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         PRAISE FOR THE BONE MOTHER

         
            ‘Another brilliant offering from a writer fast making a name for herself’ Mari Hannah

            ‘Investigative journalist Martha Strangeways returns in a haunting Highland thriller. A taut tale of murder and mutilation sees modernity clash with twisted traditions. You will race to reach the final chapter. A cracking read!’ D.V. Bishop

            ‘An absorbing and terrifying tale of Scottish folklore, rituals and death. Highly recommended’ Lin Anderson

            ‘A gripping thriller steeped in Scottish folklore. Suzy Aspley weaves ancient legend with a tense, modern story that kept me turning the page. Atmospheric and unsettling’ Lilja Sigurðardóttir

            ‘Intricate. Intriguing. Atmospheric with just the right amount of dread. Suzy Aspley’s delivered a more-than-worthy follow-up to Crow Moon. Welcome back Martha Strangeways. We’ve missed you’ A.G. Slatter

            ‘A chilling gothic mystery that had me totally gripped. Suzy Aspley weaves stunning descriptions of the Scottish wilderness with macabre local rituals and folklore, building to a breathtaking and seriously unnerving climax’ Eve Smith

            ‘Martha Strangeways is a brilliant creation; a fictional character who seems so real and full of heart that I want to keep reading her. At the same time, The Bone Mother quite literally chilled me to the bone. Cold and creepy, but in the best possible way’ Alison Belsham

         

         WHAT READERS ARE SAYING…
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         ‘Gloriously gothic but also grippingly contemporary … I loved it’

         ‘I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough’

         ‘Gripping, intelligent and full of unease’

         ‘Deeply unsettling, with a haunting sense of place’

         ‘Dark, strange and completely absorbing’

         ‘I love Martha Strangeways … bring on book three!’

         ‘A chilling, slow-burn mystery’ iii

         PRAISE FOR CROW MOON

         
            **Shortlisted for the Val McDermid Debut Award**

**Shortlisted for the Bloody Scotland Debut Prize**

            ‘A bloody good read’ Val McDermid

            ‘Dark, gothic, and dripping with dread, this spellbinding debut is a triumph’ C.J. Cooke

            ‘An extraordinary debut: intriguing, unsettling, heavy on atmosphere and with a formidable leading lady … Suzy Aspley is one to watch’

Mari Hannah

            ‘Dark, atmospheric and addictive’ Sun

            ‘Compelling, atmospheric and unsettling, Crow Moon takes readers on a twist turning thrill of a ride … a stylish debut in a series we will all be following!’ Louise Welsh

            ‘Exceptionally atmospheric and excruciatingly tense … a belter’ Emma Christie

            ‘A page-turning plot, beautifully realised setting, and characters that are still walking and talking in my head … a compassionate and captivating new voice’ Emma Styles

            ‘The story and its characters feel bound to the landscape … The constant presence of crows, watching, listening, gathering and even swooping down to attack, infuses the already sinister atmosphere with a dash of the Gothic’ Herald Scotland

            ‘Hugely accomplished and extremely creepy’ Trevor Wood

            ‘The most impressive debut I’ve read in years’ Yrsa Sigurdardottir

            ‘A gripping piece of contemporary gothic … signals the arrival of a hugely promising new talent’ Kevin Wignall

            ‘Deliciously gothic – dripping forests, terrifying disappearances and a haunting resolution’ Heather Critchlow

            ‘Combining thrills, horror and the occult, this will most certainly appeal to fans of Stephen King and C.J. Tudor’ Mature Times iv
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            For Minnie and Bagel Jørgensen, 2012–2025.

Treasured, loved and missed beyond words.
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            She abandons her bones in search of wood. In their den, they watch her go; the deer with his birch-like antlers, the fox with the frost-cracked orbital, the owl, with her bones light like paper.

Soon, soon, they will cross.

The fire is dimming to embers, the old wood frosted with ash, the last amber light caught in its branches. Eyeless sockets are turned towards the entrance, watching light creep closer across pine-needled darkness.

Watching, waiting, with the eternal patience of the dead.

Cailleach, Winter Hag, Bone Mother.

Today her bone bag is empty.

For this year at least, the fire will burn cold.
Sarah Coakley, April 2022
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1
            PROLOGUE

         

         Beltane, 1st May 2019 

         The skull is the size of an infant’s head. It’s stripped of skin and sinew, empty eye sockets and a network of lines are striated with geometric grace across its pale structure. Bleached bone is fixed together like pieces of a puzzle. There are voids in the front where the nose and eyes would once have been. There’s no trace of the life that once sparked inside it. But evidence of death is there. A star-shaped crack on the back marks a catastrophic fracture that definitely doesn’t belong. I pick it up. Peer through the rupture. Stare out through the eye sockets; I view the world the way this creature would have seen it. The hills stretch around like an amphitheatre. Not a soul to be seen anywhere. The sun creeps low over the horizon. Although it’s newly May, winter’s north wind still trails a chill behind as I stare out. Nearby, a tiny bird bobs up and down on a rock in the Allt Cailleache, the fast-flowing burn where I took a drink when I got here, so cold that my teeth still feel it.

         I look at the skull again. The canine incisors and wolf teeth give it away. To see the world as a fox would. Through eyes liquid bright. I set it back on the roof, facing down the glen, nested in soft turf and heather. Its long, bony face is sharp where the nose would have ended. I imagine a small black nose, scenting danger in the air. The shrine is littered with offerings. Rosary beads from the wrong religion and other bits of bone. The jawbone of a sheep, teeth incongruously clean. Deer antlers – appropriate for a deity whose job was to herd the wild things in these mountains. There’s the monochrome spiral of a sheep’s horn and a dozen pieces of white quartz.

         The ancient stones are out now. They’ve lain tucked inside their rocky shelter since Samhain – the time when the veil between the living and the dead is most fragile. The Cailleach and her family have hibernated in magic over winter. And now today, on Beltane, 2they’ve been returned to light and nature with care, the stones that represent them placed facing down the glen, like the fox skull. The stones that represent the Cailleach and her people have protected this place and all its creatures – even me – for a thousand years. But it could be the last time. If the developers succeed, these sacred stones may be lost forever beneath the water. Millennia of history and offerings drowned.

         It’s quiet now. The only sound is the wind and rushing spring waters just a few yards away. There are still some pockets of snow on the tops. Off to the left, the waterfall that tumbles from Beinn a’Chreachan has sprung to life. Pale-yellow primroses and marsh marigolds have started to spread at the fringes of the stream, dog violets and wood anemone shiver in the cool breeze. Signs that the goddess has already started to spread her bounty as the earth warms. As I gaze up towards the peak, something else draws my eye. White and sleek. She knows me. I squint to see better as she stops, smells the air, and our mirrored gaze connects. A snow-white fox. A sign. At this moment, my resolve is fixed on what I must do to save this place. I will do whatever it takes.

         I lay my own offering amongst the ephemera. Dandelion clocks, a branch laden with rowan berries, and wild blue violets. I say a prayer to the Bone Mother. The thin gold chain at my wrist, with its Cailleach hammer, snags on the heather. I slide it off and tuck it beneath the turf. I’ll come back for it when I know this place is safe.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Monday, 14th October 2019 

         A red kite soared over the mountains, its arrow-shaped tail catching the cold breeze that ran up the glen. Arthur Brook had been walking this section of line for as long as he could remember. It was a beautiful part of the West Highlands, the line passing 3Loch Awe as it inched trainloads of tourists towards the sparkling waters off the Argyll coast. Today’s job was to check the lines for any damage that needed attention, so that passengers could be kept safe. It was hard not to look up occasionally at the heather-clad hills, blooming with a purple haze, or watch deer herds come down to graze in the bright glens. To onlookers, Arthur would be a small, distant Lego man in a fluorescent-orange boiler suit. He carefully watched his step, determined not to end up beneath a train, which would be an ironic way to end a forty-year career as a linesman. There were other hazards too. Trains still flushed waste onto the lines. He’d found all sorts of items amongst the shit over the years.

         He looked up as the bird shrieked again. A new winter was imminent, but snow from previous seasons still nestled in north-facing pockets on the mountain. The water in the loch to his right shimmered with a blue-grey glow, reflecting lenticular clouds overhead. It flowed from high in the hills, controlled by the hydroelectric plant deep inside the mountain at nearby Ben Cruachan, where a visitor centre gave tourists the chance to see how the power of nature was used to provide electricity for the nation.

         It was peaceful today. He’d walked several miles from where he left his Toyota. Arthur’s watch beeped loudly, reminding him the 12:15 train from Glasgow Central was due in five minutes; enough time to get off the track and to a safe spot to watch as one hundred tonnes of metal hurtled past.

         A few minutes later, its approach built like thunder, rattled his bones; an unexpected earthquake down the Highland fault line that stretched from Inverness through the Great Glen past Fort William and the mist-shrouded peaks of Glencoe. Bracing himself against the fence as the train bolted past, he breathed in the blast of diesel-soaked air left in the engine’s wake. Then he moved to the track to continue his steady inspection back the way he had come. Each careful step composed, matching his solid demeanour.

         A few hundred yards along, something bright caught his eye. 4It glinted in the watery sunlight. Something left behind by the train, he thought. He glanced down between the solid concrete sleepers and metal rails. Peering closer, he wrinkled his nose, the distinctive chemical odour of lavatory disinfectant jarring with the scent from the waning buddleia flowers growing wild and abundant along the route. Lying amongst the folds of ripped toilet paper, something small dazzled. Arthur kicked at it with the toe of his steel-capped boot.

         ‘What the hell?’

         The unexpected treasure flashed yellow. Arthur bent down, moving the paper away with his foot. A tiny hammer-shaped jewel shone in the light.

         He quickly stepped back when he saw what it was attached to – the perfect pink curve of an ear.

         Arthur looked around. He’d never found anything like this. A quick scan of the locality showed no other evidence of a body. Fingers shaking, he reached for his phone and dialled the number for his foreman.

         ‘Eric, you’re not going to believe what I’ve found out by Loch Awe, mate. You’d better call the police.’

         
             

         

         Seventy miles away, two people waited on the platform at Stirling Railway Station. It was an unseasonably warm day, with families lined up, expecting the Edinburgh train. Parents held tight to the hands of little ones. Their multi-coloured backpacks and anoraks jostled in the queue; an air of excitement amongst the children. Halloween was imminent, the coffee-shop window bright with seasonal pumpkins and spider’s webs.

         On the platform, a young man stood, a large bulging rucksack on his back. He carried a battered grey guitar case covered in faded stickers. He’d grown, thought Martha, looking up at her son, handsome in his black roll-neck jumper and padded jacket. His hair, grown slightly longer over the summer, now curled in a dark mop over his head. It wasn’t that long ago that he would have been 5looking up at her, holding tight to her hand and watching eagerly for the train, like those rosy-faced bairns. Now he was away back to university, over the border and further away from her than he’d been in a very long time.

         ‘Will you be OK?’

         ‘I’ll be fine. I know my way now. You don’t need to worry.’

         She smiled. Dougie had only left home the month before to start his university course in Newcastle – the place of her birth, before the family who adopted her settled in Glasgow. She’d gone back there to study journalism, and her son had been drawn there too. Old roots were buried deep. Now she had the excuse of seeing Dougie to revisit her old haunts. She hadn’t been to her grandfather’s cottage by the sea for a while. She’d have to go soon. To walk on the beach, feel the crunch of shells beneath her feet and listen to the sea.

         A rumble along the track and screeching brakes announced the train drawing in. An invisible fear tugged at her chest as Dougie pulled her into a bear hug, his unshaven jaw bristling against her cheek. She breathed in the scent of him – warm, touched with sandalwood and lemon from his cologne. She’d cling to the memory of the scent until she saw him again.

         ‘Bye, Mum. See you soon.’

         ‘Message me when you get there, Dougie. Let me know you’re safe,’ she called.

         He nodded. She watched as her boy walked along inside the carriage and deposited his bags in the overhead rack before sitting down. Lifting a hand to mirror his own goodbye as the train drew out, she stared along the track as the carriages shrank away to nothing.

      

   


   
      
         
6
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Three days earlier 

         Bushes dripped with the bright butterscotch yellow of gorse still in bloom, its sweet coconut scent heady as Emma brushed past. The steady trail headed east through some of Scotland’s most spectacular places. A scent of late-cut grass carried from distant fields made her nose itch. Mountains were layered in clouds of thick haar. She stared around at the vastness of the space, a tiny presence in a vista empty of any other people. She’d longed for this solitude. When she’d pitched her tent the night before, rolling out her sleeping bag before dark, it had felt properly wild. She’d listened to the sounds of the night, imagining unseen dangers, before finally drifting off under the stars. It was a pilgrimage already. Just what she needed.

         Emma first saw the Sofa Sistas group on Facebook in the spring. It immediately appealed to her, and she’d watched over the early-summer months as the membership of the private group had grown. A community of women had come together online, united by common causes. She’d found out about the hike there. The group administrator, the mysterious Beira, reached out after a few weeks to see if Emma was interested in taking part in what she described as a ‘pilgrimage into the heart of Scotland’s wild places’. Emma was intrigued, and, when she found out about the Cailleach shrine, had embraced the opportunity. The shrine was under threat from developers, and the pilgrimage was a chance to draw attention to its importance, as well as to spend days in the wilderness, camping or staying with trusted hosts already united through Sofa Sistas. She’d immediately signed up to walk the Cailleach Way.

         The walk had been planned for the autumn weeks leading up to Samhain – a time of great significance for the shrine. At the start of her journey, Emma spent a few days with a woman who hosted her in a small village that overlooked the Carse of Stirling. 7From the cottage window, the magnificent Stirling Castle could be seen, miles away. Emma decided then she’d visit the historic city on her way home. The stay at the cottage was a chance to rest and recharge after several days travelling before she took the train to Oban to begin her pilgrimage proper.

         ‘Make yourself at home,’ the lovely host had told her. ‘Wouldn’t you be better off going in summer?’ she had asked later. ‘The weather could be awful at this time of year. And won’t it be a bit spooky out there on your own?’ The woman shuddered as she said it. ‘Don’t know if it’s the pregnancy, but I’m feeling particularly sensitive in the run-up to Halloween this year.’

         Emma had glanced at her host’s pronounced baby bump. It was unusual that a woman so far advanced in pregnancy would be letting strangers stay, she thought.

         ‘The place I’m going to has real significance for this season,’ she explained. ‘A ceremony takes place there around Samhain – that’s another name for Halloween. If it doesn’t happen, it’s said ill fortune will be cast across the glen.’

         ‘Good grief, are you sure you want to be going there then? It sounds terrifying.’ The woman’s hands lay protectively on her bump.

         Just then a series of beeps had trilled, interrupting their chat. Emma’s phone had charged enough to reawaken, and messages flooded in for the first time since she’d left home.

         ‘Someone’s popular,’ her host said. ‘I’ll make some tea and leave you to catch up.’

         Emma discovered, as expected, that nothing had changed. The several ranting texts from her recently severed ex-boyfriend confirmed she’d made the right decision to escape him.

         
             

         

         After a few days with her host, Emma headed to the coastal town of Oban, where her fifty-two-mile hike would begin. She would journey east into the beautiful landscape of Argyll and Bute. She’d arranged to stay the first night in the small village of Dalmally, 8followed by a planned wild camp near the Bridge of Orchy, where she would follow the river path to see the beautiful waterfalls she’d read about online. The third night would be a short diversion to Tyndrum, where her phone told her she could get a decent meal at the Green Welly Stop shop. She’d stock up there on supplies for the rest of the trek. The remainder of her journey would ascend over a high pass between several Munros into Perthshire and then on to her ultimate destination of the remote Glen Lyon. There were hills, river crossings and miles of arduous tracks ahead of her, but she believed the prize would be worth it. She’d finally get to see the shrine dedicated to the winter goddess. She was both a nurturer of wild things and a fierce crone. Dark and light in one entity. And, according to some stories, she had blue hair and one eye. Emma could hardly wait. Another girl, Joanna, had already completed the trek. Emma had seen her pictures, grinning, arms outstretched to the sky with the shrine behind her. She was walking in that girl’s footsteps now. She hoped they’d be able to meet at some point – all the young women who were taking part in this magical hike. They’d all been sent jewellery by Beira – talismans to help protect and guide them, according to the mysterious figure who ran the Facebook group.

         As she contemplated her next steps and the rest of the journey, a chill blew down from the mountains. Emma shivered, glancing around; her senses were triggered. She touched her fingers to the stud in her ear, drawing comfort from the belief that it would protect her from anything. At least she hoped it would.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Monday, 14th October 

         Ignoring the buzzing of her phone, Martha lay on the floor so the sharp teeth from her acupressure mat could sink deeper into her neck and shoulders. It hurt. She breathed deeply until the pain 9was bearable. Dougie had christened it her Guantanamo Mat. ‘Only you could lie on a bed of nails and find it relaxing, Mum,’ he’d said.

         They’d both laughed about it. With what they’d endured in recent years, it had taken them time to feel light about anything. After the loss of Dougie’s twin brothers in a fire almost three years ago, their family had fallen apart. Martha had withdrawn into her grief and guilt, leaving Dougie to his own devices, with almost disastrous consequences when he and two friends became involved in an occult ritual that led to the death of his best friend, Fraser. But they were slowly starting to recover from those horrors. Dougie had shown remarkable resilience, which meant he was able to start university and move away from home. His departure had taken Martha some getting used to, and there were still periods of darkness in her life, but she was determined to move forward. She looked up at the ceiling, concentrating on anything other than the plastic spikes stabbing into her neck. In a weird way, once she settled into it, she actually quite liked the pain.

         ‘That figures,’ she muttered. The dogs pricked their ears up at the sound of her voice. ‘No, lads, not now.’ They settled down again, watchful.

         A loud noise pinged, interrupting the soothing ocean sounds coming from her phone. Swiping her finger across the screen, she opened an email. She didn’t recognise the email address on the new message – info@sofasista.com. Probably just spam, or it could be someone with a story. She’d done a few freelance shifts back on the Glasgow Evening Standard recently, her byline prompting some old contacts to get in touch. She was still not sure whether the newsroom was a life she entirely wanted to return to, though.

         Sitting up, she opened the email.

         ‘Dear Martha’, it began, ‘you have been referred by Orla Reid as someone who might be interested in our initiative’.

         She read on. Typical of Orla, trying to get Martha to try more new things. It seemed she’d linked her to some bloody women’s 10group that involved walks and hosting people in her house for free. She lay back again, letting the spikes sink into her skin. The pain distracted her for a second before another annoying noise sounded from the phone.

         ‘What the hell?’ Someone had changed her ringtone to the Star Wars death-march theme, turned up to full volume. ‘Dougie, ya wee shite.’ Smiling, she picked up the phone.

         ‘Neil wants you out on a job. Pronto.’ It was Janice, the Standard’s newsdesk secretary. ‘We’ve had a tip-off from a freelance. Something’s been found on a railway line out your way. Dunno what, but his lordship wants you to take a look. Heavy police presence, apparently – near to Loch Awe.’

         ‘Too good to call me himself, was he?’ Martha said. She was fond of Janice; her quirky colleague had a ‘couldn’t give a shit’ attitude towards their boss, news editor Neil Wilson.

         ‘Aye, claims he’s busy today … with his feet up on the desk as far as I can see.’

         ‘So what’s been found and where?’ Martha asked.

         ‘Something up towards Oban way. On the railway line.’ Oban was a town on the Argyll coast, the next county over from Stirlingshire. Over eighty miles away.

         ‘That’s bloody miles from me. Tell Neil I’ll need more details before I’m trekking all the way up there.’

         ‘Okey doke, but he’ll no be happy.’

         ‘Speak soon.’

         Martha ended the call, wondering what might have been found. It must be something unusual if Neil thought there was a story in it.

         Skye, her sheepdog, jumped up, a few seconds ahead of a loud knock on the door.

         ‘What now?’ Martha sat up.

         ‘Hello! Only me.’ Orla’s voice from the bottom of the stairs. She’d already let herself in, and Martha’s terrier BJ was racing to greet her, tail wagging like crazy. 11

         Pulling on her hoodie, Martha called out, ‘Just coming.’

         Downstairs, she found Orla in the sitting room.

         ‘Hey, what’s up?’ Martha asked.

         Perched on the edge of the sofa, Orla was at the stage of pregnancy where it was almost impossible to get comfy. She shuffled to rest her back against the sofa arm. ‘Just in a funk today,’ she said. ‘Do hormones make you paranoid? Is that a thing?’

         Noting dark circles under her eyes, Martha said: ‘You not sleeping?’ She remembered her own struggles when she’d been expecting the twins. It was hard to rest, and with Orla’s partner not being around just now, she was clearly finding the whole experience a trial.

         ‘Nah. Keep hearing things go bump in the night,’ Orla said. ‘I honestly think I might be losing it…’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway, what have you been up to? Any good news stories on the go?’

         ‘I don’t know about good news,’ Martha said. ‘I’ve had a call from the desk about something horrible that’s been found on a railway line up in Argyll. Not sure why they want me to trail up there to see what’s happening, though.’

         ‘Argyll,’ Orla repeated. ‘That’s where Emma was going.’

         ‘Emma?’

         ‘She came to me through Sofa Sistas. I’m sure I told you.’ Orla was suddenly animated. ‘The Facebook group I joined ages ago, remember? It’s women only. I just referred you, actually.’

         Martha tapped her phone. ‘Yes, I just saw that. But I’m not on Facebook, remember.’

         Orla rolled her eyes. ‘I hosted Emma for a few nights before she went off on this hike organised through the group,’ she went on. ‘I thought it would be nice to have a young woman staying and sharing her adventure with me.’

         Martha now recalled that Orla had had a guest staying a few days before, but she hadn’t realised she was a stranger. ‘Are you telling me you didn’t know this girl? Had you never met her before?’ 12

         Orla frowned. ‘Please don’t be judgemental. I’m so bored. And fed up of waiting for this to happen.’ She pointed at her bump. ‘Anyway, what do they think they’ve found up in Argyll? I do miss being out and about, reporting.’

         ‘I’m not sure, to be honest. Something nasty on a railway suggests a suicide, but we’d not report on that,’ Martha explained. ‘Not unless there was a specific angle to the story. A freelancer called it in and Neil’s asked me to find out about it.’ She pulled out her phone and found the railway near Oban on the maps app.

         Orla leaned in to have a look. ‘There’s Loch Awe. I’m sure that’s where Emma was going.’

         ‘Was she following a specific path? The West Highland Way goes through there?’

         ‘She definitely mentioned Loch Awe.’

         ‘Come on, I’ll make some tea and you can tell me all about this stranger you had staying with you and what’s keeping you awake at night.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Monday, 14th October 

         This diet was designed to kill him, he was sure. It was already Monday afternoon, but Detective Inspector Derek Summers was supposed to fast until after 2.00pm every day; he could then eat up until 10.00pm. It made him even more grumpy than usual, but the doctor had warned that if he didn’t shed at least three stone, he had an aortic aneurysm in his near future. He was trying to cut down on the smokes too. But if the medics banned every one of his small pleasures there’d soon be nothing worth living for.

         As he stood on the steps of Glasgow City Centre police office, contemplating ditching the diet in favour of a sausage butty from the van across the road on Stewart Street, DC Walker appeared at the door. 13

         ‘Sorry, boss, but this is urgent.’

         Summers gave the van a wistful look and turned back up the steps as Walker informed him there’d been a call-out to a remote site near the hydroelectric plant at Ben Cruachan, over seventy miles away in Argyll. Summers hadn’t been there for years.

         ‘An inspector on the rail line has discovered what is allegedly human remains, sir,’ Walker explained. ‘Local uniform have checked and are saying it’s definitely human and not animal, so possibly a suicide.’

         ‘Why do they need us to attend?’ Summers asked. ‘It’s most likely some hiker who’s done themselves an injury. And it’s well out of our area.’

         ‘DC Rachel Campbell from the British Transport Police has asked for our assistance,’ Walker said. ‘She’s going to send images to you in the next ten minutes. The local DCI for their division is on long-term sick leave, and DC Campbell asked for you specifically. No evidence of other body parts in the vicinity. They’ve had a search dog out already, but so far found nothing at all. There’s not even a scent trail to the tracks – the dog picked nothing up. The man who found them thinks the remains were flushed out of a train.’

         ‘Have they checked train CCTV then?’

         ‘They’re trawling footage on all the trains on that line in the past twenty-four hours. Apparently, the remains they’ve found look relatively fresh. Campbell’s emailing the photos direct to you, sir. And they want us to go out and take a look in person,’ Walker went on. ‘Half an hour, if that suits? If I were you, I’d bring sturdy shoes and a waterproof. It’s a bit of a hike along the track to get to the spot.’

         Now Summers wished he’d had the butty he’d fancied. It would have at least fuelled him for the day he now faced. He didn’t relish the prospect of body parts on a railway line on an empty stomach. ‘Bloody great,’ he muttered.

         By the time he was back at his desk, the email from Rachel 14Campbell had arrived. He’d worked with her years ago, before she moved over to the transport police. She had a no-nonsense approach he’d liked. The short email message read:

         Derek. See attached. Unusual find on the West Highland Line. We’ve made a formal request for your help and I’d appreciate it if you could assist. Regards, Rachel. 

         He double-clicked the attachment, hoping it wasn’t a head. As the image opened, pixelation clearing, an ear emerged. It lay on coarse grey gravel. Putting on the cheap orange-plastic reading glasses he’d started using, Summers peered closer. It was a woman’s ear, he reckoned; neatly curved and pierced through the small lobe with a single gold-coloured earring. He enlarged the image as much as he could without creating a blur. The trinket was fashioned into a small hammer, the tiny shaft topped by a mallet-shaped block of gold. The kind of tat you might see in gift shops all over the Highlands, he thought.

         The second photograph showed the back of the ear, and revealed that it had been neatly sliced off, close to the skull of the victim. Squeezing his own ear, he wondered whether that victim was still alive.

         Walker had mentioned a lack of senior officers in the local division. Summers wondered whether the informal conversation he’d had recently with the chief superintendent about possible promotion might be picked up again, if the local DCI wasn’t coming back. He’d managed to resist stepping up into a higher rank for quite some time, but the success of the case he’d worked on with Martha Strangeways last year had put his name on the radar. Even though some elements of the case remained unresolved, it had been viewed as a success, and DI Summers’ name was firmly attached to it.

         He turned his thoughts back to the discovery of a woman’s ear. It was intriguing. Where was the rest of the body? he wondered. He gathered his coat and glanced down at his worn lace-up boots, thinking they’d have to do. He hoped there wasn’t too much of a hike when they got to the site.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         Tuesday, 15th October 

         Martha had expected a follow-up call from the newsdesk, or even from Neil Wilson himself, about the rail-line incident yesterday. She’d kept an eye on the police press alerts but, risking Neil’s wrath, had decided not to travel out to Oban as it was such a long way, and the police had issued no information yet. But there was still nothing this morning and Martha was finding their continued silence strange. Maybe her old friend Summers knew something.

         She whistled up the dogs and set out with them on their morning walk – she’d ring Summers on the way, for a walk-and-talk.

         
             

         

         When she called him, he picked up after a couple of rings.

         ‘Derek, how are you?’ she opened.

         ‘Good, Martha, thanks. It’s a been a while. How have you been?’

         ‘Busy, you know. Back on the job now, and Dougie’s away to uni, so I’ve got more time on my hands … Anyway, I was wondering, do you have any information about something grisly found on the West Highland Line…?’

         There was a short pause, and she could hear Derek breathing.

         ‘What might you know about that?’ She heard his chair creak as he shifted in it. ‘I was out there yesterday. Has it hit the press already?’

         ‘We’ve had a tip-off, that’s all,’ Martha replied. ‘A local stringer called it in. Said there was a police presence near Loch Awe. I’m assuming not much happens out there, so a show of cops might attract attention. Anything you can tell me?’

         ‘OK. This is strictly confidential and I’m only saying this because I know I can trust you. I don’t want it getting out yet, OK? I’m working directly on the case, even though it’s way up there in Oban – British Transport Police called me in to assist.’

         He had all of Martha’s attention now. So there was a possible story in this after all. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘Go on…’ 16

         ‘A woman’s ear was found on the railway line. No other traces of a body were found anywhere around. It may have been dropped from a train.’

         Martha screwed up her face. ‘Euww, that sounds weird. Any idea who it belongs to? How was it found?’

         ‘We haven’t identified the victim yet. It’s possible it was flushed from the train toilets. So the victim could be anywhere. Alive or dead. Whichever it is, the woman will have a brutal injury.’

         Martha tried to imagine an accident in which someone could lose their ear – a car crash maybe? But if it had been dropped or flushed from the train, she thought, someone on board must have seen something.

         ‘It was a lineman who found it. Arthur Brook,’ Summers explained. ‘He’d already walked that way earlier in the morning. He was convinced it wasn’t there when he first went by.’

         ‘Well, that narrows down the timeframe to when a train went by, surely?’ Martha said.

         ‘It does. So we know it had to have been a Glasgow to Oban train,’ Summers said. ‘The ear is with forensics, and officers are speaking to locals in the village and surrounding area. At this time of year, it’s still pretty busy with tourists, so that needs to be considered … There was one interesting thing though.’ He paused. ‘An unusual earring was attached. A stud in the shape of a Celtic hammer. Hopefully, we’ll get some DNA that we can identify and a rational explanation for what has happened.’

         ‘Are you checking CCTV on the train?’ she asked.

         ‘Yes, of course. And there’ll be a news release going out later. But it won’t include everything I’ve told you.’

         ‘Do you think the victim is dead?’ Martha asked.

         ‘Haven’t a clue,’ he said. ‘How likely is it that someone whose ear has been cut off is still alive?’

         ‘But why would anyone flush it down a train toilet?’ Martha mused. ‘They clearly didn’t want it to be found, or expect it to be, for that matter.’ 17

         ‘If you’re not too squeamish, I could send you a photograph,’ he added.

         Martha remembered the last time Summers had shown her police photos – they’d pictured her son’s best friend dead. It was she who’d found Fraser’s body nearly nine months ago, in the woods very near to where she was walking now. Lines from a poem linked to local folklore had been inked on his back. Initially, police thought he had overdosed, but the case spiralled when Christie Campbell, another friend of Dougie’s, was abducted. Martha had been thrust into the centre of an investigation involving witchcraft rumours and a paranoid killer closely linked to a tragedy in her own recent past. There were many strange things about the whole case, things even now Martha found hard to explain.

         But this was something quite different. And her journalist’s antennae were buzzing.

         ‘OK. I’ll take a look,’ she told him.

         ‘Sending it through,’ Summers said. And a moment later, her phone pinged with a WhatsApp message bearing the photo.

         Martha put her phone on speaker and opened the message with trepidation. She couldn’t help drawing a sharp breath in through her teeth. ‘Jeez…’

         ‘I know. It’s one thing being told about a severed ear, another thing seeing one.’

         ‘Indeed.’

         ‘Do you see the earring?’

         Martha used two fingers to zoom in on the tiny gold hammer. ‘Yup. Unusual.’

         ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Summers said. ‘As ever, please keep any information I share to yourself. And of course, if you discover anything while you’re looking into the story…’

         ‘…I’ll bring it straight to you,’ Martha replied.

         She and Derek had developed a good working relationship during the Fraser and Christie cases, and he’d thrown her the odd 18bone about other investigations since. But she knew he wouldn’t be giving her so much detail about this case for free – reciprocal back-scratching would be involved. And she knew she was useful to him – sometimes people would say things to a journalist they wouldn’t say to the police,

         ‘While I have you,’ Martha continued, ‘I don’t suppose there’s anything new about Blacklaw?’ Blacklaw had been her home, a Stirlingshire farm. And the site of the terrible fire that had killed her twins three years ago. While investigating Fraser’s case, the police had discovered evidence that suggested the blaze might not have been accidental after all. It had been a difficult time for everyone involved.

         ‘I’m afraid we’re no further forward,’ Summers said. ‘We’ve hit a wall with Elijah’s death. It seems Peter was oblivious to what his father had been up to.’

         Peter Locke was the father of Orla’s baby. He was still recovering in church residential care after suffering a breakdown. Martha sighed. So many people’s lives past and present had been affected by the actions of his father, old Elijah Locke, who had almost ended her own life in a fire.

         ‘Unless any new evidence emerges, it’s likely to remain the same,’ Summers went on. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t got better news.’

         ‘That’s OK. I figured as much. Jamie and I were wondering about having the Blacklaw site cleared. But we can’t do that until the case is resolved, obviously,’ Martha said.

         ‘That’s right. Unfortunately, while it remains an active case, there’s probably not much you can do,’ he said.

         There was a sad pause, then Martha promised again to keep him posted if she found anything out regarding the ear. And before they rang off, they agreed to meet up soon.

         It was a sunny October day. The wind was icy on her cheeks, but the sun cast a glow over the land where she now stood, at the very top of the sheep field overlooking what was left of Blacklaw. It seemed as if talking about it to Summers had led her here – the 19place that held her happiest and worst memories. Ruined buildings clung on to the open hill opposite. A line of mizzling rain was building on the horizon as she trekked over tufts of tussocky moor grass to the top, the dogs running ahead.

         As she turned away from the sight of her former home, her thoughts refocused on the severed ear. Martha’s story sense was on the alert now. Neil was pressing her to go back full-time, but nothing had really piqued her interest enough. Maybe this would. Reporters hardly left the office these days, but relied on press releases dropping into their inboxes. And people still talked about the features she wrote from war-torn Bosnia decades ago – work that had made her name and got her a job as one of the youngest staffers at the evening paper and even an offer from a national. She hadn’t had a story like that in a long time. But there was something about this mystery that spoke to her.

         If Neil hadn’t called by the time she got back, she decided, she’d text Janice. They must have more info on the incident by now.

         She walked across the top of the field, cutting down through a gate at the far side and out onto a forestry track, the dogs, as ever, running ahead.

         A bicycle bell sounded behind her, and turning, she was surprised to see a small girl riding frantically along. Streamers from the handlebars of the purple glittery bike flared in the breeze.

         ‘Hi,’ she smiled as the girl came closer, dark hair bushing out from beneath her helmet. The child said nothing. ‘Are you OK?’ Martha asked in a louder voice as the girl passed her. ‘You’re quite far out here. Are you lost?’

         Ignoring her, the child whizzed past, her small legs pumping the pedals with determination. Dark, slanting eyes in a pale face stared right through Martha. It was a slightly unnerving gaze from a kid who didn’t look like she had reached her tenth birthday.

         ‘Be careful,’ she called, assuming a parent would soon follow.

         But minutes later, there was still no sign of anyone coming 20behind, and the girl had long vanished. Perhaps holidaymakers were staying for the half-term break in a cottage further along the track. That was the most likely explanation. But the encounter seemed to pull at a fleeting memory – one Martha couldn’t quite grasp.

         Her phone rang, the signal suddenly reappearing on this side of the hill. She turned for home as she answered.

         ‘Where are you?’ Neil’s voice barked down the line. ‘Does my best bloody reporter intend to get her arse back on the job?’

         ‘I’m not on call twenty-four/seven like the old days. Anyhow, I’m guessing since you’ve deigned to use the phone yourself, this is important? Is it about the ear?’ The silence stretched to seconds. ‘On the railway line? That tip-off from Argyll. I’m not at home right now but I’m—’

         ‘How do you know already know it’s an ear?’

         ‘I have my sources.’

         ‘And that’s exactly why you should be back here full-time. Doing proper reporting. So, if you know what was found, any idea on the ID of the victim yet … from your sources?’

         ‘I’m working on it. As are the police.’

         ‘So that means they don’t know. And there’s just an ear so far? That would be interesting in itself, wouldn’t it?’

         Martha confirmed no other body parts had been found. And that she presumed they were checking hospitals for anyone who’d suffered such a horrible injury.

         ‘You can’t print anything until they do an official news release later today,’ Martha said firmly, knowing Summers was the contact she most needed to protect. ‘I’m getting access to privileged info, Neil. My source will be mightily pissed off if we try to get a scoop on this, and will never trust me again. I’m sure there’ll be more for an exclusive at some point, but not right now. See if any of the juniors can track down the lineman, though, will you? His name is Arthur Brook. I’m going to head up there myself.’

         ‘Oh, so she’s dishing out the orders now there’s a decent lead to follow,’ he laughed. ‘It’s good to have you back, Martha.’
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            CHAPTER SIX

         

         Tuesday, 15th October 

         Martha contemplated what might have happened to the victim as she drove north that afternoon. The road from Callendar wound past towering mountains and clear, sparkling lochs; the same kind of landscape through which Orla’s new friend Emma would be walking right now.

         If someone had flushed the ear from the train toilet, she pondered, they obviously didn’t want it to be found. Which must mean they were getting rid of evidence. So had a woman been attacked somewhere and left for dead? But she’d quickly checked with her Standard colleagues before she set off, and there’d been no women reported missing in the Argyll area recently.

         The train the ear was assumed to have come from was on its way north from Glasgow, and while the police were checking the on-board cameras and images from platforms at each stop, whoever had discarded the ear could have easily concealed it in a pocket, and no one would have known.

         A text message flashed on her phone. It was from Janice:

         Looks like Arthur Brook lives in Crianlarich. No exact address. Good luck. 

         She’d have to do some old-fashioned digging after all.

         
             

         

         Crianlarich wasn’t exactly a hotspot of activity. It catered mainly for tourists, boasting a handful of hotels and a train station. She pulled into the car park of the Best Western, and out of a journalist’s habit checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror to be sure she was presenting herself well – neutral and approachable. As she scraped her hair back into a neat ponytail, she noticed the crows’ feet around her eyes. The days of make-up and hairdos were long behind her.

         In reception, a lad in his twenties peered at her through thick-framed glasses. ‘Can I help you with a reservation, madam?’ His accent was Eastern European. 22

         ‘I’m looking for local knowledge, actually.’ She smiled hopefully. ‘I’m trying to find a local man. He works on the railway lines as an inspector. I wondered if perhaps someone in the hotel might be able to help?’

         ‘I’m sorry madam, but I’m not exactly local, as you can probably tell.’ He didn’t crack a smile.

         ‘That’s a shame – you were my last hope. I’ve been driving around all morning trying to find him,’ she fibbed. ‘He might have some information that would help me.’

         ‘Who are you after?’ An older woman wearing a cleaning overall emerged from a side door. ‘I might be able to help … Who are you exactly?’

         Martha extended her hand: ‘I do hope so. I’m Martha. I work for a newspaper, and was looking for Arthur Brook,’ she said. ‘He lives locally. Maybe he drinks in the bar here, or…’

         The woman’s eyes lit up. ‘Has Arthur done something to make the news?’ Her surprise indicated Brook wasn’t one to make headlines, and that she definitely knew him. Good. This would save Martha trailing door to door.

         ‘It’s just something to do with his job. You’d save me loads of time and get me brownie points with my editor if you could help me out. It’s taken me ages to drive up here, and I’m already behind.’

         ‘Arthur lives in the station cottages. Worked on the railways all his life,’ the woman said, eager to help now. ‘If you head out of the village, before you get to the roundabout for the Glasgow road, the cottages are up a track on your left. His is the last in the row.’

         
             

         

         Martha had probably set the local rumour mill going, she thought, as she drove slowly out of the car park five minutes later, following the woman’s directions.

         It wasn’t long before she pulled up by a row of red sandstone cottages; neat gardens all facing the mountains. The railway track 23ran behind. At the furthest cottage, a man was smoking on the doorstep, his eyes on her as she got out. He took a final drag on his smoke, grinding the butt into the step before turning away. Not the welcoming sort then, she thought.

         ‘Excuse me,’ she called. ‘I wonder if you could help me.’

         ‘Aye?’ His quizzical look began to turn to one of suspicion as she approached.

         ‘You’re Arthur Brook, yes?’ She stepped closer. ‘I’m Martha Strangeways. With the Glasgow Evening Standard. I understand you were the one who found an ear on the railway line yesterday.’ Martha noted how tall he was. And in his sixties, she guessed, his weathered jaw thickened with a salt-and-pepper beard that matched his hair.

         He didn’t take the hand she offered. But he didn’t seem hostile, just bemused at what a woman reporter from the city would be doing on his doorstep.

         ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Police are looking into it.’

         ‘Can you tell me any more?’ Martha moved closer. Through the open door behind him she could see a tidy hallway, a pair of boots sitting neatly next to a grandfather clock.

         ‘Nowt to tell.’ His voice was tinged with years of smoke. ‘Was an ear, that was all.’

         Martha was getting the impression that he didn’t have much contact with people. He was making no move to invite her in. She spotted a rough-looking tattoo snaking down his right forearm from the cuff of his green checked shirt. Some kind of Celtic symbol.

         ‘Any idea how the ear got there?’ she asked. ‘I heard it might have been flushed from a train.’

         ‘I dinnae naw why you’d be interested in that,’ he said, shrugging. ‘But aye. I’ve found all sorts over the years on the tracks. Sometimes from the trains. Sometimes from folk that want to step out of their lives in a way there’s no coming back from. This wisnae the worst.’ 24

         ‘Can you tell me where you found it?’ she pressed.

         ‘You cannae get out there, lass,’ he warned. ‘Not safe. They checked anyway. The police even had search dogs out. Could’nae find owt else.’

         She needed to push him on the location. ‘The thing is, Mr Brook, I’ve been sent all this way and I’m going to get a row if I don’t go back with a bit more information You’d be doing me a huge favour if you could help.’

         He sighed, as though he’d had enough talking for one day. ‘Aye then. It were not far from the Hollow Mountain. Ben Cruachan. Where the train passes the loch. Thirty mile away.’ He pointed to the north-west. ‘You could jump on the train here though.’

         ‘I’ve got the car.’

         Sensing the conversation was going no further, she thanked him. This time he took her hand, his tobacco-stained fingers warm.

         ‘That earring, mind,’ he said just as she was about to turn away. ‘Means something in these parts.’

         Martha hadn’t mentioned the earring to him. This could be a lead. ‘What’s that? What does it mean…?’

         ‘It’s her symbol, isn’t it? The witch.’ His minimal words held a warning that prickled Martha’s skin.

         ‘Witch? Do you mean there’s something occult about it?’

         ‘Naw, lass. It’s the Cailleach. Our Highlands winter witch. Feared around here. That earring – it’s her symbol.’ Martha’s puzzled look prompted more. ‘Shape of her hammer,’ he said. ‘Must mean somethin’, finding that so close to her mountain.’

         ‘You mean Ben Cruachan?’ Martha asked.

         ‘Aye, the Hollow Mountain we call it now, because of the power station – hydroelectric, you know.’ There was no one else around to hear, but Arthur lowered his voice and leaned in close enough that Martha could smell the tobacco on his breath. ‘The hammer is part of her story. You want to look into that, you do. But take care when you do, miss. She’s one you don’t want to disrespect.’

         Martha thanked him for his time and walked to her car. When 25she looked back Arthur was still on his doorstep, slowly rolling another smoke. Witches and hollow mountains, Martha thought. It sounded like plot from Lord of the Rings.

         She wasn’t sure whether or not she’d gained anything useful from her conversation with him. Setting the satnav for Loch Awe, she backed up. Framed in the rear-view mirror, Arthur Brook watched her through narrowed eyes as she drove off.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER SEVEN

         

         Wednesday, 16th October 

         The verger of St Conan’s Kirk, which sat close to the shore of Loch Awe, liked to start work early. Wednesdays were always busy, with visitors passing by on their way to and from the Cruachan Dam Power Station and its visitor centre, which sat further along the loch side. He checked everything was in order for the day. The ancient wooden doors creaked as he pushed them open, and he took a moment to admire the light streaming in through the stained-glass windows. He was lucky, he thought, to be able to see the place when no one else was around. He checked the stock of leaflets and other memorabilia for sale next to the collection box. Satisfied that everything was in order, he moved outside.

         It was a glorious morning. Above the kirk tower, snow patches glinted in mountain hollows. In the distance a battalion of wind turbines paraded across the horizon. The cheerful trill of a robin’s autumn song followed as he made his way around the grounds. A gentle breeze meandered through the turning leaves of the towering oak trees, but the rhododendrons remained glossy green, their purple blooms long since faded. The verger’s West Highland Terrier had gone off looking for trouble and a place to pee.

         The dog suddenly kicked off a frantic bark, startling the peace.

         ‘Angus,’ he called out. ‘Come here, lad.’

         Usually calm and docile, unless he scented a squirrel, the dog’s 26bark intensified as the man rounded the corner of the kirk. The white terrier was by the ancient standing stones that were located close to the entrance gate of the grounds. Tail bristling, his wee body reverberated with every yelp. They echoed around the kirk tower, where two crows circled with watchful grace.

         As he moved closer, the man saw something in the centre of the stone circle.

         ‘So that’s what you’re barking at, lad.’ He looked down at the girl who lay sleeping on the stone slab. ‘Hush, you’ll wake the lassie up.’

         She was on her back, beautiful red hair fanning across her shoulders. She wore a bright skirt, rough knitted jumper and heavy, muddy boots. Her eyes were closed, hands resting at her sides. Serene as a marble statue on a grave, he thought.

         ‘Mornin’,’ he said, wondering why the dog barking hadn’t yet woken her. Angus stood quivering and whining to one side now.

         The girl remained unresponsive. Maybe she’d taken something.

         ‘Hello, young lady.’ He made his voice louder. ‘You shouldn’t be sleeping here.’

         Reaching out to gently shake her arm, he took in the blueish sheen to her lips. Her skin was as pale as ice, red-tipped eyelashes resting on her cheeks. The breeze across the loch strengthened slightly and loosened a lock of stray hair from her face.

         ‘Oh, my Lord,’ the man said, loud enough to startle his dog.

         He peered closer, horrified now at the curved slash on the side of her head where her ear should be. Reluctantly he reached closer, stretching his fingers to check her pulse.

         She was stone cold. There was no heartbeat.

         The girl was dead.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER EIGHT

         

         Wednesday, 16th October 

         Summers got the call for a meeting with the chief super just after 278.00am. He’d been expecting this for a couple of days – since he learned that the SIO for the neighbouring division, which covered Argyll, was on long-term leave. Colleagues had hinted that he might be asked to step up into a more senior role, and now that the body of a girl had been found, there’d be intense scrutiny from the media and local communities.

         ‘It’s a temporary shift for now, Derek,’ Chief Superintendent Lorna McColl told him when he arrived an hour later. ‘You know that your card has been marked since last year’s investigation into the murder and kidnappings in Strathbran. I know there were elements of the case that, in retrospect, could have gone better, but overall, you did a good job, and ultimately lives were saved.’

         They were in McColl’s office at Police Scotland’s Glasgow HQ, a place that DI Summers didn’t visit very often. CS McColl had been in post for the division for about eighteen months. Summers had worked with her in the past and knew her as a fair, diligent police commander who’d worked across all major policing divisions.

         She stood up from her desk and walked towards the window, where her diminutive form was outlined against the cityscape beyond.

         ‘The DCI for Argyll is off sick for the foreseeable and they’ve requested someone with your capability to cover. I know you’ve never been keen to progress further, Derek, but this is a great opportunity. These rural-area crimes need a particular kind of sensitivity, and you demonstrated plenty of that in the Locke case.’ Summers knew from her direct manner that she wasn’t asking for his consent.

         ‘But wouldn’t I be better on the ground?’ His protest was half-hearted. ‘Management roles have never appealed to me.’ Indigestion bubbled at the thought of having to step into a ‘people-managing’ kind of post.

         ‘You’ll still be on the ground, Derek. I envisage you’ll be just as hands-on with this. And I really need you. The discovery of the 28girl’s body at St Conan’s this morning is going to scare the local community, especially as our initial reports strongly indicate the railway line remains belong to the same victim. I’m going to establish command groups today, but I want you to get up there and make sure everything’s done properly. I need you to oversee this one.’

         ‘Right, ma’am.’ The conversation was merely a formality – there had been only one outcome from the start. He was to be the senior investigating officer, ensuring the investigation was thorough and detailed. ‘That girl’s family deserve the truth,’ he said. ‘I assume I can make use of Walker? He’s got more experience than me in the remote and rural.’

         CS McColl smiled and nodded, seeming pleased he’d shown no real resistance.

         ‘I’ll get up there right away and make an assessment,’ he added.

         A knock at the door signalled she had another meeting scheduled.

         ‘Keep me directly informed on this, please, Derek.’

         He nodded as he left the room.

         
             

         

         When Summers and Walker arrived at St Conan’s Kirk a couple of hours after leaving Glasgow, uniformed officers had already established inner and outer cordons around where the body had been discovered. As the senior investigating officer, he wasn’t allowed directly onto the crime scene – only those absolutely required to be there were permitted, in order to minimise contamination. The forensic pathologist was en route but the crime-scene manager, DI Sally Sinclair, was already there.

         ‘We’re putting a tent up over the deposition site, sir,’ DI Sinclair told him, looking at the darkening clouds bubbling up over the hills. ‘Weather forecast is for rain later and we need to make a detailed assessment of the scene. There’s CCTV at the door of the church, but it doesn’t look like the view stretches as far as this area.’ She pointed towards where the body lay. 29

         ‘Any idea who she is yet?’ Summers asked.

         ‘No. And we haven’t found any ID.’

         ‘Did the person who found her recognise her at all?’

         She shook her head. ‘Unfortunately not. But as her ear is missing, I think we can be pretty certain we’ve found your victim from the railway line.’

         Forensics would likely confirm it, he thought.

         ‘If the ear does belong to the dead girl, it’s possible that she’s local,’ he said.

         ‘The kirk is not far as the crow flies from the railway line, sir,’ said Walker. ‘But there are also a lot of tourists in the area. Uniform will need to get door to door as soon as, to see if anyone’s missing.’
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