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FIRST CHAPTER



1. The Pulpit of Death


With a sudden jerk of his head, the man at the wheel of his small, open motorboat called Solskinn, or sunshine, whips back the hood of his windbreaker and squats on the tiny plastic seat shell behind him with such delicacy as if afraid it might break under his weight. As well it might, having been modelled on a pair of bare buttocks apparently much slimmer than his own.


Rather surprisingly, the seemingly incessant drizzle, so characteristic of Norway at this time of year, has allowed itself a brief time out. Loath to take its leave from the prolonged period of sullen winterly darkness even now, at the dawn of spring, the matutinal wisps of haze over the narrow band of water, which is the Lysefjord, yield to a milky grey, only grudgingly.


As the man in the boat finally takes off his windbreaker, he reveals the uniform of a Norwegian policeman he is wearing underneath. Having started from the tiny jetty of a hamlet called Bratteli, this standard issue of a local sheriff is on his way to Stavanger. When seen from a distance, the man, clearly past the prime of his life, does bear an uncanny resemblance to the Joseph Stalin of the late nineteen-forties, standing somehow petrified on the Kremlin wall to watch his victorious armed forces' parade march by. A like-ness chiefly due to his fully developed grey moustache.


The Georgian, as his Stavanger colleagues jokingly call him, is due for today's trick at the office at twelve o'clock sharp. Before that, he'll have to attend to some rather mundane chores in town. Which is why he keeps running the more salient items of the shopping list compiled by his wife earlier this morning by his memory. An exercise necessitated by the fact that, sure enough, he left said list on the kitchen table when dashing out of the house in the usual hurry.


The section of his brain not devoted to this memorizing effort of his is at the same time busy developing a scheme aiming at ridding him of the annoying Sunday duty this week's roster has in store for him. Not to make it too obvious, he'll have to think of some pretext he hasn't as yet used on similar occasions in the past.


Lost in his thoughts and still a little drowsy from a morning hangover, he allows his boat's stern, heavily biased to starboard by the direction of the propeller's revolutions, the tiniest of swerves, thus taking the bow that little bit closer to the rocks along the northern banks of the fjord. With its narrowness, relative straightness and lack of multiple bifurcations, the "Lyse" resembles more a sluggish river than your average Norwegian fjord. So that, even with next to no traffic at this time of day, he knows full well he should not indulge in letting his attention stray.


When Solskinn has almost reached the point at which, some two thousand or so feet above the policeman's head, a granite ledge juts out of the rock face like a terrace without a parapet, it seems to the "Georgian" as if he just caught the weak echo of a distant, half-muffled cry like the shrill screech of a bird of prey circling at a dizzying height. Following hard on its heels is an eerie, incredibly fast approaching swooshing sound, suggesting the falcon's or buzzard's eyes have locked onto its prey and the bird is now plunging down on it headfirst and wings folded.


The "Georgian" hardly has time to throw his head back and look up to the terrace-like ledge that his somewhat bigoted for-bears baptised Preikestol, or "Pulpit", when some object or other hits the rocks at the bottom next to him with an almighty thump, literally disintegrating into thousands of splinters and shards like a porcelain mannequin that has accidentally fallen from the top floor at Harrod's.


Immediately, a big patch of red spreads on the rocks and cliffs like a thin, irregularly shaped carpet. Is it possible that, to scare the living daylights out of the policeman below, some cynically minded practical joker up there on the Pulpit had the bright idea of throwing a bucket of red paint after the dummy? Fragments of both the shattered mannequin and the crushed bucket are bouncing right into the boat, while the policeman's uniform gets sprayed with a fine red splatter making the "Georgian" look like the butcher of people he really was.


All of this happens within mere fractions of seconds. Much too fast, at any rate, for the policeman, totally overwhelmed by events, to react in any coordinated manner. Not that there's a lot he can do, either way. Literally paralysed, he is incapable of even turning Solskinn away from the cliffs and getting it back on course. The fact that it does eventually distance itself somewhat from the bank is only due to the lucky circumstance of the "Georgian's" instinctively leaning to his left with his hands still clenched round the helm.


Thanks to that jerky change of course, the blood is returning to the policeman's brain and central nervous system. Which enables him to start feverishly digesting the sequence of events and their possible implications. Meanwhile, he has become well aware he's not dealing with a shattered mannequin and some red paint but with a human being having either jumped from the ledge with suicidal intent or else, having got a little too close to the brim, slipped and fell into the void. Neither would be totally unprece-dented, in fact.


Maybe what we have here is another of those crazy base-jumping adrenalin junkies. Daredevil youngsters travelling to Norway with the express purpose of taking off from some mountain peak or rock ledge such as this one, spreading their wing suits and zooming down at break-neck speed, contemptuously defying gravity. Or, if less lucky, plummeting and being crushed like the over-ambitious frog of the fable.


On impact, the body of a human being of average size and girth falling from a height of two thousand feet will hit the ground at a TGV's or Eurostar's cruising speed.


Those youngsters' crazy activities have repeatedly been the subject of much-heated discussion both at the Stavanger town hall, police station, and the Oslo parliament. Should base jumping be banned altogether and lofty places such as the Pulpit be rendered safer by surrounding them with railings, trellis, or similar protective devices?


Initiatives to that end have time and again been thwarted by the Norwegian tourist industry's objections, however. True enough, the moment the Norwegians hit oil in the large offshore Ekofisk deposits towards the end of the nineteen-sixties, beginning of the seventies, tourism as an economic factor lost some of its erstwhile overall importance. And yet, even today, it contributes a not altogether negligible income the national budget would be hard put to do without. And childproof "pulpits" would no longer attract thrill-seeking enthusiasts.


Meanwhile, the policeman manages to turn his boat around and switch the blubbering engine into neutral. The situation is way past remedy, so much seems for sure. The "Georgian" looks around, bends down and absent-mindedly picks up a piece of skull bone looking like the remnant of a burst coconut. It must have hit the control column and then bounced back right in front of his feet. He tosses it onto the cliffs, secretly wishing the best of luck to the colleagues from forensics, who will have to clear up the mess and assemble as many of the body parts as will be left by the time they arrive. Then, he pensively runs his fingers through his moustache.


His mobile will find no network around here. Hence, he will at any rate have to continue to town in order to report the incident. No sweat. The victim will not be going anywhere and to seal off what could be a crime scene, he would have to use streamers, an item he cannot be expected to be carrying around in his Solskinn and doesn't.


And so, he accelerates again and hits the lever so hard the boat's bows come out of the water, pounding the ripples like a bronco stallion picking up the scent of a mare in rut.


Back at Stavanger police station, blood-splattered and dishevelled as he is, he obviously happens to arouse some serious degree of attention. His gruesome tale gets a mixed reception, though.


"About half an hour ago, is that what you're saying?" the Commissioner asks him and looks at his watch as if the precise point of time the vic's body hit the rocks was of overriding importance for the investigative work to follow. If an investigation there is to be, in the first place.


"Okay then, Ingvarsen, thanks for the report. Listen up, everybody. I suggest Ingvarsen being an eyewitness, of sorts, anyway, he stays on the case. His trick's beginning soon, now, anyway. But do me a favour, take a shower and have Thor-valdsen hand you a clean uniform. As blood-oozing as you're looking at present, you'll scare the shit out of any civilian party out there, wondering whether it's Halloween again, already. Jo-hansen can then turn in a little earlier, no harm done, I expect. You and PC Gallejo get your asses up onto the Pulpit on the double to secure any traces the vic may have left there; I'm talking farewell letters, wallet, ID, anything. A little physical exercise won't kill you now, will it? Meanwhile, the bone collectors will get to it before rats, seals and what have you spread the lot all over the place. First of all we'll have to identify our jolly jumper, of course. Incidentally, suicide or accident, what's your immediate impression?"


Lars-Peter Ingvarsen raises his arms as if to demonstrate he doesn't really have a clue either.


"He yelled, which perhaps makes suicide look less likely. Not impossible, though."


"He? What makes you think the vic's a man?"


"Just a hunch. Not that it showed on the few body parts I saw."


"Fine. Well, forensics will elucidate us on that score, I suspect. Wouldn't have their job for a gift, eh, Ingvarsen?"


"Indeed, no, chief. Floaters, sizzlers, jumpers, none of all that for me. Makes my stomach churn."


Two hours later, PC Ingvarsen and PC Gallejo, both in mountaineer's gear, are well on their way to the Pulpit. The "Georgian" is decidedly short of breath and not happy with heights of any description, anyway. Consequently, he hates to be sent on such climbs. Which, in turn, provokes his superiors into sending him up whenever they can.


"Damn your Spanish mountain goat of a mother, Pepe, do try and go it a bit more slowly, if you please. Heed your elders and betters. How the blazes did the vic get up there in the first place? Someone must have taken him to the base and should have sensed they were dealing with a potential jumper. I mean, you can smell such jokers a mile off."


Gallejo, addressed by his colleague as Pepe, stops dead in his tracks for a moment and turns round to his colleague, who is visibly both older and in poorer physical shape.


"You tell me, Lars-Peter, you tell me. Besides which, I hear you saying 'he', all the time. How do you know the vic's not a she? Anyway. Perhaps someone dropped the vic off with a boat and disappeared in a hurry, telling himself it was none of his business, as long as the fare rolled in."


The two policemen are almost smothered in their thick jumpers, windbreakers, and scarves so that speaking requires a special effort both because of the physical strain and because of their Michelin-man impersonations. With each breath they draw, their mouths, almost entirely covered by their comforters, spout small jets of icy vapour. Thus, they resemble steam-operated bionic beings from the early days of robotics, provided with valves that will open and shut at irregular intervals to prevent excess pressure and eventual bursting.


Pepe Gallejo still can't help smiling whenever he answers the usual question of his origin with a deliberately throw-away "Norwegian, doesn't that show?"


In fact, he's a regular up here. His father originally came from a village in the Pyrenee mountains and emigrated to Norway as a young man. A rather daring move in those days, no doubt. He married a local girl who bore him two boys, Pepe and Pablo, who used to spend many a childhood summer holiday with their father in the Pyrenees. He wanted them to keep in cobtact with the Spanish section of their ancestors and, at the same time, take a fancy to mountaineering, which both of them did.


It was this mountaineering experience of his that earned him the nickname of Fjällräven with his colleagues. A Swedish word usually rendered into English as polar fox, more literally meaning mountain fox, though.


Now he shrugs his shoulders and proceeds with the firm, routine rhythm of the born mountaineer. Lars-Peter Ingvarsen aka the Georgian, curses his bad luck and makes an effort to keep up with his colleague's seemingly effortless pace. The beaten path to the Pulpit is nothing like the Eiger's North face, of course. Much rather a taster course for the mildly ambitious hiker wishing to shoot a couple of selfies with the rock face in the background. More often than not, though, such hikers soon realize they're wearing neither the right kind of boots nor the proper outfit suited to protect them against wind and cold up there. Besides this, many will find their physical fitness falls deplorably short of the level desirable for such ascents. To remain focussed and look carefully where you set your foot are wise precautions to take when hiking it on the Pulpit trail. Especially now, in March, when temperatures are dropping quickly with every yard you climb, and the rocks still iced over and fiendishly slippery.


"Why in the flaming hell don't they just drop someone from the chopper? Would do the trick a lot faster," Pepe suggests without turning round.


Lars-Peter shakes his head disapprovingly.


"No it wouldn't. With its strong downdraft, the chopper would sweep the Pulpit clean in seconds so that any possible legacies such as letters or other papers would be gone with the wind. Can't have that, now, can we?"


Lars-Peter nods as if confirming his own words. Under the circumstances, it would all have to be looked upon as a stroke of luck, even. Had the fjord been wrapped in thick fog, as it frequently is at that period, or had the "Georgian" passed by the Pulpit a little earlier or later that morning, more likely than not, nobody would have noticed the incident at all. The vic's crushed mortal remains would have been washed away by rain and melting snow or carried away by hungry scavengers.


Heights of any kind or description such as bridges, skyscraper rooftops or outstanding rock formations are known to exercise an almost irresistible attraction on some suicide candidates. The legends of people departing from their respective lives with a last spectacular jump have been handed down to us from the dawn of time. Take that of the Greek king Aegis, for instance, prematurely jumping from a rock on the shores of the sea that bears his name for no better reason than misinterpreting a dark sail on the horizon as a harbinger of his son's death on the island of Crete.


Or that of celebrated poet Sappho of Lesbos who, despite her erotic leanings for members of her own sex, is said to have leapt from a Lefkas island cliff because of her scorned love of a young man. Which goes to show that, say what you will, somehow there's no pleasing women.


The old and "unproductive" members of some lesser island communities were clearly expected to throw themselves off the cliff like so many lemmings in order to leave the scarce food resources to the young and active generations.


Small wonder, given the nature of its surrounding topography, that jumpers would ghost it in Stavanger every now and then. Mostly solo, but sometimes in twos as well. Not so long ago, two teenagers, who had never had any prior contact, made use of the manifold modes of internet communication to fix their first date there. Had the two had their will, it would also have been their last. Thanks to the watchfulness of the local population, having, over the years, developed an uncanny instinct for suicide candidates not altogether unlike that of, say, people at Beachy Head on the English Channel coast, the teenagers were prevented from putting their plan into practice. To live happily ever after? Who knows?


A first source of suspicion may be seen in the fact that such candidates tend to appear at the various suicide hotspots out of season. Any backpacker coming to Stavanger in early spring, late autumn, or even at the dead of winter, will attract as much attention from the locals as, say, Rambo walking through some desolate, Godforsaken hicksville in the American Middle West. It just doesn't feel right... If and when, on top of that, such typical suspects travel exceptionally light or in unsuitable, unseasonal clothing, they can be sure to be the objects of particularly wary attention.


Needless to say, this ministration on the part of the Stavanger stalwarts is not really prompted by altruistic motives. "Jumpers" are bad for the tourist image and business. Adrenaline-junkies and freaks from all over the world descending upon Stavanger to get their thrills on the Pulpit do not as a rule contribute much to the profits of local hotels or restaurants and make poor publicity for an industry doting on Hurtigruten ships, salmon fishing, and cross-country skiing.


The small radio device on Pepe's shoulder starts going off in short bursts of noisy static, followed by a first communication from the colleagues down on the banks of the fjord some two thousand feet below.


"This is base camp calling summit team. Situation as regards evidence ... unclear. Are busy collecting pieces of clothing and bone splinters. Going to be another nice puzzle for the CSI, by the look of it. I have a hundred Kronor here says the vic's a male. Do I hear any bidders? Come in, summit team, what's your twenty?"


Pepe and Lars-Peter up there in the rocks force a thin smile, each. They are only too familiar with the somewhat quaint humour of their colleague. Yet even he doesn't seem to be totally impervious to the grim business of bone-collecting at hand.


"Summit team to base camp. That's a ten-four, guys. Our twenty's right underneath the Pulpit. ETA in ten, On second thoughts, make that fifteen. Any more useful clues to go after? Come in, base camp."


Now it's the colleague's turn to bellow. But he quickly turns serious again.


"Base camp to summit team. To go by what remnants of clothing we've picked up, so far, the vic must have been rather well heeled. And I mean literally, to judge by his trotters."


Pepe and Lars-Peter are nodding knowingly. In cases such as this one, shoes are frequently the only objects that will remain relatively intact and thus allow the first preliminary conclusions as to the victim's sex, age, origin, and general financial or social situation.


"Base camp to summit team. How much longer to the Pulpit?"


"Summit team to base camp. Aren't you listening? I told you ETA Pulpit in roughly ... ten to fifteen, tops. We'll call you on arrival. Out."


Lars-Peter does some quick hard thinking.


"Maybe the vic wasn't alone ...?"


Pepe shakes his head.


"Another person present would have called us. Presumably he or she would even have crossed our path somewhere along the line. Why would he or she not have alerted us?"


"How? A mobile will find no network up here. And who knows, maybe the person, whoever he or she may be, had no particular interest in manifesting his or her presence. Quite on the contrary, may have even preferred to pass unnoticed."


"In which case, we'd be talking murder now, would we not?"


"It's always an option. A little push or a gentle shove at the right moment and who was it claimed there can be no perfect murder. Simplicity's the name of the game."


Finally, they've reached the Pulpit. The last steps demand particular caution, though. Fear of heights such as suffered by the "Georgian" is of no great help now. Before stepping out onto the ledge, Pepe grabs a small camera and takes a series of potential crime scene snapshots. Even though there's no snow cover, Stavanger forensics are known for their prowess in making the bare rockface talk. On condition, of course, that the shots they are being presented with possess a high enough resolution.


Apart from that, the Pulpit looks empty. No farewell letter weighted down by stones, no wallet, passport, nothing. Hence, not a suicide, after all?


As Pepe is turning away to beat a retreat and tell base camp they've come away empty-handed, Lars-Peter stops him dead in his tracks.


"You see that? There, on the edge ...?"


Ingvarsen is pointing towards about the middle of the ledge's escarpment. Now, Pepe appears to notice it, too.


"Yes. Looks like a runic sign of some sort, maybe an 'X'? I think I better take a shot."


He continues towards the escarpment. Of course, he has been aware of his colleague's fear of heights for quite some time now and knows the "Georgian" would rather be bypassed when it comes to operations involving major climbs. Contrary to public opinion, phobias such as vertigo are not necessarily overcome by the respective victims frequently being confronted with the object of their panic-inducing fear in the manner of a Bruce Wayne bracing himself to face the clouds of bats in a dark pit.


"Wish it were that easy," Pepe, who suffers from claustrophobia himself, mutters.


It's not his problem, anyway. He has by now reached the edge and directs the objective of his camera at the rather crude drawing on the ground. Then he steps back and, with the help of the tiny display on his camera, shows his colleague the results. To all appearances, it really is a horizontal 'X', drawn with red chalk on the grey rock. The arrow-like spaces between the diagonal lines left and right display a capital'T' each. What with the general weather conditions at this time of year, the mysterious specimen of primitive art will not last long, anyhow. All the better Pepe took the shots he did.


"The strangest thing," Lars-Peter muses.


"As if someone wanted to mark the spot. Or perhaps some kind of signature?"


"Well, if it is, it's unlikely to have been drawn by the vic. After all, why would he have bothered? A double 'T'? Besides which, I don't think it's an 'X' either, incidentally. More like a double horizontal 'Y'. See that, when I hold it like that?"


"I don't know. For me, it is and remains an 'X'".


The two of them cast a last glance at the Pulpit over their shoulders and turn to attack the descent. For most of their way back, they keep discussing whether it is an 'X' or rather a double 'Y' and what the blazes it's got to with anything, anyway.





2. The Cape of Wrath


Softly sliding up and down the waves, the fishing logger Caroline Bunter almost noiselessly glides through the moonless calm night as if running on invisible rails. Shortly before the earliest cracks of dawn, Pete Murdoch's vessel is returning to its home port of Stornoway on the Hebrides' double-breasted island of Harris and Lewis. The logger's low freeboard allows for the assumption that Pete's haul has been successful. The white flashes sent in groups of four at regular intervals by the Cape Wrath lighthouse high up behind the Caroline Bunter's stern point the vessel's way home, as it were. By the same token, the calm rhythm of the light's continuously extinguishing and reappearing signal seems to have a soothing effect on the much-dreaded Little Blue Men of the North Minch, as this somewhat cut-off leg of the Atlantic Ocean between the Northwest Highlands and the Northern Inner Hebrides is called by the locals.


According to an old legend, whoever wishes to enjoy a safe passage through these waters should be at least as well versed in the art of spontaneous rhyming as in that of navigation. Because the daring mariner runs the risk of getting mobbed, fobbed, and robbed by those Little Blue Men – unless, that is, he manages somehow to finish, correctly in rhyme and metre, a verse whose first line will be given to him by these bluebottle-like pests. Example? Take any old limerick such as ... Blue Men: There was a young man called Skinner... Mariner: Who invited a lady for dinner ... and so forth. Generally speaking, what counts is not so much the intrinsic quality of the rhyme but the visceral promptness of the reaction. That said, pathetic rhymes such as the above have in fact been known to be rejected on grounds of ribaldry.


As for Pete, he prides himself of mastering both Scottish Gaelic and plain English with a knack of Norn thrown into the bargain. That's the old Viking lingo still ghosting it on some of the Shetlands, further north, where Stornoway fishermen are frequent if not always welcome guests. Thus, fully stocked linguistically, Pete is confident he'll manage to take his rich catch safely into Stornoway harbour.


Now that Pete has just briefly left his vessel to the autopilot in order to look for his pack of Lucky Strikes, he suddenly freezes. Something that formed part and parcel of the nocturnal maritime scenery until only a moment ago has gone. At first, he can't put his finger on it, but then, yes, precisely! That regularly recurring group of four light flashes has stopped.


True, many years ago, the lighthouse's function was converted from manual to automatic, so that it shuts down at dawn due to the upcoming ambient daylight being registered by photocells which, in turn, cut off the power supply to be reactivated at dusk or in cases of lowered visibility. Yet, at that very moment, dawn is still some time away and, as his grandfather Brian used to say, the night's never darker than shortly before daybreak. Something here and now is not at all what it should be.


When the light offshore breeze seems to blow the faint echo of some low, dry crackling sounds across the North Minch, Pete stops the Caroline Bunter, sticks his head through the open starboard porthole and listens to the night. Not a thing. Nothing, that is, which would drown the rumble of his vessel's engine churning in neutral. Or is there? A muffled cry like that of a white-tailed sea eagle woken by pangs of hunger? What on earth was it, really? The death cry of some hunted-down stag, maybe even that of a human? The Little Blue Men come to his mind again, as cold shivers run down his spine. Maybe there's more truth in those old fairy tales than modern man is prepared to give them credit for?


The next moment, though, the old Fresnel-lens back at the lighthouse starts turning and flashing again as though it had just taken the briefest of time outs. One-two-three-four, then a short period of darkness followed by another group of four flashes, the entire phase lasting thirty seconds precisely. To start off with, Pete, then a rank beginner, used to count only the periods of light and was regularly startled by the fact that the light phases thus obtained by him would never coincide with the ones quoted in the charts or nautical handbooks and lists of lights. Till that day when granddad Brian had elucidated him on the subject, at the same time warning him.


"A colossal error, that. The wrong counting of lighthouse phases cost many an inexperienced blunderer their boats, boy. Sometimes even their lives. You really want to watch that."


Of course, that was long before anyone had even heard of GPS, at a time when lighthouses were still an integral and vital part of navigation and had not yet degenerated into folkloristic sights. Whoever was heading towards a dangerous coast at night, then, without being absolutely certain of the light he should be aiming at, had better heave to and wait for daybreak.


Pete pulls his head back in and revs the engine up again. Should he really upset the apple cart by reporting the freak malfunction of the light, since that's what it appears to have been? Now that the lighthouse is working a treat again and chances are, no-one on the uninhabited Highlands around the Cape or here on the deserted North Minch took any notice of the hiccup – except for himself, that is.


What does seriously bother him, though, are those peculiar sounds coming from the Cape. If he hadn't known better, he'd say they resembled far-away gunshots.


Again, the inland scenery around the Cape was to a very large extent deserted marshland used by the military for regular manoeuvres and even target-bombing. So, maybe the lighthouse was blinded for a brief period in the framework of yet another such nightly manoeuvre to render the approach of participating fighter jets that bit more difficult. Which would, however, if carried out without prior notice, be tantamount to serious interference in civil maritime traffic safety. Something the Northern Light Board as the authority responsible for the supervision of the Scottish waterways would take a very dim view of. Whenever it came to cavalier behaviour on the part of the English armed forces, the Scots were rarely amused.


Besides which, low-flying fighter jets, even of the Stealth type, would inevitably have made themselves heard in the nightly silence. The same applied to blazing cannon or heavy vehicle traffic going on back there. Pete heaves a sigh and picks up the mike of his radio set.


"Sécurité, Sécurité, Sécurité. Coastguard from Caroline Bunter, call sign ..."


Pete opted for this low-key routine call meant for reporting possible sources of danger such as malfunctioning buoys or lighthouses and the like to rid himself of his duty as a responsible skipper. As he suspected, it takes the coastguard a little while to react to his calls. Pete, now only two meagre miles away from the Stornoway harbour entrance, communicates his observations including the bizarre sounds without however qualifying them as gunshots. Up to the coastguard to form their own opinion about all this.


"That's a ten-four, Caroline Bunter. Thanks, we'll take it from here. Safe return and out."


Even though this exchange of radio messages goes down at five a.m., it takes until about noon for a military helicopter to touch down in Stornoway. An army officer steps down from it and asks the civilian controllers for the whereabouts of a certain Pete Murdoch. When, another half-hour later, Pete is woken up by his phone ringing, he is a little short of enthusiastic, yet de-clares himself willing to accompany the military man to Cape Wrath and give another rendering of his nightly observations.


Thus, while answering the questions of the two army officers and the NLB man travelling with him in the chopper, Pete finds himself unable to withstand the fascination emanating from the helicopter's shadow scurrying across the water like the shadow of a strange big creature of the deep.


Since Pete has never as yet been in touch with Her Majesty's Armed Forces, he is not very sure of even the Naval officers'hierar-chy, let alone that of the army. Besides, the two officers present are wearing fatigues, which makes the identification of their respective ranks even more difficult for a layman. But from the way they behave and communicate, he concludes the one to be the other's superior, hence, probably a major and a lieutenant. Higher ranks than that probably couldn't be bothered with such trifles.


Finally, the helicopter touches down on a spot inside the Cape Wrath lighthouse perimeter, fenced in, as it is, by a low wall separating the tower's immediate surroundings from the spectacular cliff, which drops a sheer six hundred or so feet into the sea. The pilot waits for the four men to get out and then takes off again immediately. Pete follows the chopper with worried looks.


"Don't worry," the major addresses him, "the chopper will be back in an hour and '11 take you home. We appreciate it very much you found the time to come with us."


Then, the NLB man introduces himself to Pete.


"Steve McCullough, of the ..."


"I know, pleased to meet you," Pete cuts him short. He doesn't need lengthy explanations. The adage that time's money applies not least to fishermen.


In this case, there's potential for something of a turf battle, though. The body responsible, among other things, for the proper functioning of lights around the coasts of England is Trinity House, essentially a private company and venerable institution entrusted with that important task by the Crown. The corresponding Scottish coastal installations, most of which are situated in places of much higher risk potential than their English counterparts, for obvious topographical reasons, come in the province of the Northern Light Board. As its name would indicate, itself a State authority.


Since the entire countryside around Cape Wrath constitutes a militarily sensitive area, Her Majesty's Armed Forces have their say, too, whenever they deem necessary. And when it comes to the investigation into mysterious incidents that just might come under the heading of espionage, MI5 would definitely hope to be brought into the loop as well.


The only authorities not to be involved under any circumstances in what may yet turn out to be a case of manslaughter or murder are the local police or the boys from Metropolitan. Then again, Pete couldn't give a toss either way.


"Is this lighthouse another of your Scottish Stevensons' buildings?" the major asks McCullough.


"Our Stevensons? I always assumed they had long become part of the wider British cultural heritage. Be that as it may, this Cape Wrath lighthouse was indeed erected by someone belonging to the Stevenson family. Don't ask me which one of them, though. All I know for a fact is it can't have been Robert Louis, the family's most famous representative."


The officer laughs.


"As its black sheep, not surprisingly so, I guess."


"From the point of view of his engineering siblings, yes, I suppose you could say that. Had little or no interest in lighthouses or navigation, for that matter. Was cunning enough to stay ashore and write novels about men at sea."


"Which goes to show that it doesn't really matter what you do with your life, as long as you do it well. Would anyone object to my lighting up?"


The others shake their heads and stroll towards the lighthouse. In sharp contrast to the rather wild, dramatic surroundings, the lighthouse itself looks somewhat disappointingly tame. A round, stocky white tower, its black top rendering the impression of a giant mushroom.


As a solid midday sea breeze is blowing across the wall, the men look about them a little lost. Three of them turn their backs to the wind, only Pete Murdoch seems weatherproof enough to stare the breeze down.


While McCullough is rummaging in his pockets for the key to the lighthouse door, the two officers embark on a whispered tour of the surroundings. As for Pete, he lamely limps after them, feeling a bit like a dog charmed outside with the promise of chasing after sticks when it now turns out there are none around to throw.


It doesn't take long, though, for the lieutenant to suddenly crouch on the ground and signal to his superior.


"Shells. .38 calibre, I should think."


The lieutenant takes out a ball pen and slips its pointed end into the empty shell. He gets up and presents his find to the jury.


"Yes, a .38 no doubt. Why don't you drop it in here?" the major masks his order as a rhetorical question, holding up a small transparent plastic bag.


"Any more of those around?" he asks the lieutenant and, despite the broad daylight, flashes his torch into the short grass. Probably watched too many CSI movies, Pete suspects.


The lieutenant being five steps ahead, walks towards the open door in the wall, eyes fixed to the ground, and leaves the perimeter. Then he signals again to the major.


"Here's another one. And over there ..."


At least the officers seem to be having a swell time of it, Pete thinks. Like kids looking for hard-boiled painted Easter eggs.


"Any footprints?"


Instead of waiting for a reply, the major walks through the door as well and makes for the second spot marked by empty shells. He seems hell-bent on wresting every little secret from the wet soil sparsely overgrown with short grass and tough-looking small weeds. If he isn't more careful, Pete thinks, he'll be contaminating the potential crime scene with his own footprints.


"Yes, quite a few. My guess would be they all come from the same person. Smallish guy, perhaps a woman. Yes, a woman, I'd say on reflection. Must have fired a first shot still inside the perimeter and missed. The victim managed to escape through the door we just passed only to be hit by more slugs from the killer hard on his heels."


"He or she," the major adds, doubtfully looking around. "Couldn't he or she just have fired into the air?" Pete asks a little abruptly. Not that he's virtually dying to know but rather to remind the two of his presence.


The major shakes his head.


"No. If that were the case, those shells would be lying much closer to the footprints. Besides, why would someone come here just to test their gun on seagulls, makes no sense. On the other hand, it's a fact we've got neither blood stains nor a body. Mysterious shit, all of that. How many shots was it you said you heard?"


Pete isn't quite sure. In fact, much less so now than twelve or so hours ago.


"I'd say four or five. Yes, about four or five."


The major nods his consent.


"That would fit the number of shells."


As a matter of fact, the argument actually runs the other way round in that Pete deduced the number of shots allegedly heard from the number of shells found. But then, who's counting.


"Okay, let's get on with it. The chopper's bound to return, soon."


The lieutenant follows his superior single-file in order not to destroy important traces by mere clumsiness. Meanwhile, the major drops the other shells into the plastic bag as well. Soon, they've reached the edge of the cliff.


"Here," the major calls out to the two others.


"According to the traces we discovered, this is where the victim must have been standing when he or she was finally shot dead."


"That would explain the missing body," Pete, none too eager to join the major at the edge, calls out.


"A person standing where you are standing now, hit by several bullets, is more than likely to fall over the edge into the sea. And here, at the Pentland Firth approaches, that would mean the body will be carried to Aberdeen or beyond by the tide. The currents in this area reach eleven, twelve knots easily."


"I know," the major nods.


"When that German submarine commander who sank HMS Royal Oak in Scapa Flow bay ... What was his name again?"


"Prien, I think," the lieutenant helps him out.


"Right, Prien. When, after his attack, he ran from the British destroyers, he almost got trapped in the bay because the tide was still pressing hard into the bay. Surfaced, his diesel engines must have been able to provide fifteen or so knots and yet he beat the tide only by a whisker. Gives you an idea of the forces at work."


"Over here!"


While the major was giving his account of the 1939 Scapa Flow incident, the lieutenant continued walking and now calls out for his superior one more time.


When the major and Pete reach the spot he's pointing at, six or seven yards to the right, they find themselves looking at a crude runic sketch drawn on the rocks next to the rim as if by a child's hand.


"What do you make of that?" the lieutenant asks.


The major hesitates.


"Could be sort of the killer's ... signature," he finally replies.


The lieutenant hesitates.


"The killer's signature? Yes, well, why not? But why would he or she have left it here?"


"That I must confess, escapes me too. A horizontal ,X' with a capital'T' inserted left and right. Clearly a code of some sort, wouldn't you say?"


"Could also be a horizontal double 'Y'," Pete contradicts him.


"Like one of those French cave drawings."


"Or a Germanic rune, like a swastika."


The major pulls out his mobile and takes a few shots of the drawing from different angles and distances.


"Who would want to take the trouble?" he asks himself rather than the two others.


"Someone wishing to make sure the killing is going to be attributed to the right person or organisation. Like you said, a sort of signature."


"The killer could also be a woman, you say?"


The lieutenant nods.


"Very likely, even. My money would be on a female."


The major laughs.


"Isn't it always with us men, come to think of it?"


"And the victim?"


The major heaves a sigh and makes a vague gesture towards the sea.


"Well, as our Mr ..."


"Murdoch," the lieutenant helps him out again.


"Right. As Mr Murdoch so rightly pointed out, the victim's now in the hands of the tide."


"Or the Little Blue Men," Pete adds, half murmured.


"What's that? The blue... what?"


Pete shrugs his shoulders.


"Never mind, just one of those ancient local fairy tales. Both the Highlands and islands literally abound with them. On a more sober note, though. Iff we go back to the moment I actually heard the suspicious sounds, that is almost twelve hours by now. In other words, a complete tidal cycle. That's hopeless. With any luck, me or one of my colleagues will have him or her in his net one of these days, but I doubt it. More likely than not, the victim will never surface again. May he or she rest in peace."


The two officers nod. All three of them slowly walk back to the perimeter door. Meanwhile, McCullough's finished his inspection of the lighthouse and meets them halfway.


"And?" the major asks the NLB man.


"Nothing special to report. I checked all vital systems and found no fault. Probably a freak of some kind. Happens with the automatic ones, as well. Few and far between, but not totally unheard of."


"Sounds a bit as though you were yearning for those years of manual handling to return," the major says with a smile. McCullough fobs it off with a gesture of disdain.


"Good God no, I don't. Hell of a job. Enough to drive men alone out there on some wond-swept tower shuddering with every pounding wave crazy alright. So they sent two ata a time to the offshore lighthouses. Wasn't much better, though. The men tended to fall foul of one another. If and when one of them died on the tower, then, the other had to live with the corpse till he was released. Chucking his dead colleague into the sea mitght otherwise have exposed him to the suspicion of manslaughter or worse. So, they sent three men at a time, there being no shortage of people destitute and desperate enough to go out there. Again, no cigar. Two of the men tended to join forces against number three. In the end, there were some lighthouses such as the one at Land's End having a four-men watch doing two-months stints. No, I can't for the life of me imagine anybody would want to go back to those days."


"Well, assuming it was a freak malfunvtion, as you say, doesn't it beg the question why something like that, happening perhaps once in the life-cycle of a lighthouse, should occur at the precise moment there's a shooting in progress here?"


"Maybe it was a signal," Pete muses aloud. The three others look at him questioningly.


"Well, what I mean is, imagine someone pays a professional killer money to blow away some personal enemy of his. Or her, no matter. Now, why that killing should have gone down here at the lighthouse of all places I obviously don't know. But let's assume that, for some reason it did. While the killer and the victim were shooting it out here, the instigator may have been sitting by a window somewhere in Stornoway or someplace offering him a clear view of the Cape Wrath light. When the lighthouse's heart missed those three or four beats, he knew the terms of the contract had been fulfilled, the killing gone down."


His audience is not quite convinced, it seems.


"Well, a little far-fetched perhaps," the major says.


"But not impossible. Of course, instigator and killer would have to take into account that some uninvolved third party such as Mr ... Murdoch might notice the incident and report it to the Coastguard or police."


"So what? In the worst of cases, there would be an inquiry of sorts and that would be that. No body, no case."


The lieutenant laughs.


"No offence, sir, but you make it sound like a Bob Marley song: no victim, no cry."


"On the contrary," Pete comes back.


"If the killer took the trouble to leave his or her signature, both he or she and the instigator must have wanted us, someone, to find it, before it was going to be washed away by the rain."


The major nods.


"Yes, I see what you mean. Makes sense to me, even though it's pure speculation. On balance, we have no case and maybe we would do well not to give the signature too much publicity. Same applies to the incident in general."


"And the shells?"


"Well, this is a military area, after all, where empty shells are not altogether unheard of. I suggest we leave it at that. Saves you a lot of paperwork," he adds, turning to the lieutenant.


"And avoids unsolicited publicity," he tells McCullough.


"As for Mr Murdoch, he had better keep his peace lest we might have to shoot him. Just kidding. Is that the helicopter I hear returning?"





3. The Rock of Treason


The Rose of Skye, one of the smaller vessels of the Scottish coastguard, regularly patrolling the lochs, fjords, sounds and straits of the Inner Hebrides, spent the night in Tobermory harbour. In glaring contrast to the boat, her crew of three, having rather copiously celebrated the skipper's fiftieth birthday till the wee hours, haven't quite reached operating temperature yet. Too bad, since, as the saying goes, time and tide wait for no man. Neither does their schedule, unmistakably defining today's routine in terms of a sixty-mile leg through the maze of Western Isles.


Thus, having slipped the moorings, yawning skipper Harry McLeary and legless boatswain Joe Donovan do some perfunctory stretching and bending on the Rose's deck, while "Master Kingsley", as the other two salts keep calling the youngster, continues on what is his maiden voyage as a helmsman on board this or indeed any other coastguard vessel.


Behind the Rose picking up speed, the long row of Tobermo-ry's candy-coloured façades, so reminiscent of Caribbean ginger-bread houses as to make their frequent appearances in films and TV series a matter of course, quickly recedes into the background.


Suddenly, the Rose's hull makes such short but brutal contact with some unseen, unsuspected object lurking just below the surface, it causes her bow to bounce to starboard with an ugly thump. Miraculously, all three men are promptly wide awake and apprehensively sober.


"What in flaming hell was that?" youngster Jack Kingsley calls out from his place at the helm, immediately lowering the vessel's speed.


"Skip that blasphemous cursing and keep your eyes peeled."


Both skipper and boatswain lean over the railing but can detect nothing in particular. At the rate the Rose was going at the moment of impact, the object they hit must already be drifting in their wake, anyhow. The men shrug their shoulders.


"Maybe a piece of the San Juan," Donovan tries to laugh it off, when, as a matter of fact, he's only too glad the hull has not, to all appearances, suffered any serious damage. One more bruise in the hull, much dented as it is, anyhow, won't hurt. Of course, they'll have to enter the collision in the logbook. If they don't, they might be in trouble next time the Rose comes out of the water to be overhauled in the Glaswegian drydock. Besides, someone on shore might have heard the bump. Word spreads faster across this island world than the plague.


McLeary's taken notice of Master Jack's somewhat bewildered look at the boatswain's mention of the Spanish galleon's name. All too obviously, the youngster helmsman has never heard of it before and needs some elucidation on the subject.


And so, the skipper stuffs his pipe and launches forth. He likes to spin a yarn as much as your next ancient mariner and besides, it's going to take his mind off the awkward collision.


"The San Juan de Sicilia, to give her the full name she deserves, is a local Tobermory legend and celebrity. A sixteenth-century Sicilian man-of-war that participated in the failed invasion of Britain by the Spanish fleet, in 1588. You must've heard of that one, haven't you? Fine. As the Spaniards did not have enough ships at their disposal to assemble the kind of full-blooded Armada their king, Philipp II, had dreamed of, they had to look further afield. To build more ships themselves would have taken an inordinate amount of both time and money. Hence, the Señores were obliged to spread out and roam Europe for charter vessels available here, there, and everywhere. Obviously, they had to focus on nations who were either Catholic or, alternatively, had a similar beef with the English as did the Spaniards. And so, in Palermo, Sicily, they picked the San Juan."


McLeary lights up and emits a rapid series of blueish tobacco clouds, thus seriously contaminating the erstwhile clear morning air.


"The Spaniards' campaign was of course a still-born child from the very beginning, as we know. Well, let me re-phrase: as some of us know. During the decisive battle off that tiny tidal shithole of a harbour on the Flemish Channel coast, I forget the name, the Spanish fleet, by that time already greatly dispersed and ruffled, was literally reduced to tatters. And as if that didn't suffice, their ships were whipped north by a strong freak gale, unusual for both the region and the season, late summer, that is. Makes the Fastnet-race gale of, what, 1973, come to mind. Anyway, many ships were shattered on the treacherous northern and western European coasts. Only few managed to seek shelter in this or that protective bay around Britain. The San Juan belonged to that latter category of lucky devils. How her commander managed to reach the unlikely harbour of Tobermory escapes me. I mean, you've just been there and probably noticed, it's not such an obvious place to hit upon. You have to know your way about even today to find it, I'd say. Anyway, he did and dropped anchor. The idea was to patch the ship up just well enough to enable her to reach La Coruña, Spain, under her own steam."


Joe Donovan climbs on deck from below with two cups of hot coffee which he hands to the skipper and the helmsman. Both thank him with a bright smile.


"I hear you're telling him the story of the San Juan, are you?" he asks McLeary, who answers in the affirmative and sips the coffee.


"Well done. Listen and learn, good, Jack-boy. Our skipper here is an authority on maritime warfare, aren't you? Especially knowledgeable when it comes to the Armada."


McLeary shakes his head in mock protest.


"Don't overdo it, I'm impervious to flattery. But it's true, the subject has fascinated me for quite a while now. And, like doctor Fell, the reason why I cannot tell. Maybe it's got something to do with the charm of the losers. At least in historical retrospect, losers tend to be more interesting than winners. Maybe, because we can relate to them more easily, feel more empathy for them. Some of us may have savoured the sweet taste of victory at some stage or other during our lives, knowing full well that luck had a lot to do with it. But there's no-one around hasn't smacked the bitter taste of defeat, I bet. Not a single sad and sorry soul."


"How did the locals react to the Spanish man-of-war suddenly making a ghost appearance in their harbour?"


"Good question, Jack-boy, damn good question. Thing is, the San Juan's commander must have been a resourceful son of a bitch. How else would he have got as far as he did. Back in Tobermory, he ascertained the local head of clan's patronage by placing the infantry soldiers he had on board as part of the would-be invasion army at the disposal of the notoriously garrulous clan chief, thus killing two birds with one stone. The locals would henceforth tolerate his presence and the Spanish soldiers would be fed by the Scots and get some exercise into the bargain instead of loafing around, drinking, fornicating and kicking up all sorts of trouble. Smart move, wouldn't you say? The three hundred or so Spanish infantry from the San Juan proved their excellent combat reputation to be well-founded by thrashing the many enemies the clan chief had managed to make by his overbearing behaviour. Which goes to show that the English had done well to attack the Spaniards at sea, for, had the Spanish infantry ever happened to set foot on British soil, Elisabeth's army would have been no match for them."


Again, he puffs a few clouds of smoke into the spruce air to prevent his pipe from dying on him.


"Trouble for the San Juan's commander was, under its probably most famous Queen, England had developed Europe's first and, by inference, most efficient secret service in the modern sense of the word. It was working with both professional agents and a wide network of lay informers both at home and in practically all European and overseas countries. That was particularly valuable in view of alliances in those times being volatile enough to change constantly, so that today's friends would be tomorrow's enemies. Anyway. When some such Scottish carrier pigeons told their Tower raven cousins about that curious Spanish man-of-war hiding at Tobermory harbour, of all places, the ravens obviously made it their business to pass the message on, pronto. Before long, an English agent specialising in sabotage and explosives, was sent north to set fire and, if possible, sink the San Juan. And even though the operation seems to have been a bit of a shambles, the agent eventually succeeded, so that the blazing Spanish galleon found her grave on the muddy bottom of Tobermory bay. Ever since, the wreck has been lying down there somewhere, quietly and calmly rotting away. And even though the fast-spreading rumour of the San Juan having transported several million gold coins would soon attract treasure-hunting divers, both professional and amateur, from all over the place, her wreck was never found. Let alone her would-be treasure, not a single pathetic Real."


The skipper pauses triumphantly to let it all sink in.


"Riveting narrative, skip, I have to hand it to you. But what's a Real?" Jack asks after a little while. McLeary heaves a sigh whose exact portent would be hard to interpret. His pipe, at any rate, seems to be working a treat again, while the tide is pushing the Rose on effortlessly. So why not go with the flow?


"As if you're being flushed through the toilet," Donovan puts it in a somewhat more crude imagery and points at the embankment rushing by.


"The Real, my young friend, used to be a Spanish coin, originally," McLeary resumes.


"But the Spanish Empire of the time, growing almost at the speed of a spreading cancer, caused trade relations to be both intensified and diversified. Each and every newly incorporated territory as well as the numerous colonies would contribute their own coins, whose relative ranks in the Spanish monetary system would have been hard to define on the basis of nothing but their metal value. Hence, the system threatened to implode, had it not been for the installation of the Real as a kind of reference tender, against which the values of all other coins could be defined. So that, henceforth, a doubloon, for instance, would be equal to half a Real or a ducat pull the weight of three quarters of a Real and so on."


"Sounds almost like a predecessor to the euro then, doesn't it?"


McLeary nods.


"So it does, indeed. With the notable difference that the euro exists as a tangible coin and legal tender, whereas the Real was gradually reduced to an abstract notion, a clearing aid of sorts such as was the so-called single monetary unit preceding the euro's introduction."


Jack feels in place on the Rose. The skipper may have his idiosyncrasies alright, but he's also full of stories like that of the San Juan. And the mere idea of the ship's long-missing jackpot treasure chest miraculously breaking surface one day makes up for the shock of the collision.


Meanwhile, the vessel's progress remains brisk. Still very much at one with the tide, the Rose of Skye is gliding through the island maze propelled chiefly by the current.


But woe be to him who misses the right moment and falls foul of the tide. Then, the engine has to make every possible effort for the Rose to advance at some miserable three of four knots, especially in the narrow passages where the current, already strong enough as it is, will even have to accelerate in order to transport the same number of cubic feet per second as everywhere else.


Fortunately, that's not the Rose's problem that morning. While Jack, in accordance with what the skipper told him this morning, keeps manoeuvring the vessel parallel and close to the banks, his two more experienced colleagues hold their laid-back positions at the railing to watch out, their binoculars riveted to their eyes for anything untoward on land or in the water.


Nothing much doing, it seems, though. Every now and then, an osprey spreads its wet wings and takes off in search of fish or a mate like a heavily loaded Antonow plane. Ospreys, having almost died out in the Hebrides towards the end of the past century, have recently been repatriated in the framework of a state-financed wildlife resettlement programme that by and large proved successful.


As much as they admire the ospreys for their elegance and force once they are in the air, the men's attention is rather directed at other, more profane objects. Any suspicious movements close to the embankment as well as in the sparsely wooded hinterland could serve as a first indication of foul play in progress, mainly contraband trade, of course. Though drug dealing has so far been a rare occurrence in the thinly populated Hebrides, you never can tell. The competent authorities' blocking of the more lucrative classical drug-trafficking routes tends to produce a displacement effect which just might touch upon the seemingly remote, vestal Hebrides. Here, the less orthodox, more imaginative drug traffickers might try and step into the footsteps of this or that R.L. Stevenson character and use abandoned crofts, deserted cottages or even the decrepit castles rampant in the Hebrides as drug depositories. Or just stash the stuff, packed in watertight plastic, somewhere in the dense reeds, where even specially trained pooches will find it hard to sniff it down.


"The air feels bubbly like champagne," Jack calls out in a fit of temperamental exuberance alien to your average Scot. The two men at the railing look at one another, smiling.


"And, pray, what would you know about champagne, eh?" the much more pedestrian Donovan calls back at him.


In the bright sunshine prevailing just now, the scenery may indeed lend your male chromosomes wings, making them soar sky-high.


"Let's see what he thinks of it once it's raining cats and dogs, day in, day out, for weeks on end. Makes you wish you were sitting in a snug little pub in Aberdeen or Edinburgh, I bet," McLeary comments.


"Aye, skip. And preferably in the company of a bottle of single malt and a generous helping of steaming haggis on the massive wooden table adorned by beer puddles, knife notches and burn marks from fags.


"What's that thing dead ahead of us?"


As opposed to his two colleagues still busy scanning the two embankments, "young Master Kingsley" has been looking straight ahead, as well he should. Hence, it's only natural that he should be the first to notice the strange constellation coming into sight at some distance right in front of the vessel's bow. The other two turn round and point their binoculars in the direction Jack is indicating with his right hand. McLeary even goes on his knees, in order to gain a better hold on the Rose's slippery deck. In a sea ruffled by a fresh wind springing up from the north, the Rose starts rocking and rolling a bit more than before.


Dead ahead, at the confluence of the Sound of Mull with Loch Linnhe, lies the skerry which the charts characterize as "Lady's Rock". Since it only just breaks surface at low tide and remains totally submerged at the high water point, the skerry, situated smack in the middle of the confluence, is considered as hazardous to maritime traffic. Consequently, it is marked by a white beacon flashing at night. With every ebb tide, you can step onto the "Lady's Rock" and spend an hour or two, but why should you? If anyone, only the odd fisherman or eccentric ornithologist ever sets foot on it.


Most place names around the Hebrides are of Scottish-Gaelic or old-Norse origin. Their respective meanings have in many cases been forgotten by time himself and become incomprehensible even to the locals. Standard English place names are rare and obviously much more recent additions. As such, they tend to be either corruptions of the respective originals, such as Tobermory, or else herald some quaint and curious story well worth digging up.


Such is the case of the "Lady's Rock". The name as such will remind not only Germans of the legend of Loreley, the young seductive siren squatting on her rock on the banks of the Rhine river to misguide young unsuspecting men passing by in their barge. Alas, compared to that legend, literally oozing sex and female charms, complete with the sharp pangs of broken hearts and suicidal plunges into the deep, all put into rhyme and prose by many a Romantic soul, this Lady's story is one of profane if gruesome baseness and despicable treachery.


"A Scottish clan chief," Donovan draws the picture for Jack, "in fact, quite possibly the one already mentioned by the skipper in his rendering of the San Juan saga, felt like ridding himself of his betrothed wife in very much the same informal manner in which wedlock can be entered into at convenient Scottish places such as the famous Gretna Green smithy, in our day and age. Even though the Scots, to give them their due, tend to draw a line at homicide."


The boatswain talks while keeping the binoculars pressed to his eyes as if spellbound by the sight.


"During a nocturnal spring ebb tide, or so the legend runs, this clan chief is said to have rowed his wife out to the skerry at night under some amorous pretext, which I might be allowed to transliterate as a nocturnal hump on the bump. Here, he left her to the company of a full moon, the same one responsible for the aforementioned spring tide, obviously. In the face of the tide about to turn, the chief's final sardonic message, don't move, I'll be back in a jiffy, soon proved a treacherous lie to his shocked if gullible wife, as you may well have anticipated."


Donovan finally takes the binoculars away from his eyes and looks at Jack.


"I think I can spare you the rest, can't I? Skerries such as this one will come under water by several feet at spring tides and the beacon wasn't there at the time, nor was its more primitive predecessor, which could have saved the lady in question from drowning."


"A good story well told," the skipper comments.


"Now, as for myself, I think it's all bollocks. Sounds to me like an illustration of the treacherous nature of the rock projected onto a fairy tale of human treason."


Donovan takes up the binoculars again.


"Maybe so. The fact of the matter is, though, that the clan chief's treason didn't pay off. The Lady's next of kin, rightly suspecting foul play, swore to revenge themselves and finally hanged the guy from the archway of his own castle. To dangle in the wind till the last remnants of rotting flesh had fallen off your bones was a fitting punishment bestowed on the scum of the earth: pirates, highwaymen, murderers and such like for everyone to see and remember."


Now that the two experienced members of the coastguard have spotted an object on the skerry that looks very much like the body of a drowned human, they can't help having all sorts of images provoked by that ancient legend flash through their minds. With the small but significant difference that this person, apparently drowned in a sitting position with his hands tied to one foot of the beacon, is easily recognizable as a male, even at that distance.


The Rose of Skye is now heading straight for the rock. Too early for a radio message, as yet. After all, they could be dealing with no more than a stupid prank by some freshmen student jokers who may have tied a dummy to the beacon, weighting it down with stones or other heavy objects stuffed inside to re-enact the cruel legend. Even though, to really do the original proper justice, they would have to have picked a mannequin. Which would have been all the easier since, in the world of department-store fashion, mannequins probably prevail, anyway.


Very apprehensively, the Rose approaches the skerry. To tie up alongside it seems too risky to the skipper, especially after this morning's collision in the harbour. A skerry is no iceberg alright but can still hide nasty underwater protrusions and cliffs. Hence, he orders Jack to keep the Rose at a respectful distance from the thing. There's no need to get any closer, anyhow, because even at the present distance of, say, ten or so yards, they can see with the naked eye that this is no dummy or mannequin. The man on the rock is made of flesh and blood and was chained to the beacon for the express purpose of getting drowned by the flood.


The men of the Rose could of course launch the dinghy and row across to the skerry. But why take the trouble? The victim of this premeditated crime is all too obviously past medical care. Besides, they might risk destroying important evidence, thus making the CSI people unhappy.


McLeary picks up the phone and passes the message of their eerie find to their coastguard colleagues back at the base. They will then relay it to the police, who, in a case of murder as blatant as this one, have to be allowed to lead the investigations.


"Stay where you are, Rose, and secure the crime scene as best you can. We'll send a boat with murder squad people. ETA Lady's Rock at... noon. Over."


McLeary rogers the call, looks at his watch and asks his colleagues to get a move on.


"What's the rush?" promptly comes the ironic reply.


"We understand the vic's not likely to sail off into the sunset, now, is he?"


"Wish he were. But we have only another three hours to the low water point. After that, the sea's going to come back with a vengeance. Which means we'll be needing divers. That will complicate matters unnecessarily. Or do you wish us to watch the poor sod submerge and emerge a couple of times more? With any luck, the current will cut him loose and take him away to God knows where. Out." Time and tide wait for no man, he adds after having shut his mike.


"Can you, too, see that, or is it just me having post-traumatic hallucinations?" Jack suddenly calls out, pointing at the dead man.


"What's that between his legs?"


Donovan answers that one with another smutty joke. But then, as he picks his pair of binoculars up again and focusses them on the victim, he blows a low whistle.


"Looks like a runic sign of some kind," he murmurs.


"Yes, precisely what I thought," Jack agrees.


"A horizontal 'X'," McLeary adds, after scrutinizing the sign through his binoculars..


"With a capital'T' on each side."


"Or rather a horizontal double 'Y'?" Jack muses.


"The victim's last desperate hint at the identity of the perpetrator?"


The boatswain produces something between a cough and a bitter laugh.


"I should think not. When would he have done that? Shortly before realizing he was going to drown? And how? With his bleeding dick? Come on. Looks more like a signature. Yes, like a sign left there by the perp not to leave any doubt as for the person or organisation behind it."


"You're talking of some secret organisation? A mob-like crowd?"


"Precisely."


Jack takes a piece of paper from the navigation table next to the helm and draws a rough sketch of the man, the beacon, and the sign.


"To me, it looks like a double horizontal 'Y', a variation of the thigh bones on the Jolly Roger," he says and shows the drawing to McLeary.


"Maybe. To me it's rather an hour glass lying down," the skipper contradicts him.


"But if it can be interpreted in different ways, how is it to lend unambiguousness to the act?" Donovan asks. McLeary shrugs his shoulders.


"It's ambiguous to us alright. That doesn't mean it must be so to the addressee, as well. No, for them, especially the double 'T' will have a specific significance. An 'X' taken as such would be too general and in a way too primitive, since it is widely reputed as the signature of illiterate people such as my mate, no offence. So, I guess Jack's right and we're looking at a double 'Y', hiding, as it does, a secret message not decipherable for the likes of you and me."


He looks at his watch again.


"If those CSI people don't show up soon, we'll really have to bring on divers or wait till the victim comes up with the following ebb tide. But by then, it's going to be dark, except for the blinking beacon, of course."


"For how long do you think he's been there already? You think he was supposed to be found?"


"Not for long. He doesn't seem that bloated, nor are there any eels crawling out his mouth or his pants. I'd guess he drowned during the night. Was he to be found? Yes, no doubt about that. Else, they could just as well have weighted him down with that chain and let him sink to the bottom. That close to the skerry, not even a fisherman's net would ever have brought him up again."


Jack leaves it to his two colleagues to sort things out. What with the tidal current continuously gaining in strength now, he has to concentrate on keeping the Rose in position.


"If this goes on like it does now, we'll have to drop the anchor, I'm afraid," he calls out to the skipper.


"How deep?" Donovan calls back.


Jack looks at the electronic depth finder.


"Nearly fifty feet," he proclaims.


That's not good news and he knows it. At this depth, they will have to provide too much vertical chain on what may well be a rocky bottom and risk the Rose going adrift at the first serious bout of wind.


"Hell of a rock," McLeary mutters and knocks his pipe, which has gone cold, meanwhile, against the railing.





SECOND CHAPTER



1. Hole-in-One


"And ... touchdown! Congratulations, right smack into the frigging soup. Did you do that on purpose?"


Solitaire made an indecent gesture and took her number six iron under her right arm as though it was a loaded hunting rifle. As for Laura, she didn't have to be a mind reader to interpret her sister's somewhat sullen facial expression as meaning that Solitaire's opinion about golf, none too high to start off with, had so far not dramatically improved. A fact that did not come as a surprise, since it had been Laura's, and not Solitaire's idea to pass the a.m. on Roseau's, the island capital's newly installed golf course. Laura had had to mobilize her entire coaxing potential to make her sister agree eventually.
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