her. "And you, Mrs MacLeod. I thought a local business owner would show better judgment – especially one who sits so high on my suspect list!"

	"I needed to see Dougal about a farm matter," Isla replied smoothly. "Sometimes farm business can’t wait, even for murder investigations."

	"I have had enough of the casual attitude on this island." Fraser’s voice dropped an octave. "The next person to leave this perimeter spends the night in a cell in Tarbert. Is that perfectly clear?"

	I'd heard this threat from Fraser so often it was beginning to lose its impact, like a song played too many times on the radio. I nodded and started towards the house, his shouting following me.

	"I am one step away from solving this case, Ms Snowdon! One step! Do not get in my way!"

	I kept walking. Behind me, Isla muttered something about horses, and Brian mumbled about needing a lie-down after "all the shouting."

	Inside the farmhouse, I headed straight for the kitchen. After accusations, revelations, and Fraser’s theatrical outburst, I needed a cup of green tea.

	I considered mentioning the bag Isla had passed to Dougal, but thought better of it. I liked Isla. More than that, I respected her. The thought of her as a murderer didn’t sit right, no matter what the evidence suggested. I’d wait until I had something concrete. Besides, Fraser wasn't exactly in the mood to listen.

	I pushed open the kitchen door. Peggy was wiping the counter. When she saw me, she went to fill the kettle with water.

	"Thought you might be needing this." She clicked it on without waiting for an answer. "Heard Fraser all the way in here. The man’s got the lungs of a Highland bagpiper."

	I dropped into a chair. "Thanks, Peggy. You’re a mind reader."

	"Not mind reading. Just common sense."

	The kettle boiled. Peggy made my tea, set the steaming mug in front of me, and – unexpectedly – sat down opposite with her own cup.

	"Taking a break?"

	"Earned one, I reckon." She took a careful sip. "Been cleaning rooms all day while you lot were off having adventures."

	We sat in companionable silence, steam curling between us.

	"Weather’s turning again." Peggy nodded at the window. "We’ll have rain by teatime."

	"Is it ever not about to rain in Harris?" I took a sip and felt some of the tension ease out of my shoulders.

	"August. Sometimes." Peggy grinned. "For about twenty minutes."

	The kitchen was cosy, the tea was perfect, and for a moment I could almost forget about murders and motives. Almost.

	Peggy shifted in her chair, her hand disappearing into her apron pocket. "I know you’re looking into these murders." She pulled out a folded piece of paper. "Thought you might want to see what I found."

	Peggy pushed the paper across the table towards me. I set my tea down and unfolded it. For a moment, I forgot to breathe.

	It was the note – the one Isla claimed she’d written to Lachlan. The alibi. The one Lachlan had insisted he never received.

	"Where did you find this?" I looked up at Peggy. She was fidgeting with her mug.

	"In Lachlan’s room," she admitted, a faint flush creeping up her cheeks. "Under the doormat. Inside the room."

	I looked at the note again. Isla’s distinctive handwriting. And the wording matched exactly what she’d told Brian and me. To meet her on the terrace that night.

	"Under the doormat?" I frowned. "That’s an odd place for a note."

	Peggy nodded, looking uncomfortable. "Probably got stuck there when she slid it under the door." She hesitated, then rushed on. "I was meant to deep-clean the rooms every other day, but with Carson gone… well. I’ve been cutting corners. Just surface cleaning, you know? But today, while you and Brian were out and the guests were tied up with Fraser, I gave Lachlan’s room a proper scrub. Lifted the mat to mop underneath and found it."

	My first reaction was relief. If Isla had written the note, it backed up her alibi for Jean-Luc’s murder – and if she hadn’t killed Jean-Luc, it made it harder to believe she’d killed Carson.

	Then the doubts crept back in. Lachlan and Isla had spoken since our conversation. Had he mentioned our questions about the note? Had Isla tucked it under the mat afterwards, ready to be "found" at exactly the right moment?

	It all felt a little too tidy.

	"So… does this mean Isla has an alibi?" Peggy’s voice broke into my thoughts.

	I looked at her anxious face and saw genuine worry there. "I’m not sure," I said.

	Peggy’s shoulders dropped. "Oh."

	I watched Peggy. She pressed her lips together and seemed to be holding back a thought she couldn’t quite say aloud.

	"Is there something else, Peggy?"

	She glanced at the door to make sure we were alone, then inched her chair closer. "There is, actually. I wasn’t sure if I should bring it up, but seeing that note made me think…"

	I waited.

	"It’s about Carson," she said at last. "I had a conversation with him shortly before he died. He was in a strange mood – gloating, almost."

	"Gloating?"

	Peggy nodded. "Said it was time to leave Isla. Said he was going to buy a croft because he ‘saw a thief stealing from the dead.’"

	I straightened up. "Those were his exact words? ‘A thief stealing from the dead’?"

	"Aye." Peggy’s fingers tightened around her mug. "I asked what he meant, but he just smirked and said that because of what he’d seen, he’d be able to afford his own croft soon." She hesitated, then her eyes met mine. "He was blackmailing someone, wasn’t he?"

	Blackmail. We’d considered it before, but now Peggy finally said it out loud.

	"It does sound like that," I agreed. "He must have seen someone searching Jean-Luc’s room after he died."

	"Searching for what?"

	"A notebook." I didn’t mention where we’d found it. "Carson must have seen who took it and demanded money for his silence."

	"And they killed him instead of paying," Peggy said grimly.

	A sudden question tugged at me. "Peggy, why didn’t you tell Fraser – or me – this before now?"

	Peggy picked at a loose thread on her apron. "I was worried it might be Isla," she admitted, eyes fixed on her mug. "And I didn’t want to bring her into trouble."

	"Even if she might be a murderer?" The words came out before I could soften them.

	"Even then." Peggy crossed her arms. "We’re islanders. We stick together. That’s how it’s always been." She nodded towards the folded note. "But that’s why I’m telling you now. With this, Isla has an alibi, doesn’t she? Which means it must have been one of you mainlanders after all."

	The logic was… optimistic. But her loyalty was unmistakable. 

	"I see." I nodded slowly. "Thank you for telling me now."

	Peggy stood, gathering our empty mugs. "I’m going to show this note to DCI Fraser right now. He needs to know Isla is innocent."

	"Wait, Peggy." I reached for her arm. "I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Fraser might not see the note the way you do. He might think – "

	"That it proves Isla’s telling the truth," Peggy finished firmly. "Which it does."

	"It’s not that simple – "

	"It is to me." She tucked the note back into her pocket. "Isla’s been good to me. I won’t sit back if there’s evidence that could help her."

	Before I could argue further, Peggy bustled out of the kitchen, her mind made up.

	I stayed at the table, staring at my tea as it cooled. Carson’s words looped in my head: I saw a thief stealing from the dead.

	Who had taken Jean-Luc’s notebook and framed Duke? Emily, as Duke claimed? Isla, with access to every room and a master key? Or someone slightly off our radar – Isabella, desperate for a sensational story to revive her failing blog? Jean-Luc’s notebook would have been gold dust to her.

	Peggy was certain Isla was innocent. I was less convinced. And if Fraser was truly "one step away", I wondered which direction he was walking in.
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CHAPTER 42 
THE EVIDENCE

	The storm had returned, hammering the old stone walls of the Golden View Retreat. Through the window, I watched the cloud base drop until the hills started disappearing, and turning mid-morning into a premature dusk. No ferries today. No planes. The Amber Warning was back in force. Once again, we were trapped – suspects and detectives locked in together.

	The dining room had the wrong sort of quiet. Everyone focused on their breakfasts with grim determination, as if baked beans and fried mushrooms could fix the situation.

	The door banged open. Fraser swept in, chin lifted with unmistakable triumph. Murray trailed anxiously behind him, and Officer MacGumbry from the local station completed the procession. She looked pleased – almost eager.

	"Ladies and gentlemen." Fraser took the head of the table, hands clasped behind his back. "If you would all remain seated."

	We looked up. Mildred muttered that she needed to record this.

	"As you all know," Fraser continued, "we’ve been investigating two murders. Mr Lambert Fouquet, known to you as Jean-Luc Dujardin, and Mr Carson Williamson."

	Ole raised his hand nervously. "Detective Chief Inspector, about the evidence you mentioned – "

	"Yes, Mr Holm." Fraser cut him off with a flick of his hand. "I was initially convinced of your guilt. The fingerprints on the stable door. The wet wipe found in the shed. Your fingerprints in the victim’s room." He paused, clearly for effect. "However, the final forensic reports have arrived, and after conducting careful – and most importantly, professional –"

	At this point, he shot me a pointed look.

	"– interviews, I now know that Mr Holm is innocent." Fraser resumed circling the table. "But someone else at this table is the murderer."

	Brian leaned towards me. "Oh my. He’s doing the Agatha Christie thing. Gathering us all to show off his great mastermind moment before he arrests someone."

	I nodded. I had a fair idea what was coming.

	"Officer MacGumbry, remain at that exit," Fraser barked. "Murray, position yourself next to Mrs MacLeod’s chair."

	Murray looked pained, the tips of his ears turning pink, but he moved to Isla’s side. MacGumbry planted herself in front of the door, arms crossed, blocking any potential escape.

	The atmosphere tightened. My tea went cold, forgotten in front of me.

	Fraser stood very straight, clearly enjoying his moment. "After taking all evidence into account, as a proper criminal investigator should, I am now ready to make an arrest." He turned, almost ceremonially, towards Isla. "Mrs Isla MacLeod, I am arresting you for the murders of Lambert Fouquet, also known as Jean-Luc Dujardin, and Carson Williamson."

	Gasps broke out around the table. Mildred clapped a hand over her mouth. Duke sat up straight, nearly knocking over his coffee. Isabella muttered something in Italian that sounded like the sort of words television would beep out.

	I let out a slow breath. From the moment Fraser strode in, I’d known where this was heading.

	"This is ridiculous!" Isla half-rose from her chair until Murray nervously put a hand on her shoulder. "I didn’t kill anyone!"

	Fraser didn’t blink. "We found your fingerprints on the whisky bottle in the shed – the one Mr Williamson had already drained more than halfway before his death."

	"Of course it has my fingerprints!" Isla’s voice climbed. "It’s from my kitchen! I bought it and put it in the larder. Carson took it from there!"

	Fraser carried on as if she hadn’t spoken. "Both victims threatened your farm," he said. "Jean-Luc wanted to steal the Harris Angel – your estate’s most valuable asset. Without it, your arrangement with the local distillery collapses, and so does your cash flow."

	He’d clearly spoken to Dougal MacNeil after we got back yesterday. Our little "guidebook" outing had handed him one more nail for Isla’s coffin.

	"And Carson," Fraser continued, "had you in his grip. He’d seen enough to think he knew exactly what you’d done. He demanded hush money you simply couldn’t pay." He leaned closer to Isla. "You’re broke, Mrs MacLeod. The only way out for you – and the farm – was to silence your enemies."

	Isla’s face crumpled. "That’s not true. I didn’t… I wouldn’t…"

	"The final piece," Fraser announced, "came from your employee, Ms Morrison."

	Peggy blinked at him – surprised at first, then horrified.

	"The note she conveniently found after days hidden in Mr Stewart’s room." Fraser spoke with absolute confidence. "A clumsy attempt to fabricate an alibi for Jean-Luc’s murder. It was placed there later to back up your story about waiting for Mr Stewart on the terrace – when you were actually murdering Jean-Luc."

	"But I found it under the doormat!" Peggy protested, cheeks flaming. "It was real! It must have been stuck there for days."

	Fraser didn’t so much as blink. "In my not inconsiderable experience, paper that’s been under a doormat for days does not look like this." He held it up between two fingers. "No scuffing. No damp marks." A small, satisfied pause. "It was put there later. Rookie mistake."

	Peggy’s voice cracked. "I wanted to help clear Isla’s name. And now – because of me…"

	Fraser recited the formal caution, words I’d heard countless times on television. "You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court…"

	Isla seemed to shrink as the words washed over her.

	Lachlan shot to his feet. "This is absurd. Isla would never – "

	"Sir, if you interfere with this arrest, I will have you charged with obstruction," Fraser snapped.

	"Told you, this Isla is trouble," Officer MacGumbry muttered, satisfaction all over her face as she stepped forward with the handcuffs.

	They marched Isla out, her shoulders hunched in shock. When the door shut, the rest of us sat there in stunned silence.

	Brian looked at me, quieter than usual. "Well, that was…"

	"Wrong," I said. The word came out flat. "Something doesn’t feel right."

	The table erupted behind us – protests, theories, indignation – but it blurred into noise. My mind stayed on the gaps in Fraser’s theory. The real killer could still be sitting there, watching Isla get marched out and enjoying the free show.

	And time mattered. Once the Amber Warning was lifted and Isla was off the island, Fraser would declare the case solved, congratulate himself, and someone else would get away with murder.

	Brian and I slipped into the lounge, our unofficial base for piecing things together. The fire sat cold in the grate; neither of us bothered with it. The chill had settled in, regardless. I kept seeing Isla being led away in handcuffs.

	I dropped into my usual armchair. "I’m not convinced. I can see why Fraser’s gone for Isla – I did, too, at first. But the more I turn it over, the less I like it."

	Brian sank into the seat beside me. "Fraser sounded pretty certain. Fingerprints, motive, means, opportunity – all wrapped up in a neat little package."

	"Too neat." I tucked my legs under me, but I still couldn't get comfortable. "Yes, a lot points at Isla. But what if we’ve missed something? What if Fraser’s missed something?"

	"Like what? We’ve been over it a dozen times."

	"Then we do it a thirteenth." I pulled up my notes on my phone.

	I scrolled. "Isabella has a motive. Jean-Luc threatened her – followers, reputation – and she’d kill for a story if she thought it would save her blog."

	Another scroll. "Duke’s gin business is wobbling; a rare botanical could be a miracle cure. And Emily fights for her beliefs with teeth. She’s been arrested before. If she decided the Harris Angel needed to be protected from exploitation, she wouldn’t stop at a strongly worded speech."

	I set the phone on the coffee table. "And Ole. Fingerprints, the wet wipe, that flash of anger at Callanish. Maybe Jean-Luc disrupted his sense of control in a way we haven’t understood yet."

	Brian counted on his fingers. "Four suspects circling one rare plant." He looked at me. "But Jo… what about Isla? Fraser’s case is compelling. Maybe it really was her."

	I shook my head. "I don’t believe it. I know the evidence looks bad, but my gut says Isla didn’t do it."

	Brian nudged my arm lightly. "Is that your detective instinct talking, or do you just like her?"

	"Both," I admitted.

	We sat for a moment, listening to the wind throw itself at the house. Still, our theories seemed no smarter.

	"The common thread here," I said at last, "is that Carson was collateral damage. He died because he got greedy, saw something, and tried to blackmail the killer – whoever that was."

	Brian nodded. "The real motive sits with Jean-Luc, not Carson."

	I picked up my phone and flicked through the photos I’d saved. My thumb stopped on one. "Brian. Look at this."

	He dragged his chair closer until our heads were almost touching. "The whistle I found near the stables."

	"We never worked out what it was, did we?" I kept my eyes on the screen. "We just assumed it belonged to Ole – some kind of calming tool for his therapy."

	Brian squinted. "It looks like a whistle, but I never heard a thing from it. I thought I’d broken it when I stepped on it."

	"Do a Google image search," I said. "See if anything similar comes up."

	I sent him the photo. Brian tapped the screen a few times, circled a couple of details, and compared the matches to my image. Then his face shifted into triumph.

	"Got it. Ultrasonic whistle. That’s why we couldn’t hear anything when I blew it. It’s silent to us."

	"Ultrasonic," I repeated. The word felt faintly ridiculous in this setting, not something you expected to come with a farmhouse holiday.

	Brian lifted the whistle between thumb and forefinger, studying it. He brought it halfway to his mouth, then stalled. "Hang on. With my luck, it’s just an ordinary whistle, and this time it’ll work. I’ll deafen us both." He glanced towards the hallway. "Or worse – it really is ultrasonic and sets off some alarm system we didn’t know existed. Next thing you know, everyone’s evacuating into the storm because they think there’s a fire."

	I tipped my chin towards the door. "Let’s try it. But outside. Now."

	Brian hesitated. "Now? In this weather?"

	"We’ll stand on the porch." I was already up.

	A minute later, we were under the farmhouse porch for shelter. Rain poured down in slanted curtains. Brian rolled the whistle between his fingers.

	"Brilliant plan," he muttered, water already dripping from his hair despite the roof above us. "Stand in a monsoon to test a whistle we can’t even hear, by definition."

	"Just try it," I said. "One quick blow."

	Brian sighed, raised the whistle to his lips, and blew hard.

	Nothing. No sound reached our ears. No alarm. No dramatic reaction from the universe.

	For a second, I almost felt disappointed.

	Then, from the stables, a frantic, high-pitched neighing cut through the storm.
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CHAPTER 43 
THE PLAN

	Brian and I exchanged a look as the frantic neighing carried on. The penny didn’t just drop; it went straight through the floorboards. We knew exactly how Jean-Luc had met his end. The only problem was the next part: could we be sure who’d done it?

	"I think we know who the killer is." My words were nearly swallowed by the drumming rain.

	Brian’s eyebrows shot up as he pocketed the whistle. "Do we? I mean, you probably do, but I’m not sure I do." He shoved his dripping fringe off his forehead. "I’m still on Chapter Three of this murder mystery, while you’ve clearly skipped to the big reveal."

	"It’s not that simple." I stepped back inside the farmhouse with a sigh. Water pooled on the flagstones where we stood. "I’ve got a rough outline of the crime. But it’s all circumstantial – nothing solid enough to make Fraser release Isla."

	"So what do we do?" Brian peeled off his sodden jacket. "Make Fraser a PowerPoint presentation titled Why You’re Wrong to Arrest Isla: 27 Slides of Evidence?"

	I paced a small circuit on the mat, leaving damp footprints. "We set a trap. Something so decisive even Fraser can’t ignore it." I stopped and faced him. "Something that forces the killer to show their hand."

	"Right." Brian rolled his eyes. "A trap. What could possibly go wrong?" He glanced at me. "You realise this is edging into Miss Marple territory."

	"Do you have a better idea?" I challenged him.

	Brian considered it for about two seconds. "No. Trap it is."

	I went to the window and stared out at the shed where Carson kept his tools and his private whisky supply. The idea in my head was still rough around the edges, but it had shape now. "Carson’s shed," I murmured. "That’s where we catch our killer."

	Twenty minutes later, I had my phone pressed to my ear, calling DCI Fraser in Tarbert – mid-interview with Isla, his proudly arrested and, I was almost certain, innocent suspect.

	"Ms Snowdon," he barked. "I am in the middle of a formal police interview."

	"I know how to find out who really killed Jean-Luc and Carson," I said. "It wasn’t Isla."

	A long silence. Then, coldly: "Enlighten me. And I warn you – if you waste precious police time…"

	"Fraser." I cut in before he could gather a full head of steam. "I need you to watch Carson’s tool shed tonight. From dinnertime onwards. And no one can see you."

	The silence that followed carried three distinct layers of disapproval, setting a new record for Fraser.

	"You want me," he said at last, "a Detective Chief Inspector, to crouch in the bushes like some cheap spy thriller, based on nothing more than your amateur hunches?"

	"Not the bushes. The barn gives you better cover. And Murray should be with you."

	"Oh, well, if Murray’s there, that makes all the difference," he snapped. "No. I will not play hide-and-seek in the dark. I have an actual murder case to solve, not whatever this is supposed to be. I am interviewing the culprit right now, and – "

	"Fraser, if Isla is innocent, you’re letting the real killer walk free – and they’ll be off the island the first chance they get." I tightened my grip on the phone. "Give me one evening. If I’m wrong, you’ve wasted a few hours. If I’m right, you’ll catch a murderer red-handed."

	"Red-handed doing what, exactly?" His tone shifted – still hostile, but now edged with grudging interest.

	I laid out the trap, step by step, and why it would work. Fraser muttered something that sounded suspiciously like "amateur dramatics," then went quiet.

	I waited.

	"This is absurd. I am not wasting police resources on – "

	"Just you and Murray. Tonight. That’s all I’m asking."

	A long-suffering sigh came down the line. "Fine," he finally growled. "But if this is a wild goose chase, Ms Snowdon, I promise you’ll regret it."

	The line went dead. I stared at my phone for a moment. Next step: bring Peggy and Brian fully into the plan.

	I headed to the kitchen and pushed the door open. Peggy stood at the worktop, taking her frustration out on a mound of bread dough. Brian perched on a nearby stool, watching as if this were the evening’s entertainment.

	"I’ve spoken to Fraser. We have a plan."

	Peggy looked up, hands still buried to the wrists. "And you’re sure your plan will clear Isla?"

	"If it works," I nodded, "Fraser won’t have a choice but to release her."

	I ran through the plan: Peggy would ‘remember’ Carson mentioning an insurance he’d stashed in his tool shed. I’d suggest it was likely a letter naming whoever he’d been blackmailing, and I’d mention – loudly – that I intended to go looking for it first thing tomorrow. Then we’d see which of our remaining suspects panicked enough to take the bait.

	"So the letter doesn’t actually exist?" Brian’s brow creased.

	"No, but the killer doesn't know that," I explained. "They'll panic, thinking Carson might have written down their name. They'll try to get to the shed before I do in the morning."

	"And Fraser will catch them red-handed," Peggy finished, and for the first time since Isla’s arrest, a spark lit in her face. "It’s a good plan."

	"It's a risky plan," I corrected. "Everything depends on the killer taking the bait. And on Fraser actually showing up to watch the shed."

	Brian brushed a scatter of dough off the worktop with the edge of his hand. "But what if the killer doesn’t bite? Or worse – what if they realise it’s a trap?"

	"It’s a gamble," I admitted. "But it's the best chance we've got right now."

	By seven o’clock, dinner was on the table. The room felt oddly muted, as if Isla’s absence had taken up space of its own. Lachlan’s chair was empty too. With Isla locked away, he’d retreated to whatever comfort he could find. I pictured him upstairs with a tumbler and a bad temper.

	Peggy came in with steaming vegetable pies, crusts browned and cracking at the edges. A bowl of beetroot salad followed, deep red against the white dishware.

	"I've made a terrible mistake," Peggy announced as she set the dishes on the table. Her voice wobbled just enough to be convincing. "It's my fault Isla got arrested."

	Emily looked up. "What do you mean?"

	"That note I found." Peggy stared at her hands. "I should never have shown it to DCI Fraser. It’s made him even more convinced Isla is guilty."

	"It was a generous act," Ole said stiffly. "You believed it would help. That is commendable, even if the outcome could not have been precisely calculated."

	Peggy shook her head slowly. "I’ve been going over everything, trying to remember anything that might help Isla." She hesitated. "Carson said something odd the day before he died. Something about an ‘insurance’ he’d put in ‘his den’. I didn’t understand what he meant at the time."

	Duke set his fork down with a soft clink. "Insurance? What kind of insurance?"

	"I don’t know." Peggy lifted a shoulder. "He only said it would ‘protect him if things went wrong.’ Those were his exact words."

	I leaned forward, as if the thought had just struck me. "If Carson was blackmailing someone, his 'insurance' might be a letter naming who he was blackmailing."

	"A letter?" Isabella’s voice had an odd, tight edge. "Why would he write such a thing down?"

	"Insurance," I repeated. "If something happened to him, the letter would make sure the truth came out." I glanced around the table, watching for the smallest reaction. "And 'his den' – that's his tool shed. When Brian and I went out there to fix the gutter, we found empty whisky bottles everywhere. Carson had made it his own space.”

	"So there could be a letter in that shed naming the killer?" Isabella's voice was neutral, but I could see her right leg bouncing rapidly under the table.

	"Possibly," I gave a small shrug. "It's too dark now, but first thing tomorrow morning, I'm going to search that shed properly. If there's a letter, I'll find it and give it to Fraser. Maybe there’s Isla’s name on it. If not, he has to release her."

	Silence settled over the table, broken only by the half-hearted scrape of forks against china. No one seemed interested in eating; the pie just circled our plates, untouched. I did my best to look blameless, the picture of someone far too innocent to have set a trap and waited for someone to fall for it.

	The grandfather clock chimed nine, and it was like someone had fired a starting pistol. Chairs scraped back. Napkins were dropped. Suddenly, everyone had somewhere urgent to be.

	"Well," Emily stood up, her chair protesting against the floor. "I need to do some yoga in my room. All this tension is wrecking my shoulders."

	Duke was on his feet a heartbeat later. "I’m absolutely wiped out. Think I’ll do some emails and have an early night."

	"I should work on my Harris Tweed article." Isabella barely touched her napkin to her lips before standing. "The weaver gave me fascinating information I need to write down while it’s fresh."

	Ole was last. "I must make a telephone call to my brother in Aarhus." He checked his watch. "We agreed on a time, and I cannot be late. The call is due to start in 274 seconds."

	Within minutes, the dining room was empty, leaving only Brian, Peggy, Mildred and me at the table.

	"Well." Mildred stared at the vacated chairs, baffled. "Was it something in the pie? Everyone’s rushing off as if their trousers were on fire."

	Brian met my eye. "Busy people with busy lives, Mildred. More pie?"

	"No, thank you, dear." She leaned in conspiratorially. "I’ve been recording the most fascinating conversations. Did you know Isabella was once proposed to by an Italian count? Though judging by her description, he sounds more like a no-account, if you ask me." She chuckled at her own joke.

	While Mildred carried on, blissfully unaware of the tension vibrating through the room, the three of us kept trading quick looks. Peggy cleared plates with hands that didn’t quite stop shaking. Brian twisted his napkin into a tight rope. I kept my eyes on the back door, half-expecting it to burst open at any moment and Fraser storming in with our culprit.

	"Do you think Fraser is really out there?" Brian murmured when Mildred paused to take a breath.

	"He’d better be," I said. "Otherwise, this has all been for nothing."

	The minutes stretched into an hour. Peggy served coffee, which we sipped without tasting it. Mildred eventually excused herself, saying she needed to update her travel journal.

	Left alone, the three of us sat in tense silence.

	"Maybe none of them took the bait," Brian said, glancing at the clock. "Maybe they’re all just doing exactly what they said they would."

	"Or maybe they’re waiting for us to go to bed," Peggy countered. "They won’t make a move while we’re still up."

	I nodded, staring into my cold coffee. "We should go upstairs and make it look like we’ve called it a night. The killer will wait until the house is quiet before heading to the shed."

	We agreed to meet in my room in fifteen minutes, after making a show of retiring that would be heard upstairs. I went up slowly, trying not to let my imagination sprint ahead of the facts. I thought I knew who the killer was – but unless Fraser caught them in the act, it stayed a theory.

	In my room, I paced by the window, staring out into the dark where Carson’s shed stood. The rain had eased to a steady drizzle, and occasional gusts of wind bent the trees.

	Was Fraser out there with Murray, watching and waiting? Would the killer take the bait? Had I missed something crucial – some detail that would unravel everything?

	A soft knock announced Brian and Peggy. We gathered by the window, three sets of eyes straining to see anything beyond blackness and rain.

	"Do you really think you know who did it?" Brian whispered.

	I nodded. "I think so."

	"Who is it?" Peggy swallowed. "Which one of them killed Jean-Luc and Carson?"

	I opened my mouth to answer when a flicker of movement caught my eye. A figure darted across the farmyard, hunched against the rain, moving quickly towards the shed.

	"There," I breathed, pointing. "Fraser will see them. He’ll catch them in the act."

	We pressed closer to the glass, hearts thumping, as the shadowy figure slipped into Carson’s shed. Now all we could do was wait and hope Fraser was ready.
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CHAPTER 44 
THE CONFESSION

	"Come on." I slid off my perch by the window. "We should go downstairs. I want to be there when Fraser brings them in."

	Brian was already at the door, nodding. "I’d hate to miss the grand finale after all this detective work."

	The three of us hurried down the stairs. We took up positions around the dining table, staring at the kitchen back door where Fraser would bring in the culprit.

	Minutes dragged. What if I’d got it wrong? What if the killer had spotted Fraser and slipped away? What if Fraser had decided my plan was rubbish and gone back to Tarbert?

	"This waiting is unbearable. It’s –" Brian started.

	"Shh." I lifted a hand.

	Voices outside. Feet crunching on gravel. Then a scuffle.

	The front door burst open and Murray tumbled into the room, soaked through. "We got them! We caught the... the parp… the perpetrator! Right in the act of searching! Just like you said, Joana!"

	Fraser followed closely, guiding someone into the room. Their head hung low, water trailing from their hair onto the floorboards. Fraser kept a steady hand between their shoulders, and Duke Jackson stumbled into the light.

	Peggy let out a sharp gasp. Brian’s mouth fell open.

	I just nodded.

	"Found him rummaging through every corner in Carson’s shed," Murray announced.

	Duke's usually perfect appearance was a mess. Mud streaked his designer trousers, and his expensive shirt clung to him, soaked through. He pressed his lips together and kept glancing at the door.

	"This is ridiculous," he began, breathless. "I was just looking for a torch. The power went out in my room."

	"Nonsense!" Fraser cut in. "Tell us the truth. What were you really doing in Mr Williamson's shed, and why?"

	Duke's face tightened, and the charm that had carried him all week slid away. "You're making a mistake. I want a lawyer."

	Fraser barely blinked. He'd probably lost count of how many times he'd heard that line in his years on the force. "You'll get one. After we've had a word."

	Footsteps thundered down the stairs. The commotion had dragged everyone from their rooms. Emily appeared first, still in her yoga leggings, followed by Isabella with a face mask half-applied. Ole and Lachlan came down together, both of them looking half-asleep. Mildred was last, careful on the steps with her phone already set to record. I had a feeling this arrest would become the headline of her audio travel journal.

	"Duke?" Emily's voice was barely audible.

	Murray planted himself between Duke and the door, so rigid he could’ve been posted outside Buckingham Palace. "Nobody moves! The situation is under… under…" He paused, rummaging for the right word. "…command!"

	"Control," Brian murmured.

	"What?"

	Brian sighed. "Nothing."

	Fraser shoved Duke into a chair at the far end of the table, then faced the room. "Mr Jackson is a suspect in both murders."

	Isabella shook her head in disbelief. "The American? Impossible."

	Lachlan leaned forward, frowning. "Actually… it makes a disturbing kind of sense."

	When everyone finally sat, I took the chair opposite Duke.

	"Duke." I kept my eyes on him. "You tried to charm us all. It even worked, briefly. But it was you. Not Isla."

	Every face swung towards me. Even Fraser, arms folded, looked expectant. "What evidence led you to that conclusion, Ms Joana?"

	I glanced at Brian. He gave me an encouraging thumbs-up. "Go on," he whispered. "Do the Agatha Christie bit. You’re basically Fraser, just with better manners."

	I ignored that. "I didn’t have hard evidence at first. Just a feeling I couldn’t shake. But the whistle tied it together – the one Brian found near the stables. We assumed it belonged to Ole, something to do with his therapy. It didn’t. It’s an ultrasonic dog whistle. A training tool."

	Mildred clutched her reading glasses. "A dog whistle? But what has that got to do with all this… this horror?"

	"Everything." I met her gaze. "Duke talked about his dog, Mr Harold, back in America, training him for shows. That whistle is a training tool, but it also has another effect: It sends horses into a panic."

	Silence settled over the table as the idea landed.

	"Jean-Luc wasn’t killed by a horse that happened to spook in a storm," I went on. "Isla told us Goldmoon stays calm, even with thunder. Someone lured Jean-Luc to the stables, locked him in with the horse, then used the whistle to set Goldmoon off."

	Fraser's face stayed sceptical, but he didn't cut in.

	"Duke's gin business is failing," I continued. "He's in debt. A unique botanical growing in Isla's garden could save his company – if he could get it."

	Brian leaned forward, the pieces finally clicking into place. "But Jean-Luc wanted the botanical for himself. Duke offered him some sort of a deal, and Jean-Luc turned it down."

	"Exactly." I nodded. "So Duke decided to help himself. He tried pressure first – Brian saw you two arguing. Then Jean-Luc ended up dead, and someone went through his room looking for anything useful."

	I turned to Peggy. "Carson's comment – ‘a thief stealing from the dead’ – wasn’t poetic. He saw Duke rummaging through Jean-Luc's things. Duke found the notebook with the Harris Angel details, and later, I found that same notebook hidden in Duke’s room. When I confronted him, he tried to pin it on Emily. That sudden attention wasn’t romance. He needed her as cover for the time of Carson’s murder."

	Peggy sat up so fast her chair creaked. She swung towards Fraser, triumphant. "See? I told you it wasn't Isla searching the room. She was telling the truth! I knew it!"

	Fraser decided to ignore Peggy rather than admit he had been wrong to arrest Isla. "So your position is that Mr Jackson killed Mr Fouquet for this botanical, then killed Mr Williamson to silence him as a witness."

	"Not a theory anymore." I tipped my chin towards Duke. "Why else would he be tearing Carson's shed apart tonight, unless he thought there was something in there that could put his name on it?"

	Fraser cleared his throat. "I’ll admit, it’s a compelling narrative. Let’s hear what Mr Jackson has to say."

	All eyes went to Duke. A sheen of sweat gathered at his hairline. He dragged a hand through his hair once, then again, as if he could comb himself back into control. The easy charm that had sailed him through dinners and small talk all week didn’t so much disappear as… deflate.

	"You don’t understand," he said. "None of you understands what it’s like to build something from nothing, to pour your life into a business, and then watch it slip away."

	For a second, even Mildred stopped fiddling with her phone.

	"Jean-Luc was just another posh chef," Duke went on, louder now. "He had everything. Fame, money, success. And he still wanted more. I needed one chance. One unique botanical. One thing that could save my company."

	Fraser took a step closer. "And Carson? Was he in the way as well?"

	Something in Duke’s face gave. The defiance cracked, and what was underneath was worse: panic.

	"I never meant to kill anyone," he blurted. "Jean-Luc was supposed to be scared, not dead. And Carson… Carson saw me searching the room." His laugh came out sharp. "Wanted five thousand pounds to keep quiet."

	I watched him unravel. The killer wasn’t some criminal mastermind. He was just a desperate, pathetic man brought down by his own ambition and fear.

	"I just wanted my life back," he whispered, the last remnants of his carefully constructed image falling away. "Is that so wrong?"

	Fraser pulled out a chair opposite him, scraped it back, and sat. "Right. Start at the beginning, Mr Jackson. Properly."

	No one moved. We were a captive audience, frozen in our seats like this was some grim bit of dinner entertainment nobody had paid for.

	Duke stared at his hands, flexing his fingers. When he finally spoke, his voice had gone flat.

	"I genuinely came here for the photography workshop," he began. "That part wasn't a lie."

	"But you recognised Jean-Luc as Lambert Fouquet straight away?" I asked, and ignored Fraser’s withering look.

	"Not straight away." Duke shook his head. "But it didn’t take long. He started going on about French wine regions, and dismissed Italian vineyards as ‘agricultural vandalism’." Duke’s mouth twisted. "That’s when I realised I’d read those words before. And I’d seen that face."

	"Where?" Fraser leaned forward.

	"Trade interviews." Duke’s shoulders sagged. "I follow those niche food-and-drink publications. Fouquet had been featured in articles about luxury spirits. Photos included. He’d been talking about a signature digestif that would ‘revolutionise’ the market."

	"So you worked out he wasn’t Jean-Luc the history teacher," Fraser said.

	"He was hiding who he was," Duke said, the old sharpness flickering for a second. "Made me wonder. Why would a well-known chef turn up here, using a different name? Must have been something he wanted to keep quiet. Something worth the trouble."

	"The Harris Angel," I said quietly.

	Duke nodded. "Do you have any idea how competitive the craft spirits market is? Thousands of distilleries, all using the same basic botanicals. Juniper, coriander, citrus. The only way to stand out is with something unique."

	"And Dujardin had found that something," Fraser said.

	"He didn’t find it." Duke’s voice was bitter. "Isla contacted him about her botanical. Perfect for his signature digestif. But he didn’t want to pay for it. He didn’t want to spend a penny. He wanted to steal it from her. That’s why he was hiding behind a fake name."

	"So you confronted him," I tried to keep up with Duke’s version of events, even as twisted as it was.

	Duke nodded. "One night after dinner. Everyone else had gone to bed. I cornered him and told him I knew who he really was."

	"What did he say?" Fraser asked.

	"He denied it. Insisted he was merely Jean-Luc." A faint, humourless smile flickered across Duke’s face. "But I had proof on my phone – articles, interviews, press shots. He finally admitted he was Lambert, and he told me about the Harris Angel."

	"And then you offered him a deal," I guessed.

	"A partnership." Duke’s gaze went distant. "My company would produce his signature gin. We’d share the profits, the prestige. It could have saved my business."

	"But he refused?" Fraser asked.

	"He laughed in my face." Duke’s voice sharpened. "Called me a ‘desperate American’. Said he’d rather hand the formula to a discount supermarket chain than associate with my ‘mediocre’ brand."

	I glanced at Brian, who shifted in his chair. "I, uh… I actually saw part of that argument," he said. "On my midnight snack run for Isla’s shortbread. I heard raised voices, but couldn’t make out what you were saying."

	"Did you know whether Jean-Luc had already found the plant in Isla’s garden?" I asked.

	Duke shook his head. "No. I think he was still trying to identify it among the other plants. But I was convinced he’d either find it soon, or talk Isla into selling it for far less than it was worth." His jaw clenched. "He was so smug. So sure of himself."

	"So you decided to eliminate the competition," Fraser said, his voice cold and professional.

	Duke’s face tightened. "No. Never. I didn’t want him dead."

	"How did you get him to the stables?" Fraser asked.

	"I wrote a note," Duke admitted. "Slipped it into his pocket. Made it look like it was from Isla. Asked him to meet there about the plant. I locked him in the horse box with Goldmoon." He swallowed. "I only meant to frighten him. Enough to make him listen. To make him talk."

	"But you used the whistle," I pointed out.

	Duke nodded, misery all over him now. "I keep it in my jacket – for Mr Harold. I blew it a few times. The horse went berserk. I didn’t know it would do that. I didn’t want this." His breath hitched. "I heard a thud, then nothing. When I looked in… Jean-Luc was on the ground. Not moving. He must have slipped. It was an accident. I didn’t murder him."

	The room fell silent for a moment. Despite everything, I felt a flicker of pity for Duke. He hadn’t planned a murder – just a desperate, misguided attempt to save his crumbling business.

	"And afterwards," Fraser asked, "you searched his room?"

	"I panicked," Duke admitted. "Ran back to my room. That was probably when I lost the whistle. I still had it in my hand, but I don’t really remember. Everything was a blur. I tried to calm down and went with the others to the stables, where Jean-Luc was found. The next day, I realised that with Jean-Luc dead, I needed to find that plant myself. I thought he’d have information in his room."

	"But you were seen," I said. "By Carson."

	Duke rubbed his temples. "Carson appeared out of nowhere. He was standing in the doorway, watching me go through Jean-Luc’s things."

	"What did he say?" Fraser asked.

	"Nothing at first." Duke’s fingers twitched on the table. "Just stood there. Then said he’d keep quiet for a price."

	"Five thousand pounds," I remembered his earlier outburst.

	"To start with." Duke gave a hollow laugh. "Said it would be the first instalment. That he’d ‘seen enough to buy a croft.’"

	"And you arranged to meet him that Sunday," Fraser stated.

	"In the shed with the spa-barrel." Duke nodded. "I pretended I’d brought the money. He was already drinking, celebrating his windfall." Duke’s voice dropped. "He wasn’t afraid of me. Turned his back, told me to pour myself a whisky to seal the deal."

	Fraser sat up a little straighter. "And what happened then in the shed?"

	Duke’s shoulders sagged. "It was… easy. He was drunk. Got undressed and climbed into that ridiculous barrel. I just… went up the steps and pushed his head under the water. Held him there. Took almost no effort." He started to cry. "I never thought I could… that I would…"

	"One more question," Fraser said. "Was Isla involved in any of this?"

	"Isla?" Duke looked genuinely startled through his tears. "No. She had no idea."

	Fraser sat back. "Right. I think that covers the essentials."

	Murray, who had been frantically scribbling notes throughout, leaned down towards Duke. "For the record, sir, did you just confess to the murders of Mr Fouquet and Mr Williamson?"

	Duke gave him a withering look. "Yes. That’s what the last thirty minutes have been about."

	"Just checking." Murray’s ears reddened. "Need to make sure everything’s proper and accu… accu… correct."

	Fraser stood, signalling the end of the impromptu confession, and dropped a heavy hand onto Duke’s shoulder. "Duke Jackson, you’re under arrest for the murders of Lambert Fouquet and Carson Williamson. DC Murray, please escort Mr Jackson to the car. We’re taking him to Tarbert."

	Murray led Duke out of the room, and Fraser followed right behind. Something shifted in the dining room. The tension that had sat with us all week finally eased, leaving a collective exhaustion in its place.

	"Well," Lachlan broke the silence, "I think we could all use a dram after that."

	No one disagreed.

	As he handed out the tumblers, Brian raised his glass in a mock toast. "Another successful investigation by the dynamic duo, Joana Snowdon and Brian Goodfellow. Minus the minor hiccup where we almost let an innocent woman go to prison."

	"A minor detail," I said, clinking my glass against his. "Besides, Fraser would have figured it out eventually."

	"In about sixty years, maybe." Brian grinned. "Just in time for Isla’s hundredth birthday."
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CHAPTER 45 
THE STRANGE LIGHT

	The morning after Duke's confession felt indecently perfect. After days of rain and wind, the sun finally made an appearance. Even the sheep looked surprised, blinking in the unfamiliar brightness as they chewed their breakfast. I stood in the farmyard, a mug of green tea warming my hands, and watched an unmarked police car crunch up the gravel path. Fraser was bringing Isla home.

	Brian stepped out of the farmhouse and squinted at the light. "What is that burning orb in the sky? This strange light? I've forgotten the word for it."

	"Isla is back," I nodded towards the approaching car. "The Amber Warning's been lifted, and the ferries are running again. We can finally escape Harris."

	"Thank goodness. My supply of vegan snacks is critically low." He patted his pockets as if to confirm their emptiness. "And I think I've developed a condition from wearing the same two jumpers on rotation."

	The police car rolled to a stop on the gravel. Fraser emerged first and opened the passenger door with a formality that made it clear he was attempting to make amends without actually saying the words "I'm sorry."

	Isla stepped out, shading her eyes. She looked tired but relieved, the lines around her eyes deeper than they'd been a few days ago.

	Fraser cleared his throat. "Mrs MacLeod has been fully cleared of all suspicion," he announced as if reading from an invisible press release. "After careful investigation, I concluded the evidence against her was… insufficient."

	"You mean we investigated, not you," Brian muttered beside me.

	Fraser's eyes narrowed. "I was following standard investigative procedure based on the available evidence at the time."

	"Wrong evidence," Brian's voice rose slightly. "It took Joana putting one and one together to figure out it was Duke."

	Fraser's neck turned a shade of red that clashed with his coat. "I was doing my job. A job that doesn't normally include amateur detectives contaminating my crime scenes."

	Before Brian could escalate the situation further, Peggy burst from the kitchen door, her ginger hair flying in the light morning breeze. She sprinted across the yard and flung herself at Isla.

	"You're back! You're really back!" Peggy's words tumbled out between sobs. "I'm so sorry! I should never have shown him that note. I thought it would help, but then he twisted everything around and – "

	Isla patted her back awkwardly. "There, there. It's not your fault. You were trying to help."

	"But I made everything worse!"

	"Nonsense," Isla extracted herself gently from Peggy's embrace. "What's done is done. We're all fine now." She looked over the farmyard, her eyes resting on the empty stables where Carson used to work. "Well, not all of us. But we'll manage." She headed for the house. "I suppose there's work to be done."

	"But you've just been released from police custody," I protested. "Surely you need to rest?"

	Isla's eyebrows rose slightly. "Rest? I don't think so." She walked into the kitchen. "I'm going to bake an apple pie. Nothing sorts out a troubled mind like proper baking."

	Throughout the morning, the farmhouse hummed with activity as everyone prepared to leave.

	I found Emily in the lounge, staring out of the window at the hills.

	"How are you holding up?" I asked, joining her at the window.

	"I still can't believe it," she shook her head. "Duke tried to frame me. Used me as his alibi. Pretended to like me." She turned around. "All those lies about our supposed affair. It's…"

	"Awful," I finished for her. "I'm sorry we believed him, even for a moment."

	"That's the thing about people like Duke. They're so convincing." She sighed, turning back to the window. "My next environmental campaign will be more transparent. Still impactful, but less…" She searched for the right word.

	"Violent?"

	"I was going to say 'confrontational', but yes." She grinned properly now. "No more glueing myself to bridges or smashing windows. Perhaps just strongly worded letters and the occasional sit-in."

	Across the room, Mildred was organising her extensive collection of notes and recordings on her phone. Her permed silver bob bounced as she muttered to herself.

	"What will you do with all that material?" I was curious about the hours of recordings she'd accumulated.

	"Oh!" Her face lit up. "This is all going into my book. 'Murder at the Island Hideaway: A Postmistress Investigates.' It'll become a bestseller!"

	"You're writing a book about the murders?"

	"Indeed!" She beamed. "A factual account with just a touch of creative licence."

	"I'm sure it will be… comprehensive." Given Mildred's attention to minute detail, the book would likely be longer than War and Peace.

	"I've already had interest from the Cotswolds Literary Society," she preened. "Our monthly reading group is simply dying to hear all about it."

	I managed to escape Mildred's detailed publishing plans and nearly collided with Ole, who was standing precisely in the centre of the hallway, clutching what looked like an official form.

	"Joana," he nodded formally. "I have completed the feedback questionnaire for the photography workshop."

	I blinked in surprise. "There was a feedback form?"

	"Of course. I created one." He handed me a meticulously formatted document. "I took the liberty of structuring it according to ISO standards for customer satisfaction metrics."

	I glanced down at the paper. Ole had created an entire evaluation rubric, complete with numerical ratings for categories like "Technical Instruction," "Location Selection," and "Refreshment Quality." At the bottom, he'd added a category labelled "Murder Investigation Skills," where I'd received a perfect 10/10.

	"That's… very thorough of you, Ole."

	"Precision is important," he adjusted his glasses. "I have made specific recommendations for future workshops, including a suggestion that participants be pre-screened for homicidal tendencies."

	"I'll certainly take that under advisement."

	In the kitchen, Lachlan stood awkwardly by the counter while Isla rolled out pastry dough. Their body language told the story even before I heard their conversation.

	"So," Lachlan tapped his right foot a few times. "I was thinking, maybe when things calm down, we could…"

	"I'm seeing Dougal," Isla interrupted, not looking up from her pastry. "From the Finsbay Distillery. This time it is serious."

	"Ah." Lachlan's hopeful expression crumpled slightly. "I see."

	"I should have told you sooner," Isla added more gently. "But with everything that happened…"

	"No, no," Lachlan waved away her concern with admirable composure. "He's a good man, Dougal. Knows his spirits. Makes an excellent gin."

	"He does," Isla agreed, the corners of her mouth lifting slightly.

	"Well," Lachlan straightened his tweed jacket. "I wish you both every happiness. Though if he ever mistreats you, I know several remote locations perfect for disposing of bodies." He delivered it with such elegant calm that it took me a second to realise he was joking.

	Isla laughed, the tension breaking. "I'll keep that in mind."

	I slipped away and found Isabella in the dining room, typing furiously on her laptop.

	"Working on a new blog post?" I asked.

	"Better." Her eyes gleamed with fierce determination. "A completely new concept. Food-related true crime."

	I raised an eyebrow. "Food… crime?"

	"Yes! True stories with culinary themes." She gestured expansively. "The intersection of gastronomy and criminal psychology. And not a single purchased follower this time."

	"Sounds… appetising."

	"It will be revolutionary," she insisted. "Readers will be hungry for more after each episode."

	Before I could respond to this new concept, Murray burst into the dining room.

	"The boss says we're flying back to Aberdeen this afternoon. With a real plane. Thank goodness, no helicopter this time." He was bouncing slightly on his toes. "But I'm a bit worried. I get terrible vertigo when we hit the air potholes."

	"I'm sure it will be fine," I reassured him.

	"Oh, I've packed three sick bags and taken double my usual motion pills," he nodded seriously. "And I've written up all my notes about the murder… murderactions… murderings." He frowned. "Is that a word? Or murderations?"

	"I think 'murders' covers it."

	"Right, right." He shuffled his feet. "Anyway, just wanted to say it's been… well, not nice exactly, what with the deaths and all. But interesting!"

	"I'm… glad to hear."

	Fraser approached from behind. "Murray, go make sure the car is ready."

	"Yes, boss!" Murray rushed off, dropped his notepad, and snatched it up again.

	Fraser watched him go with a pained expression, then turned to me. "Well, Ms Snowdon, it seems this is goodbye."

	"Until the next murder I solve, you mean?"

	A muscle twitched at his temple. "You did not solve this murder. You simply… contributed certain observations. Your methods are unorthodox and frequently illegal, Ms Snowdon, but I suppose in this particular instance, they were… not entirely unhelpful."

	I didn't expect anything warmer. "Wow, DCI Fraser, I'm touched. That almost sounded like gratitude."

	"Don't push it," he growled, and for a microsecond I thought I caught something like amusement in his eyes. It vanished so fast I couldn't be sure it had ever been there.

	Before I could savour his rare soft moment, he straightened and added loudly enough for Brian to hear across the room: "And I never want to see either of you again. Ever."

	"The feeling's mutual," Brian called back cheerfully. "Though fate seems to keep throwing us together over dead bodies."

	Fraser stalked away, muttering something that sounded suspiciously like "retirement."

	I made my way back to the kitchen, where Isla was now sliding her apple pie into the oven.

	"Before I go," I began, "I've been wondering…"

	"About the Harris Angel," Isla finished for me, wiping her hands on a tea towel.

	"Could I see it? Just once? I promise not to reveal its location to anyone."

	Isla's smile was gentle but firm. "No. I'm sorry, but that's my one non-negotiable. Nobody sees the plant. Not even Dougal knows exactly what it looks like – he only gets to see the prepared clippings."

	"But it's real? Not just a marketing myth?"

	"Oh, it's very real." Her eyes twinkled. "And you'll get to taste it soon enough. Dougal is launching Finsbay Angel Gin next spring. I'll make sure you get a bottle."

	"I'll hold you to that," I promised.

	Outside, my little electric car was packed and ready for our departure. Peggy stood beside it, twisting her hands nervously.

	"I meant to ask," she began hesitantly. "You mentioned you know people in London. In the film industry?"

	"A few," I nodded.

	"Do you think… I mean, would it be possible…" She took a deep breath. "Would you introduce me?"

	"I'd be happy to." I smiled. "I'll email you some contacts as soon as I get home. They're always looking for people who know the Scottish Highlands and Islands."

	Her face lit up. "Really? That would be brilliant!"

	After one final round of goodbyes, Brian and I finally climbed into our car. He immediately reclined his seat and stretched his legs as far as the compact space would allow.

	"Right," he declared as I pushed the start button. "I've been thinking about our next workshop location."

	"Have you indeed?"

	"Yes. I've made a comprehensive list of requirements." He ticked them off on his fingers. "Somewhere sunny. No wind. Absolutely no horses. No barrels of any kind. No mysterious notes. And most importantly, no dead bodies."

	"That's quite the wish list." I navigated us down the farm track towards the main road. "We'll just have to wait and see where the road takes us."

	

	

	—  THE END —

	The case of the Deadly Cairns is officially closed! I hope you enjoyed your time in the Highlands as much as I enjoyed writing it. Would you mind doing me a wee favour? If you have a moment, I’d be so grateful for an honest review at your favourite retailer. A single sentence helps more than you know. Thank you! Joana



	OceanofPDF.com






	Ready for another Highland Mysteries case?

	“Amber Warning”, the next novel in the series, waits for you!

	Book 3: LETHAL LAYBY

	[image: Image]

	NC 500 Memories Last A Lifetime. Unfortunately, Some Campers Don’t.

	Joana and Brian hit the North Coast 500 armed with cameras, a dash of optimism, and a campervan barely big enough for one, never mind two, especially with Brian’s nonstop banter. The plan is straightforward: to capture the delights of Highland camping and, if possible, to resist the urge to strangle each other in a space only marginally larger than a wardrobe.

	Naturally, that was always going to be the tricky bit.

	But things take a more serious turn near Wick. One minute, they are bickering about oatcakes, the next, they pull into a layby and find a police cordon and a lifeless man slumped in his van. Most people seem happy enough to blame a dodgy heater and call it a day. Joana, naturally, is not most people. For one thing, the man’s black Labrador is missing, and Joana cannot shake the feeling that the dog may matter more than anyone realises.

	The deeper Joana and Brian dig, the more they find themselves drawn into the tight-knit world of long-term campers, local loyalties, and old resentments woven through the NC 500. When a second body turns up, it becomes chillingly clear that this is no tourist mishap. Someone inside that community is desperate to keep secrets buried.

	Which of the NC 500 campers knew a secret worth killing for?

	https://books.highlandmysteries.com/lethal-laybys
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THE HIGHLAND MYSTERIES SERIES IN ORDER:

	(Link to the series at all major retailers)

	Book 0.5: Free Prequel SHAGGY BUSINESS

	download your copy here.

	A Scottish Highland Coo Mystery

	The Highlands Are Full Of Must-Sees. Shame Someone Took One. 

	Book 1: DEADLY CAIRNS

	A Scottish Road Trip Cosy Mystery

	Scotland’s Views Are To Die For. Turns Out Some People Do.

	Book 2: AMBER WARNING

	A Scottish Island Cosy Mystery

	Hebridean Storms Take Your Breath Away. Sometimes Permanently.

	Book 3: LETHAL LAYBYS

	A Scottish Camping Cosy Mystery

	NC 500 Memories Last A Lifetime. Unfortunately, Some Campers Don’t.

	Book 4: RESPECTABLE MURDERS

	A Scottish Castle Cosy Mystery

	Easy To Fall In Love With Scotland. Harder To Survive The Fall.

	More coming soon.

	FREEBIE:

	Complimentary Scotland Photo Guide –download your copy here.

	DISCOVER SCOTLAND: 450+ Ideas To Explore Scotland

	Behind the Crime Scenes - The Real Scotland of The Highland Mysteries 
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	A Note from the Author
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	I live on the coast of the North Sea in North East Scotland, where the salty air and endless horizon are the perfect companions for dreaming up a cosy mystery.

	In my previous life, I worked as a journalist and travelled the world. These days, you’re more likely to find me in my garden with a pen and paper than on a plane. I don't write in an old-fashioned way, but I still love to plan my plots and clues with something I can actually hold. When I head out into the Highlands, I usually bring a thermos of green tea and something vegan that is easy to pack for a picnic (I love eating!). And if this sounds familiar… well… yes. Admittedly, I am a bit like Brian. I like my drama and my snacks. But I’m also a bit like my other main character, Joana, who shares my name. I can be dry, often sarcastic, and sometimes a little annoying.

	My stories are of course fiction, but they draw heavily on my real experiences in the Scottish hills. Thankfully, there aren’t nearly as many dead bodies in real life, though many of my quirkier characters are inspired by the wonderful people I’ve met.

		I’ve chosen the Highland Coo as the symbol for The Highland Mysteries because, to me, there isn’t a more magnificent animal in the world. They are wild, beautiful, and never really tamed. Just like Scotland itself. (Plus their hairstyle looks pretty much like mine after a sleepless night of plotting, so they have my sympathy.)

				While my books are full of secrets and the occasional corpse, I promise to skip the grisly details. I believe there’s enough gloom in the world already. My goal is to give you an escape: a clever twist, a bit of amusement, and a chance to laugh before you return to reality.


			Cheers,
Joana

	www.joana-snowdon.com
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