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Dedication

To my Mum and Dad, 

who introduced me to the magic of Mull, 

more years ago, than I care to remember.

This is for you, with all my love.

Author’s Note

In this context, a lay-by is a pull in off the road, usually wide enough to park at least three or four vehicles, but often able to accommodate quite a number. Can be tarmac, but more often than not, and especially on Mull, they are simply areas of cleared ground which have become accepted parking spots.
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Chapter One
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Mull, Scotland.

The dark shadow of Gribun Rocks towered in forbidding splendour ahead of her, while in complete contrast, Loch Na Keal, on her right, sparkled in the sunlight. Parking the car on a convenient grassy lay-by just off the roadside, Chloe Shepherd grabbed her hat and backpack then, making sure she locked the car, set out towards the cliffs. 

Breathing in the heady scents floating on the air — bracken, the loamy earth, the slightly salty tang of the sea loch and just a hint of animal dung — to Chloe it was quintessentially Mull. She needed this, a whole month on her favourite Scottish isle. Aunt Meg, with whom she lived, had questioned Chloe’s decision to use all of her annual holiday entitlement in such an isolated location.

––––––––
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TEN DAYS EARLIER

“Won’t you be lonely, dear?” Aunt Meg asked, perplexed at her niece’s joyous expression upon receiving confirmation of her last-minute booking. A self-catering cottage in Salen, the little village not far from the Fishnish ferry terminal. The pictures on the internet showed whitewashed walls, with dorma windows nestling in a grey, slate roof. The charmingly apportioned interior, while complete with all the modern fixtures and fittings, still retained a traditional cottage appearance. 

“Lonely? Me? You know I am happiest on my own, Aunt Meg. I’ll have my tablet, my laptop and my camera. I can’t wait. I haven’t been to Mull for about six years and I miss it.” Chloe grinned at her aunt who was frowning. “Trust me, I will be fine. What could possibly happen?”

“Murder, mayhem, burglary, hoodlums, the list goes on. Honestly, Chloe, I think you are far too trusting. A young woman on her own would be an easy target.”

“Goodness, aren’t you the cheery soul? Way to be positive, not.” Chloe chuckled, taking her aunt’s hand and squeezing it gently. “I don’t have anything anyone wants. I usually pass unnoticed, and I don’t think I’ve upset anyone enough for them to contemplate murder.” Ticking each one off on her fingers. 

Meg Shepherd studied her niece. Quite tall, Chloe believed herself plain and uninteresting, mostly owing to the fact, she had been forced to listen to her parents moan about her lack of distinguishing characteristics most of her young life. Thankfully, they were currently up to their armpits on a dig somewhere — Egypt she thought, or was it Morocco? Meg couldn’t recall. They upped and offed on a regular basis, usually forgetting they had a daughter, in their rush to lose themselves in antiquity. 

Archaeologists and professors, Chloe’s mother and father were totally scatterbrained until it came to their favourite subject, and then they became astute, shrewd, brilliant, and sought after. Unfortunately, their daughter was not one of their favourite subjects, and they were wont to overlook her existence, often departing on expeditions without telling her, or anyone else. When Meg discovered Chloe, at fourteen-years-old, had been left to fend for herself, while her esteemed parents vanished into the wilds of Syria, she put her foot down. Gathering up her niece, Meg informed Greg and Alison Shepherd, Chloe’s home was now with her. 

That was twelve years ago. Chloe, who saw her parents once in a blue moon, finished school, then applied and was accepted to do history at university. After graduation, unable to find work in her field, she landed a job as an administration clerk with a small company of motor insurance assessors. She was a competent typist, had a friendly telephone manner, and her job did not entail dealing with the public too often. Chloe was innately reticent, preferring to remain in the background, never pushing herself forward, unless she had no alternative. Years of overhearing her parents informing anyone who would listen that she wouldn’t amount to anything, ingrained in her psyche. 

Meg’s contemplation took in her niece’s pale face, the result of long hours in an office and not enough fresh air. While Chloe believed she had no redeeming features, Meg begged to differ. Her hair was the colour of ripened wheat, falling halfway down her back in shimmering waves although she mostly fashioned it into a plait or a sleek bun. Her eyes, the most unusual grey, reminiscent of wet slate, currently a little shadowed, and when she smiled, which was rarely, her face lit up. Softly spoken, Chloe often surprised people when they discovered she owned a fiery temper and could shriek like a banshee when goaded, but it took a lot to rile her up. Her figure could only be described as curvy, but as Meg kept telling her, if she tried to follow the current fashion for skinny minnies — with her considerable height — she would look gaunt.

Despite being uncomfortable in large groups, Chloe’s polite manner and reserved personality made her a favourite with the elderly and infirm, so much so, she was persuaded to join a program of volunteers, who kept an eye on those living in the local retirement village. Pop in, have a cuppa, chat for a while and make sure all was as it should be, any concerns reported to the warden. Chloe found it rewarding and visited her charges every weekend. This rather curtailed any chance of a social life, but she loved listening to their tales and was happier with them than frequenting the nightclubs. 

Now she was going to bury herself on a Scottish island for a month. Meg would never admit how worried she was about Chloe. The girl was entirely too solitary. She had missed out on all the normal antics teenagers get up to and seemed to avoid similar activities at uni. Even her job precluded any chance of meeting people, except those working in car repair yards, whom she occasionally visited as part of her routine. 

Meg dragged her attention back to Chloe’s excited chatter, managing to sound as enthusiastic as her niece about the things the latter wanted to do while on Mull. 

––––––––
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PRESENT DAY

Unaware of her aunt’s concerns, Chloe was loving her holiday. She had arrived two days previously, breaking her journey at a friendly bed and breakfast in Ballachulish, on the shores of Loch Leven. After checking into the B&B, she drove the short distance to Fort William, where she planned to have dinner and a leg stretch — not necessarily in that order. Setting off early the following morning, Chloe caught both the Corran ferry traversing Lock Linnhe and then the Lochaline ferry to Fishnish across the Sound of Mull, without much delay, getting to Salen with the afternoon ahead of her.

Chloe spent her first full day on the island, driving into Tobermory — Mull’s main town. Pottering about the colourful centre, she bought postcards and took a few requisite photographs, before stocking up on the essentials of life. This included a bottle of single malt whisky, brewed right there in the town. Satisfied with her purchases, she enjoyed lunch at one of the cafés overlooking the harbour and then drove back to Salen. Unpacking and tidying everything away, she spent a quiet afternoon, reading in the sheltered garden at the rear of the cottage. It was peaceful and warm and, while sipping a well-earned whisky, Chloe realised she was beginning to unwind.

Now, today, she was raring to go. On her last visit, Chloe had taken a long walk under Gribun Rocks, every other day. There was something special about this part of the island. The view to her right, out over the water towards the small islands of Eorsa and Inch Kenneth, and beyond to Ulva and Little Colonsay, was spectacular in every weather. The majestic cliff in front of her, rose a thousand feet from the loch. The single-lane road along the base coupled with warnings of occasional rockfalls, often deterred visitors, keeping it more or less peaceful — except at the peak of the tourist season. 

Chloe decided to walk as far as the ruined croft where — legend told — a massive boulder dislodged during a wild storm, rolled down the cliff and crushed the croft, killing the newly married couple inside. The tale was macabre and the ruined cottage a poignant reminder of the loss, but it happened three hundred years ago and, while sad for the couple, Chloe had no personal connection to them or the story. To her, it was simply a good place for which to aim. 

She struck out, stopping now and again to take a photo, or to admire the changing views. An occasional car whizzed past, usually too fast for the road conditions but, for the most part, it was just her. High above, two eagles soared, using the thermals to gain height without effort. Sheep grazed on the scrubby grass, bees hummed, and birds trilled. Chloe sighed in contentment; this was utter perfection. 
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Chapter Two
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Chloe ate her picnic in splendid seclusion, perched on a rock, resting against her backpack. Happy in her own company, she whiled away a good couple of hours, content to do nothing but stare at the scenery, and maybe doze a little. Eventually, collecting her stuff and making sure she left nothing behind, Chloe set off back. She didn’t hurry, there was nothing wasting, just her and the evening. While ambling along, she pondered dinner. There was a new Italian restaurant close by, and you were always guaranteed a good feed at the Salen Hotel, or she could have beans on toast at the cottage. No decision made, she noticed she was almost at the pull-in where she left Bessie — her car. 

Loath to leave yet, she strolled down to the water’s edge, and stretched her back — unused muscles already beginning to tighten. A multitude of pebbles, flattened smooth by the constant ebb and flow of the water tumbling them together, crunched underfoot and, suddenly, Chloe had an urge to skim them, a favourite pastime. Intent on improving her skill, it took her several minutes to register a mewling cry. Presuming it to be a late-born lamb calling for its ewe, she ignored it, exchanging the pebble she was holding for her camera, to take her millionth photo of yet another exquisitely formed purple thistle, which caught her eye. The crying did not abate, in fact, it seemed to become more frantic. Dropping her camera into her backpack, which she slung over her shoulders, Chloe headed in the direction of the sound.  

Backtracking a little way, she soon spotted the cause of the plaintive wail; a lamb, apparently stuck in a boggy bit of ground. It wasn’t sinking, but it was definitely panicking, and its mother was standing to one side, her head swinging back and forth in distress. At least, Chloe assumed it was distress. Glancing along the road, there was not a soul around; not a farmer, a walker or even a passing car, and she knew sheep were apt to wander a fair way from their home farm. 

Well, she couldn’t leave it, who knew when or, more likely, if the farmer would happen by. Thankful she was wearing fast drying, three-quarter, hiking pants, Chloe rolled them up as far as possible, removed her walking shoes, and socks, placed her backpack on the mossy ground, then gingerly slid down to the same level as the two sheep. Cautiously inching closer, Chloe talked soothingly to the lamb hoping to calm its fear, while at the same time telling herself it was a good job none of her colleagues could see her, this would give them a good laugh. Quiet, mousey, staid Chloe up to her armpits in muck trying to rescue a lamb. 

Mud squelched around her toes and crawled up her calves; she really hoped nothing wriggled around her ankles, there would definitely be screaming if that happened. Reaching the lamb, she stroked its woolly head, shuffling until she could get a purchase on its body. Wrapping her arms around its midriff, Chloe pulled — nothing. She tried again, tried several times — nothing, absolutely nothing. 

Dammit, the creature was stuck fast. 

Taking a breather, she pondered her options. The afternoon was almost over, the summer evenings were long, but the air would cool down fairly quickly and Chloe had no intention of leaving the lamb stuck in a bog all night. She could try to flag down a car or drive to the nearest house and hope it was the farm to which the lamb belonged, or she could persevere. While she didn’t think the lamb would get sucked under — she had not sunk any further than her knees — she was concerned it was vulnerable to birds of prey, or foxes — unsure whether there were any of the latter roaming around on Mull. Gritting her teeth, she tried one more time and, at last, was rewarded by a squelching sound as the bog began to relinquish its hapless victim. 

Beads of sweat formed on her brow, as she heaved and pulled. Inch by painful inch the lamb came unstuck, then, without warning, and accompanied by a sort of loud sucking gulp, the lamb was free. The suddenness sent Chloe sprawling, and the lamb rolled on top of her. With a ‘baaaaa’ the creature shook itself, and gambolled over to its relieved mother, the pair trotting off along the grass, without so much as a backwards glance.

Chloe was covered from head to toe in smelly mud. There was no way she could get in the car like that. Shivering a little in the breeze, she glanced at the loch. The sun was still on it, and although she knew it would be icy cold, it was better than getting mud on the car seat. 

Decision made, she padded across to the shore, and hurriedly stripped down to her lacy underwear. Trying not to yell with shock when the chill water met her overheated skin, she braved the loch and without pausing to think — for to do so would be to retreat — dived under. 

*****
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A SLEEK GREY CAR ROUNDED a curve in the road, the driver’s eye, catching sight of a head bobbing at the edge of the loch. Thinking it was a seal, he pulled over to watch for a moment, before grabbing his camera to capture the perfect shot of the marine creature in the late afternoon sunlight. He was startled, therefore, when the seal stood up and started to wade out of the water. Lowering his camera and shaking his head, sure he was imagining things, the man peered at the figure. It was a woman. A tall, shapely woman, long fair hair streaming across her shoulders, water running down her body in rivulets. 
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