
        
            
                
            
        


	Praise for Final Fling

 

“I absolutely love the setting for this piece! You have nailed it.”

Judge, Writers League of Texas, Manuscript Contest

 

 

For anybody who loves a good mystery, I HIGHLY recommend this series and this book in particular! The concept in this book is my favorite so far! BONUS FUN-There is an element in here that seems completely implausible but is based on a true story.   Mary H., Librarian and Writing Blogger

 

 

I loved it! Plot and characterization: Masterful. I did not see the end coming at all. [It] brought to mind a modern day, and much more accessible, Brigadoon. An excellent and enjoyable read!  Where do I get the previous books?

Kim S., Editor and Educator

 

 

FIVE STAR REVIEW – Foster breathes new life into the cozy genre with a suspenseful and clever murder mystery that keeps you guessing until the end. Full of originality and unlike any cozy mystery you've read. Maggie Foster has created a world that will make you want to join the town of Loch Lonach and be part of the community. Final Fling is a must-read and a must-have for every mystery reader as it possesses true originality and an upbeat spirit with Scottish charm, a suspenseful murder mystery, and a unique world view. Reviewed by Liz Konkel for Readers' Favorite 
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DEDICATION

 

This work, the fourth in the series, is dedicated to the world’s tinkerers, both amateur and professional, the scientists and engineers who solve problems in novel ways because they don’t know it can’t be done. Creativity, ingenuity, perseverance, and above all curiosity, with these, mankind can conquer anything.

 

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER

 

Dear Readers:

 

This is a work of fiction. That means it is full of lies, half-truths, mistakes, and opinions. Any resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, is unintended and purely coincidental.

 

Similarly, the businesses, organizations, and political bodies are mere figments of the author’s overactive imagination and are not in any way intended to represent any actual business, organization, group, etc.

 

Some of the locations mentioned actually exist, but the reader is warned that the author has re-shaped Heaven and Earth and all the mysteries of God to suit herself and begs the reader, for the sake of the story, to overlook any discrepancies in fact. 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“All changes, even the most longed for, have their melancholy; for what we leave behind us is a part of ourselves; we must die to one life before we can enter another.” 

Anatole France

 

 

 


 

CAST OF CHARACTERS

 


		

				Ginny Forbes

				An ICU nurse

		

		
				Jim Mackenzie 

				An Emergency Room physician 

		

		
				
Angus Mackenzie

(“Himself”)


				The Laird of Loch Lonach, Jim’s grandfather

		

		
				Caroline Cameron

				Ginny’s Best Friend Forever

		

		
				Alan Christie

				Caroline’s boyfriend

		

		
				Hue Tran

				A Dallas Police Crimes Against Persons Unit Detective

		

		
				Blair Jamieson

				A Highland Dance and Family Law Judge

		

		
				Vanessa Ballantyne

				The local haggis expert

		

		
				Gary Feldman

				A bereaved father

		

		
				Wallace Hunter

				A budding caber tosser

		

		
				Josephine Dupree

				An expert in Scottish witchcraft

		

	


 

 

Loch Lonach is a Scottish community established before Texas became a Republic in the geographic region that would become Dallas. It has retained its culture and identity. Loch Lonach boasts its own schools, police force, churches, and other civic institutions. The head of the community is the Laird, currently Angus Mackenzie.

 

 


Chapter 1

 

Friday Afternoon

Highland Games Athletic Field

 

There was a pause while the heavy-weight champion in the McLeod kilt grasped the narrow end of the chosen tree, lifted it, then waited for the stars to align. When he was ready, the massive load balanced, the space before him clear, he took a breath, and with a mighty bellow, tossed it into the air. 

It rose and wheeled, slowing as it reached apogee, all eyes riveted on its flight. Even time slowed, in deference to the marvel.

The same force that brought the apple down on Newton’s head altered the log’s trajectory. It hung motionless for a moment, then fell, slamming into the dirt, sending shock waves into the stands. The air reverberated with the sound, mingled with the collective sigh of the watchers, and the return of speech, soft at first, then gaining strength. Another time, perhaps. He could try again, another time.

Ginny Forbes stood, rigid and silent, at the edge of the Heavy Athletics field. Her braid hung down her back, but the wind was behind her. It pulled the shorter strands of hair free, making a titian halo around her face. She had one hand up, to shade her eyes, the other on the talisman that hung from her neck. The angle of the light explained her furrowed brow, and narrowed eyes, but a sharp observer might have seen more in her bloodless cheeks, and the intensity with which she watched the demonstration. She flinched when the caber hit.

“Wow! I’ve never been this close before. Pretty impressive!”

Ginny glanced over at her best friend, forcing herself to relax. She let go of the talisman. “We’re probably safe, as long as we stay on this side of the fence.”

Caroline nodded. “That’s my plan.”

Three burly men in kilts, heavy gloves, and Highland Games tee shirts turned to face the stands, the tools of their athletic trade on the ground beside them. The corner of Ginny’s mouth curved as she listened.

“Ye think ye can pick up heavy things and toss them aroond like toys, ‘cause ye see the men do it. Yer big and yer brave and yer Scottish, sae how hard canna be?” This produced a round of laughter from the crowd.

“Harder than ye think.” The instructor crossed his bulky arms and looked at the collection of well-formed young men from the community. It was tradition at the Games to invite any interested person to a free caber class. It was always well attended and often produced new recruits.

“The goal is tae turn th’ caber end o’er end. Ye lift it, toss it in tae th’ air, flip it and—if ye’ve done it right—it lands in a straight line in front o’ ye, a perfect turn.” He glanced over at the larger of the other two men. “Wee William, there, holds th’ North American record for th’ highest number o’ perfect tosses.” He addressed the record-holder. “Can ye tell the lads th’ secret o’ yer success?”

Wee William nodded. “When I was a bairn, I practiced tossing my cookies. By the time I was in high school, I could hit the bowl from across the room.”

Ginny was still laughing when Caroline turned to face her, one arm draped over the rail. “I’m going to miss this.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Sharing things. Spending time together. Girl stuff.”

“I’m not dying, just getting married.”

Caroline nodded, a half-smile on her face. “I know, but Jim’s going to expect you to spend your free time with him.”

“Oh, Caroline!” Ginny pulled her friend into a tight hug. “He’s not going to take your place! He can’t. He’s a man.” 

It was true, marriage would bring changes, but not this one, she thought to herself. “I won’t let him come between us.”

Caroline shoved Ginny away, a bright smile on her face. “We’ll see how long that lasts. Here he comes.”

Jim strode up to them, looking from one girl to the other, one eyebrow rising. “What are you two doing?”

“Just admiring the kilts,” Ginny explained. 

“The kilts, huh? Not the men in them?”

“Both—a kilt’s no fun if it’s not occupied.” 

Jim snorted, then sidled up beside Ginny and slipped an arm around her waist. The trio fell silent as the lesson took on a more serious note, the instructor outlining the physical danger of lifting, of failing to lift, of losing control of, and of getting in the way of a caber. A traditional caber measured nineteen and one-half feet in length and weighed one hundred and seventy-five pounds. Ginny looked up at Jim, his shoulders and biceps impressive, even in this company.

“Want to try?”

He shook his head. “No, thank you. I have no wish to injure myself just before our wedding.” He smiled down at her, the expression on his face bringing a rush of color to her cheeks.

It was a bit inconvenient that the Games fell only three weeks before the wedding, but they could spare the two and a half days it took to help set-up on Friday, then work the Games on Saturday and Sunday, then help tear down on Sunday evening. It was only once a year.

“Come,” Jim said. “I want to show you something.” They took their leave of Caroline and headed for the vendor area.

Ginny lifted her face into the breeze. The day was glorious and the weatherman predicted the same for the following forty-eight hours. Perfect Texas weather for a perfect Texas Games. Her spirits soared as they passed tartan banners flapping from every stanchion and tent pole, and heard the pipers warming up in the middle distance.

Jim led her to the far corner of the Games grounds, to a booth tucked up against the outer fence, guarded by a heavy gate. He spoke to the vendor, who stopped what he was doing to wait on them, reached into a hidden stash, and brought out a tray of rings.

“He says he can resize them, if needed.” Jim picked one out, and placed it in her hand. “Will these do?”

Ginny looked down and saw a narrow gold band decorated with a Celtic knot, the pattern weaving in and out, curving back on itself to form an infinite loop. She touched it with the tip of her finger, the silken metal soft and warm and heavy. 

“Oh, Jim!”

He took the ring from her and slipped it on her finger.  “And here is mine.” It was a larger version of the same ring.

Ginny didn’t think she had ever seen anything so exquisite in her entire life, but perhaps it was the meaning attached to those rings that took her breath away. “They’re perfect!”

The vendor helped make sure they had the right sizes, and went over each with a jeweler’s loupe to check for flaws before packing them into a small box and handing them to Jim. The purchase complete, he wished them joy and regretted that he would not be in town to dance at their wedding. 

Ginny stepped from the shadow of the vendor tent into the dazzling afternoon sun, its rays no match for the gold circlets now concealed in Jim’s sporran—and tripped over the pavement. Jim caught her as she fell, and drew her into his arms.

“Three weeks, Ginny,” he whispered. “Three more weeks.”

 

* * *

 

The sun disappeared behind the trees leaving the sky streaked with rose and the grounds sinking into the half-light that precedes darkness. This was the gloaming and into it came the clans.

Ginny made her way to where the Forbes family was assembling. This would be the last year she would march with them. On May first, she would become a Mackenzie. 

She looked around at the cheerful chaos. The Calling of the Clans had its roots in the muster of military-aged men, but today women and children and those past fighting age also participated. Each clan carried a banner with its badge and name upon it, to make sure the onlookers knew whom they were cheering. Most of those present were participants, but there were always some who came for the spectacle, and stayed for the ceilidh which followed.

Ginny heard the pipers approaching and felt her blood stir. She was sure bagpipes were encoded in Scottish DNA. You either loved them or you hated them. There was no middle ground.

In response to the Pipe Major’s signal, a tall figure rose from his seat on the dais and stepped to the microphone. White headed, ramrod straight, in full dress kilt with two eagle feathers in his bonnet, Angus Mackenzie, the Laird of Loch Lonach, looked out over the crowd. The pipes would lead, followed by the clans. As they passed the reviewing stand, Angus would call each clan and the clan would answer. It was an exciting beginning to a weekend full of promise. 

A flash of something bright caught Ginny’s eye and she turned to look. The woman making her way down into the bleachers stood out. Of African descent, she was wearing something long and sweeping, the multi-colored fabric almost obscured by strings of beads and silver bracelets. The woman’s attire was unusual for the setting, but her ancestry was not. Anyone could be a Scot. The blood is strong and had been flung across the globe many times. Ginny’s curiosity was not for the color of this woman’s skin, but for the fact that she appeared to be an insider. Ginny had seen her earlier, setting up shop in the clan tent area, her offering to the public as yet a mystery. But there was no time to consider the puzzle further. The procession had started.

There were representatives of almost every clan here. The Scots had settled in most of early Texas and recruits to the Loch Lonach Homestead had been added throughout the intervening two hundred years. Visitors, too, came from all over the world for the Games and the Gatherings, and to march with their kith and kin. Ginny had seen Jim greeting the Douglases and recalled his mother was a Douglas. He had a half dozen well-grown cousins present, all with families. 

The Forbes were positioned early in the parade, the Mackenzies closer to the tail. Ginny stopped in front of the reviewing stand, turned to face the Laird, and shouted with the rest of her people, “Grace Me Guide!” It was a shame her brother, Alex, could not be here, but his job had forced him to choose, and it was more important that he stood at Jim’s side as best man at the wedding. There would be a family reunion then. Three weeks.

Her situation was about to change in more ways than just her position in the line-up. She surveyed the shifting mass of color, her eyes darting from bonnet to tartan to laughing face, each a memory, each a part of her soul, thinking about the fabric of their lives—then found herself poked in the ribs by the woman behind her. She turned and followed the Forbes banner to her place on the field.

 

* * *

 

As tradition demanded, the clans had vowed allegiance to the Laird, the pipes had led them into battle, and the party had begun on time. Ginny went up on her toes, looking around at the host crowding into the fiddle tent. 

This was a premier event, a chance for the paid performers to come together with local talent for an impromptu jam session. In addition to the half-dozen fiddles, there were usually flutes and drums and at least one piper. Since many of the performers were world-class, it was always well attended.

It was impossible to sit still. Even the elderly and infirm could be seen tapping their toes in time to the music. Everyone else was on the floor. Tiny tots bounced up and down while their older siblings tried to imitate the adults. The Country Dancers reeled and whooped in the space in front of the stage. The Highland dancers and their Irish counterparts were off on the peripheries, dancing solo and unselfconsciously. No one cared. The music was too good to waste.

The party flowed on into the night, punctuated by fireworks and cheers. Ginny broke away from the dancing just long enough to get something to drink and admire a series of starbursts. She was hurrying back to her place in the set when she heard a cry. Falls were not unknown among the dancers, especially when a fast tempo was combined with volatile spirits and an imperfect floor. Ginny knelt beside her friend.

“I think I twisted my ankle,” Caroline said.

Ginny looked around for Jim, but he was already beside them.

“Let’s move her over there, under the light.”

Alan Christie acted immediately, scooping Caroline into his arms, and carrying her over to the edge of the tent. He set her on a chair, then stepped back so Jim could reach the affected joint.

“I don’t think it’s serious, just a sprain.” Jim looked up at Caroline. “No more dancing tonight. Ice first and elevate it, to reduce the swelling. Wrap it, if it makes you feel better, but stay off of it for at least a day.”

“I can’t do that!” Caroline protested. “I have to work the Cameron tent tomorrow.”

Ginny smiled at her friend. “You’ll just have to greet the public from a seated position. We’ll put a chair out front for you to use.”

Alan picked Caroline up again and addressed Ginny. “Will you please tell Mrs. Cameron I’ll bring Caroline home tonight?”

Ginny nodded, smiling, then watched as Alan strode off into the night, his giggling burden clinging to his neck. She turned to find Jim watching her. He lifted an eyebrow.

“Looks like fun.”

“Don’t even consider it!” She grabbed his hand, and hauled him back into the dance. “We can’t afford to lose two couples!”

 An hour and a half later, the party was winding down, and Ginny was headed for the parking lot and home. The fireworks were over, the ranks of revelers thinning. The die-hards would be at it for another hour at least, but she needed sleep. This was going to be a short night and tomorrow would be a very long day.

 

* * *

 


Chapter 2

 

Friday Night

Loch Lonach Games grounds

 

Caroline had her head down on Alan’s shoulder. Funny how she’d never noticed how broad his shoulders were. He’d been such a skinny kid.

“How about here?” Alan had chosen a spot behind the athletic grounds bleachers, in deep shadow.

“Looks good to me.” 

He set her gently on the ground and helped her undo the brooch that held her airsaid in place. The garment was no more than a large piece of tartan fabric, belted and pinned in place. It made a perfect blanket for star gazing.

It was a lovely night. The sky had been swept clean by the breeze and the ground was thick with new grass. With the big stadium lights extinguished (so as not to interfere with the fireworks), there was nothing between them and the sky. 

“There’s the Big Dipper,” Caroline said, pointing.

“Ursa Major,” Alan corrected.

“Okay, Ursa Major, and the North Star. That’s all I know.”

“You never snuck out at night to look up at the heavens?”

“I didn’t say that. I just didn’t have anyone to teach me the constellations.”

“Everyone should know how to navigate by the stars. It’s a survival skill.” Alan’s tone of voice struck her as a bit– smug, was it? But deeper in timbre than she recalled. In the dark he sounded more like a man than the boy she had grown up with.

“Ummm.” Caroline felt herself relaxing as the pain in her ankle eased. She searched her memory for another name. “Orion. You can find him by the three stars on his belt.”

“He’s not high enough in the sky yet. We’ll have to stay up very late if we want to see him.” Alan rolled up on his side, turning his back on the heavens. “What shall we do to kill the time while we wait?”

“You could teach me the names of the stars.” Caroline heard him pull in a slow, deep breath. 

“I can see the stars reflected in your eyes. No! Don’t close them.” His hand brushed her cheek, gently, softly. “Let me look at them, at you.” She felt him lean down over her, a presence in the night air, visible as a shadow against the firmament. His lips touched hers and she found the warmth intoxicating.

When they came up for air, it was to find three children giggling at them. “Alan and Caroline, sitting in a tree . . . .” 

Caroline sat up swiftly and addressed her nieces. “What are you doing here? It’s way past your bedtimes!” The eldest, Elspeth, aged ten, answered her. “Daddy told us to find you.”

“Why?”

“To tell you Grandmommy took your car, but she’ll leave the light on for you.”

“Oh. Okay.” Caroline made a shooing motion with her hand. “Now scoot. You’re going to be too tired to enjoy the Games tomorrow if you don’t go to bed right now.”

“I’m not tired!” This from the middle child, Lindsey, two years younger than her sister.

“Well maybe you’re not, but Bridget is.” The baby of the group, aged five, had settled down on a corner of Caroline’s airsaid, curled up, and closed her eyes. “Take her home. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”

“Aye, Aunt Caroline.” Elspeth gathered up her siblings and led them, protesting, away.

Caroline turned to find Alan shaking with suppressed laughter.

“Alan and Caroline . . .” He planted a kiss on her lips. “Sitting in a tree, or, in this case, on the ground.” He kissed her again, pursuing her as she fell back onto the airsaid. “K . I . S . S . I . N . G.” He planted a kiss with each letter.

Caroline threw her arms up to protect her head and neck, giggling. “This place is too public. We’d better go back.”

“I know somewhere we can be alone,” Alan said. “Come with me.” He wrapped her in her airsaid, making an impromptu cocoon of the garment, then lifted her into his arms. 

Caroline caught her breath. “Where are you taking me?”

“Up to the breezeway. There are a number of small rooms up there perfect for a quiet assignation.” He was striding across the field as he spoke.

“And how do you know that?”

His laugh rumbled in his chest. “I have ears.”

The breezeway was a tunnel, three-quarters of the way up the stadium, open on both ends to catch the prevailing wind. It provided access to bathrooms, water fountains, vendor stalls, the elevator that served the Skybox, and storage.

Alan skirted the end-most clan tent and turned up the ramp. Caroline pulled her arms loose from the airsaid, and wrapped them around his neck. “Should I be worried?”

He looked down at her, still climbing the ramp. “That depends. Do you trust me? Because you can.”

She tucked her head down on his shoulder. “I know it.”

“That’s settled then. And it’s about time. I’ve had something I wanted to ask you for ages.”

“What is it?”

“Wait. I want privacy for this conversation.”

Caroline lifted an eyebrow. Privacy! She was suddenly aware of how confidently he had stepped in and carried her off. He’d never done that before, taken charge like that. She found herself smiling. 

 

* * *

 

Friday Night

Stadium Breezeway

 

“Who is that?” Caroline slid out of Alan’s arms and onto the deck of the breezeway, balancing on her good leg.

“I don’t know. Should we go?”

“Wait.” Caroline’s eye narrowed. “I know that voice. I know both of them. Let’s get closer.” She gingerly tried her sprained ankle, and found that it held her. She shuffled quietly forward, keeping to the shadows. 

The male was angry. “You’re a witch, that’s what, and deserve to go to the devil!”

The female response was cool, self-assured. “You are violating the restraining order by accosting me. Shall I call the police?”

The glow of a cellphone in the woman’s hand gave off enough light for Caroline to positively identify the speaker.

The man was pleading now. “All I want is a chance to hold my son, to see him on his birthday, and tell him I love him. That’s not against the law.”

“It is, actually. The decision from the bench was final.”

He exploded. “Your decision! You decided I was a danger to my son. What do you know of it?” There was anguish and desperation in his voice.

“The testimony indicated the child was in danger. My duty in such cases is clear.”

The man took a step closer to the woman. Caroline could see his fists close. “You stupid fool! She lied. My wife lied. You heard the testimony. Chuck told you the truth, but you didn’t believe him!”

The woman didn’t move, but she held the phone like a weapon, ready to report the disturbance. “It has been my experience that young children do not understand what is happening to them.”

Caroline pressed her lips together. She had been right. She knew both of them. Blair Jamieson was a local Family Court Judge, with a reputation for siding with the female parent in every case. Gary Feldman was one of Caroline’s co-workers at Texas Instruments, someone she knew well.

“You wouldn’t know the truth if it bit you on the ass!” Feldman started toward Jamieson, his fists rising.

She stepped back, into the archway that led out onto the stadium steps. “Stop! Do not come closer or I will issue a warrant for your arrest.”

Caroline saw Feldman pause, then seem to crumple. 

“It’s my son!”

“You should have thought of that before you abandoned him at the mall.”

“I didn’t abandon him! He wandered off! That can happen to anyone.”

“You left him there.”

“I went for help!”

“I will not continue to debate this issue. The case is closed and the decision final. Take it up with your wife.”

“I can’t! You won’t let me talk to her!”

The Judge shrugged. “Have your attorney contact hers. You know the rules. Now, do I call the police, or do you leave quietly?”

Caroline watched as Feldman wrestled with his decision. At length he drew in a deep breath and rose to his full height. He pointed a malevolent finger at the woman. “You had better watch your back. Anyone who destroys lives as carelessly as you do will come to a bad end.”

Destroys lives! Caroline caught her breath.

Jamieson shrugged again. “Just doing my job.”

For a moment Caroline was blinded by the rage that had seized her. Jamieson had destroyed her life, too, and never regretted it! When her vision cleared, Feldman had gone, faded into a shadow perhaps, hiding perhaps, waiting for the right moment to strike, perhaps.

Caroline surged forward, shaking off Alan’s hand. “You bitch!” She spat the words out. “It isn’t enough that you destroy whole generations of young dancers? You have to break up families, too?”

The woman turned to face her. “Caroline Cameron.”

“I see I made an impression on you!”

“You made a foolish mistake and you, like Mr. Feldman, had best be careful not to run afoul of the law again.”

Caroline drew closer. “All you did to me was to shatter my dreams, but that poor man has lost his family, because of you.”

“My job is to protect those who cannot look out for themselves. It does not make me popular.”

“It doesn’t make you human!” Caroline took another step in Judge Jamieson’s direction. They were almost nose to nose, in the archway that opened out onto the penultimate tier of seating. “Take care! I am no longer the girl you once had power over. Now I am your equal.”

The older woman snorted. “Hardly.”

“I am, in education and in professional accomplishments. And I’ve done some digging, ever since Gary told me his story. Do you have any idea how many people hate you? There are hundreds of followers on his social media site.”

“Fools will follow fools.”

“These are men whose hearts you have broken. You’ve cheated them of their children and their children of their fathers. Don’t you feel any compassion, any sympathy?”

Jamieson shrugged. “Each of them got what he deserved.”

“You cowardly, selfish, mean-spirited, old bitch!” Caroline put her hands out in front of her and shoved. The maneuver worked better than she had anticipated. The Judge lost her balance and tumbled down the concrete steps to the landing at the bottom of the mezzanine.

Caroline stared at her handiwork, satisfaction fighting with horror, then, to her genuine relief, Jamieson was rising, hauling herself to her feet, gripping the rail, and Alan’s hands were on Caroline’s arms, pulling her back from the edge. 

“You shouldn’t have touched her,” he said.

Caroline sucked in a big breath, her eyes still on her nemesis, her whole body shaking with anger. Even in the dim light, she could see Jamieson was bleeding. There was a cut over her right eye.

Judge Jamieson looked up at her, her face twisted in fury. “I will see to it that you go to prison for this. You have attacked an officer of the court!”

“I shoved a bully.”

“I’ll have your job. Your license. Whatever it takes, I’ll make sure you don’t get away with this!”

Caroline’s eyes narrowed. “I suggest you go see a doctor. You might need stitches.”

Jamieson snarled. “You’re going to need more than stitches before I’m through with you!”

“Come on, let’s get out of here.” Alan urged.

Caroline watched a moment longer, then allowed Alan to lead her away. He was right. She shouldn’t have lost her temper like that. She was already regretting it. 

She had known better, but the thought of all those people with no one to fight for them, to stand up to Jamieson for them, had overcome her reason. It was how she had been raised, to fight for the downtrodden.

They made their way onto the ramp, toward the clan tents and Alan’s car. Caroline was struggling with her conscience, and her bad ankle, which was threatening to collapse under her. She could hear Alan’s voice urging her to make haste, and heard again the threats Jamieson had made. Gary was right. A woman like that had enemies, a lot of them. It wouldn’t be a matter of if with her, just when and where and who. 

Caroline paused on the edge of the ramp. The problem was, Jamieson could do it, destroy Caroline’s professional career, if she wanted to. Caroline frowned, thinking it through.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry, Alan. I need to make a pit stop before we leave the stadium.”

“I’ll go with you.”

She shook her head. “I’d rather you went across the field and got my bag out of the Cameron tent. Will you do that for me?”

He nodded. “Anything. All you have to do is ask.”

Caroline smiled up at him in the starlight. “Thanks. I’ll meet you back here and you can escort me safely home.”

“With pleasure my lady!” He turned and hurried down the ramp to do her bidding while Caroline turned slowly and made her way back to the mezzanine and the public facilities. 

 

* * *

 


Chapter 3

 

Saturday, Early Morning

Loch Lonach Games grounds

 

The sun was just clearing the fence line, the dew bending the stalks of grass, sparkling as the field emerged from shadow into the light. Ginny pulled her airsaid closer and picked up the pace. It was a glorious morning, a bit chilly for April, but that can happen, even in Texas. She was crossing the field from the exhibitor’s entrance. If you arrived early enough, you could find good parking along the back fence, but there were restrictions. The gate was unlocked only in the early morning and late afternoon, for set-up and take down, and only available to those working the Games. Ginny and Jim had volunteered to man the First Aid tent for part of the day. That got them in. The rest of the day would be spent visiting friends and enjoying the sights.

She looked around at the still empty field. There were a few other early birds moving in the distance, a pop-up tent being raised, flags being unfurled, and a small knot of people off to her left, at the end of the heavy athletics area. That group had a Hieland Coo in it.

Ginny liked Highland cows. They looked like shaggy, red-headed longhorns, which wasn’t really surprising since modern longhorns are descended in part from the Scottish breed. She veered off to say hello to this one, whom she knew, and her owner, whom she also knew. As she approached, he broke off from the group, leading the cow, and came to meet her.

“Morning John. Morning Annabelle!” Ginny rubbed her hand down the cow’s nose and was rewarded with a wet snuffle.

“Morning, Miss Forbes. Good day for a Games, I think.”

“Yes. What were you looking at?”

John looked back over his shoulder. Ginny followed his glance. Of the two remaining men, one was kneeling beside something on the ground. The other was on his phone.

“Annabelle got loose in the night. I found her o’er there.”

Ginny smiled at the cow. “Something good to eat?” The field was kept trimmed, but in spring the wildflowers were always one step ahead of the mowers.

“A woman.”

“Oh!” Ginny looked over at the scene, her smile fading. When she became the wife of the heir to Loch Lonach, she would have duties to perform, and they would include trouble-shooting at events such as this, but she had no official position yet, only her professional expertise to offer, and her curiosity to satisfy. “Is someone hurt?”

“Aye, ye could say that.”

Ginny started to move toward the whatever-it-was, but John stepped in front of her. “Better not.”

She looked at him in surprise. He knew she was a registered nurse. “I might be able to help.”

John shook his head. “There’s naught tae be done fer this one. She’s deid.”

“Dead! What happened?”

“Leave it, lass. That’s no something ye should be seeing.”

The last thing Ginny wanted was another corpse on her hands, but a quick glance in that direction showed one of the men motioning to her to approach. She sighed. “It’s all right, John. I’ll handle it.”

He looked at her a moment longer, then shrugged. “Suit yerself. Come on Annabelle.”

Ginny watched them move off in the direction of the livestock pens, then turned and made her way toward the trouble. There were more people gathering around the body, the gruesome discovery attracting attention as a matter of course. 

As she got nearer she could see a pair of feet, one dark sock missing its shoe. The body was on its back and Ginny could see the woman had been wearing trousers, also dark, now damp from the morning dew. She was slim, skinny almost, with very narrow hips. The man kneeling beside the body was between Ginny and the woman’s face so she couldn’t see who it was. He heard her step on the grass and turned suddenly, rising, coming toward her. He was a stranger to her.

“You shouldn’t be here, Miss. Go back.”

The other man spoke to her as well. “Hae ye seen Dr. Mackenzie yet this mornin’, Miss Ginny?”

“Not yet.”

“We’re trying tae reach him.”

“He should be on the field somewhere.” Ginny got out her phone and punched in Jim’s number. “What shall I tell him?”

“Ask him tae come tae us.”

“All right.”

As she waited for Jim to answer, Ginny moved sideways, to get a better look at the corpse, her view partially obscured by the long shadows thrown from the rising sun, partly by the bodies of the living between her and the deceased. 

The woman was wearing a credential around her neck, the kind that held a photo ID and allowed access to restricted areas at an event. So she was one of the officials. That was unfortunate.

Ginny’s eye traveled up the woman’s torso, noting that the front of the white blouse was marred by dirt and a spatter of blood.  One leg lay crossed over the other, as if the body had been lying face down, and had turned over to face the dawn. There should have been a pale oval above the opening of the blouse. Ginny couldn’t understand why she couldn’t see the face. Then, suddenly, she did.

Ginny gasped, starting backward, tripping over the uneven ground and sitting down, hard. She dropped the phone, staring at the corpse.

No wonder John had said the woman was past help. Half her skull had been crushed, the contents spilled onto the ground. Splinters of white bone showed through the mangled flesh. The socket of one eye was broken and the eyeball hung from the optic nerve like some gruesome Hallowe’en decoration. 

There was no question about the source of the injuries. The caber lay where it had fallen. At some time in the night, someone had hoisted that weight into the air, to the point where physics had taken over, bringing it back to earth with enough force to smash a human skull like an eggshell.

 

* * *

 

Ginny sat there, staring at the body. Rage came boiling up from some deep cesspool in her soul, spewing acid and fury. How could he have done something so stupid? Turned his back on a falling tree?

Medical terms like cerebral artery disruption, meningeal tear, and orbital fracture floated in and out of her consciousness as deduction fought with despair. 

She didn’t deserve this. No one deserved to have to see this. She was struggling for breath, her heart pounding in her ears. 

The corpse didn’t deserve it either. Shouldn’t she spare a thought for the victim? The dead woman was past caring, of course. Mercifully unaware of what she looked like. It was Ginny who would have to live with that image.

She tried to get control of herself. Her father’s death had been an accident. He had been engaged in doing a favor for a friend, an act of kindness. But they had made a mistake and Ginny’s life had been changed forever.

And here was another tree, and another death, and it just wasn’t fair! 

Someone knelt down in front of her, blocking her view, and Ginny looked up into Jim’s face.

“Come with me.” He took her hands and pulled her to her feet, then steered her over to a nearby golf cart. The officials used them for getting around on the grounds, and Ginny was glad to see it. Jim lifted her onto the seat, then climbed in beside her and drove off.

Ginny gripped the rail with both hands, holding tight—the uneasiness in her stomach not entirely the fault of the bumpy ride—and felt like a prize fool. Ten years of ICU nursing and she had behaved like a green girl. Rage blinded her again, this time directed at herself. Announcing she could handle it, whatever it was, then panicking like that. She’d seen bodies, mangled bodies, lots of them. It was just— 

She couldn’t think of the corpse’s head without swaying. Jim put his arm around her waist and pulled her across the seat, holding her to him.

They didn’t have far to go. The First Aid Tent was located at the edge of the clan tent area. He took her inside and insisted she lie down on the cot they had set up the afternoon before. He covered her with a blanket, then wrapped the blood pressure cuff around her arm and hit the button. “180 over 90, 140, 28. Slow it down, Ginny.”

She knew what he wanted. She took a deep breath and held it for ten seconds then let it out slowly, then did it again. Five cycles in she could feel her pulse falling back to normal.

He triggered the blood pressure cuff again. “Much better!” He flicked his penlight in her eyes, checking her pupils. He looked calm, unfazed, very much the ER physician he was. Well, what did she expect? Hysterics from him? Not likely. 

“Let’s sit you up.” He raised her head and Ginny felt a wave of dizziness, gone as fast as it appeared.

“I’m fine, Jim.” She had a headache, but she knew that would last until the adrenaline cleared her system. “I’m sorry to cause trouble.”

He shook his head. “No one who saw that could blame you. Robbie was almost as white as you were, and the other man had already lost his breakfast before you arrived.”

“John tried to stop me.”

Jim smiled. “I could have told him that wasn’t going to work.” 

The tent was a bit more than a standard pop-up, as it was three times as big, had four walls, for privacy, and several sturdy chests containing medical supplies of various kinds. Jim pulled Ginny off the cot and settled them both on the largest of the chests, wrapping a blanket around her and his arms around the blanket. He planted a kiss on the top of her head. “So tell me. Why did you go look?”

Ginny swallowed. “Morbid curiosity. Officiousness. An instinct to meddle.”

“Maybe you thought you could help?”

She drew in a shuddering breath. “I knew I couldn’t do anything for her. John had already told me she was dead, but I felt I had an obligation. A duty to your grandfather. Something.”

“Quite right. You are his eyes and ears.”

Ginny leaned into Jim’s embrace. She was that. One set at least. Angus had spies everywhere. 

“Who was it? The woman, I mean,” she asked.

“Blair Jamieson.” Jim dropped his voice to the pitch Ginny labeled as ‘therapeutic’. 

“Did you see him? Your father?” After the tree had landed on his skull, killing him instantly.

Ginny shook her head. “Mother wouldn’t let us. She said we didn’t need to know.” She swallowed. “And now—” She buried her face in Jim’s shoulder. “How am I supposed to forget that?”

“I don’t know.” He held her gently, rocking back and forth. 

Eventually she got her voice back under control. “So what do we do now?”

“We’re going to sit here and wait for instructions. The police will want to talk to you.”

“To both of us, I expect.”

“Yes, and while we wait you can tell me where we are in the wedding plans. I’ve been too busy to listen properly. Now’s your chance to catch me up.”

Ginny laughed. “What a bedside manner you have!”

“All part of the service.” He bent down and kissed her. 

She twined her arms around his neck. “I love you, Jim Mackenzie!” Her smile faltered. “But promise me something.”

“What’s that?”

“Promise you’ll stay away from dead trees.”

He caught his breath. “And cabers. I promise. And I want the same promise from you. Promise me you’ll stay out of danger, as much as possible.”

The corner of Ginny’s mouth twisted. “Just being alive is dangerous.”

“You know what I mean. Use your common sense. Don’t put yourself in harm’s way.” He cocked his head sideways. “You have me to think of now, not just yourself.”

She nodded. “I’ll do my best.” She kissed him to seal the bargain. “All I plan to do for the next three weeks is get ready for the wedding. How dangerous can that be?” She smiled, but couldn’t help feeling cold. The words of the burial service floated into her mind. In the midst of life, we are in death. She shivered and snuggled closer.

 

* * *


Chapter 4

 

Saturday Morning

First Aid Tent

 

Angus Mackenzie found them there half an hour later. He took one of the folding chairs, positioned it so he could face them, and sat down.

“Weel lad?”

“She’ll do.”

Himself looked directly at Ginny. “Is yer mither expected?”

“No, sir. She’s coming tomorrow.”

The Laird nodded. “Tis a good thing she wasna wi’ ye.”

“Tell us what’s happening.” Jim said.

“Th’ police are here, and th’ Medical Examiner is on her way.”

“Will the gates open on time?”

“Aye. They’ve roped off a bit o’ th’ athletics field and posted guards. Th’ public will no be allowed tae get close enough tae see. Wi’ a bit o’ luck, th’ body will be gone afore nine.”

“Which means we need to be ready.” Ginny climbed to her feet, peeled off the blanket, and set about putting the First Aid tent back together. She turned to the Laird. “Can you get us an urn of coffee from the hospitality suite? I hadn’t planned on it being quite so cold this morning.”

He rose from his chair, lifting a skeptical eyebrow. “I’ll see wha’ I can do, lass, but nae promises. They hae their ain problems this morn.”

“Oh?”

“Jim hae no told ye?”

Jim protested. “I haven’t had a chance.”

Ginny looked from one to the other, puzzled. “Told me what?”

The old man shook his head. “We’ve a dozen o’ th’ Games Patrons laid low. Th’ haggis was tainted.”

 

* * *

 

Saturday Morning

Athletic Field

 

Ginny was sitting quietly in the First Aid tent, sipping coffee. Jim had gone, first to get a cup of coffee for her, then to follow Angus up to the Hospitality Suite. He’d gotten several calls from the hospital during the course of the night, in his capacity as Infectious Disease specialist, and helped diagnose the source of the poisoning, and, from that, the recommended treatment. There had been no deaths—so far—for which everyone was thankful, but he had questions to ask of the Hospitality Suite staff. As a result, she was alone when the officer arrived.

“Excuse me, Miss. Are you Ginny Forbes?”

“I am.” She rose and gestured to one of the chairs. “How may I help you?”

“I just need to get your statement.”

Ginny nodded, taking her seat again. “Where do we start?”

“Your full name, please.”

He asked a series of background questions, then instructed her to tell her story in her own words. Ginny did her best. 

With the exception of the few moments between seeing the body and realizing Jim was there, she had a clear memory of the who, what, where, and when. She was less certain of the how and had no idea of the why, but someone else would undoubtedly have covered that.

“I understand you had a bit of a reaction to the body.” The officer had his eyes on his pad, not looking directly at her. Ginny knew the police would be suspicious of anybody behaving in a way that seemed out-of-the-ordinary to them. “Yes.”

“And why was that, Miss?”

Ginny took a deep breath, then looked the young officer in the face and told him.

He met her eyes, his own registering a flicker of compassion. “So you didn’t know the victim.”

“I did, casually. She was the head Highland Dance judge. We crossed paths at the Games and other Gatherings. I knew her name and knew her by sight, but that was all.”

He nodded, making notes and asking for a few more details, then put his pad away. “Thank you, Miss. We’ll be in touch if we need more.”

The next visit was from Detective Tran. Ginny went through the same routine, rising, offering a chair and coffee, resuming her seat. The two of them eyed one another. 

“Do you also want to hear how my father died?” Ginny asked.

She shook her head. “No. I looked it up last year.” Tran Thi Hue had been the detective assigned to the case when Ginny began to suspect foul play in the death of one of her patients. Since then, they had collaborated on two additional cases. As a result, Tran was now the police department’s official liaison to the Clan.

“Then how can I help you?”

“You can explain this death to me.”

 Ginny knew the caliber of the woman. She would use the tools at her disposal—tactfully, but ruthlessly. Ginny nodded.

“What would you like to know?”

Tran rose from her seat. “Come with me, please.”

Ginny felt her throat close. “Is that necessary?”

Detective Tran eyed her. “I should be very grateful if you would give me the benefit of your expertise.”

Ginny swallowed, trying to appear calm and professional. Not like earlier when she had disgraced herself in front of half a dozen witnesses.

 “The Medical Examiner will likely be able to answer your questions better than I could.”

Tran nodded. “When she is finished with the autopsy. In the meantime, I wish to pick your brain.” She gave Ginny a sharp look. “You have a way of seeing things others miss.”

Ginny rose and followed the detective out of the tent, smoldering. Not with rage, a whiney resentment this time. How much was she expected to put up with this morning? Hadn’t she had enough? And, just to make her feel even more of a worm, why was she behaving liked a spoiled brat? What was wrong with her today? Okay. It had been a shock and a very nasty one, but was this what she expected of herself? Where was the courage she had been accused of having in such great quantity?

Jim had said she was the Laird’s eyes and ears. Very well. She would look and listen and report back. She raised her chin, stiffened her spine, and prepared to face the nightmare. At least this time she would know what she was looking at.

Detective Tran lifted the police tape and held it up while Ginny ducked under, then led the way over to the body. Ginny rubbed sweaty palms down the sides of her skirt, breathing carefully, trying to be professional. It was a trauma patient. One she couldn’t hurt. One she might be able to help, if only posthumously.

“I am told this log is called a caber and it has something to do with the Highland Games. Could you explain, please?”

Ginny nodded, going through the basics of a caber toss. 

“Could it be used as a weapon?”

Ginny considered the question. “It seems unlikely. There aren’t many people who can lift one, and even fewer who could guarantee it would land where wanted.”

“What about a team effort? Could it be used to kill someone who was already on the ground?”

“We often see two men lifting and carrying a caber. They could set it down here, but they would have trouble dropping it in precisely the right spot. The logs have a tendency to bounce—and roll.” She glanced down at the caber itself, trying to ignore the crushed head beneath it. “You’d probably get a better answer from the Heavy Athletics coaches.”

Detective Tran nodded. “They are on my list.” She moved closer to the body, pointing to the corpse’s arms. “These appear to be bruises.”

Ginny looked at the purplish marks and nodded.

“What can you tell me about them?”

Ginny took a moment to collect her thoughts. “They’re fresh. The blood hasn’t had a chance to migrate to the lower areas of her body.” She looked more closely. “The skin is torn as well. Abrasions.” Broken nails. Silvery lines across her wrists. Jewelry still in place.

“Could these injuries be made by a caber?”

Ginny wrinkled her brow. “If she fell over the caber, sure, but not if the caber fell on her. They’d be massive, crush injuries. These look like something you’d see after a fight.”

“Is there anything that surprises you, that appears out of place?”

Ginny frowned. “I’m surprised to find her here.” She shook her head at the Detective. “Wait a minute, let me finish. What I mean is that the Highland dance contingent doesn’t stay up late the night before a competition. From the condition of the blood, I guess she’s been here overnight, which means she walked out onto the field during the night. That doesn’t strike me as normal.”

“An assignation, perhaps?”

Ginny nodded, then straightened up. “I’m sure the Medical Examiner can give you a more precise opinion.” She looked over at the approaching official, dressed in a moon suit, followed by two assistants trying to roll a gurney over the grass and making heavy weather of it.

“Thank you, Miss Forbes.” Tran was holding the tape up for her again. Ginny took the hint, ducked under it, and moved back, away from the investigation.

“Miss Ginny?” It was Robbie. She turned to face him. “I just wanted to return this.” He handed her the phone she had dropped.

“Oh! Thank you.”

He hesitated. “Did you know her?”

“I know who she is—was, but that’s all.”

“The scuttlebutt is she had a lot of enemies.”

Ginny looked at Robbie, waiting for him to continue. 

He shrugged. “My granddaughter dances. She and her mother both complain about the results, every time. Can’t understand why some of the girls manage to win and others lose. You know how it goes.”

Ginny nodded.

He shrugged again. “Just a thought.”

They both watched as the M.E. inspected the body, spending almost no time doing so, then indicated to her two helpers that it was all right to move the corpse. The helpers took numerous photographs, then set their equipment aside and addressed the caber. Each man grabbed one end of the caber and tried to lift it. Neither could. Ginny suppressed a smile. 

There was a stir among the spectators. Two men stepped forward and Ginny recognized them from the day before. They lifted the caber without difficulty, and set it down a little way off. Everyone now looked down at the wreckage of the dead woman’s face. No one looked happy. The two helpers from the M.E.’s office collected more photographs, then put up the cameras and brought over the gurney.

Ginny’d had enough. She was too far back to tell if there were other things to be seen when the body was lifted. Besides, it was none of her business. Her job was to get through this weekend, then get ready for her wedding.

She turned, intending to go back to the First Aid tent, and caught sight of the African woman from the day before. She was dressed in an airsaid like Ginny’s, but hung about with cups and small bags and heaven-knew-what. Ginny wondered again what brought her to a Highland Games. 

The Games were a relatively modern invention, a result of the Scottish diaspora. Even before the Jacobite Rebellion, men and families were leaving Scotland for the Ulster Plantation and the Americas. After the Uprising, the English had tried to erase the Scots from their country and their memories. It didn’t work. 

Disarmed and scattered, their tartans, bagpipes, language, and way of life banned, somehow, they were stronger than ever. The Scots were everywhere. 

They had settled and thrived. Scottish strength had won battles, tilled the ground, and manned the forge. Scottish minds had invented wonders, enriching civilization time and time again. And time and time again the exiled Scots gathered, from every corner of the globe, as the pipes sounded and the clans were called. The blood was strong in the children of Alba. But they were still human.

The African woman was standing with the others, staring at the spectacle of death. She looked half dead herself, her dark skin pasty, with a greenish cast to her lips. Ginny frowned. Shock and horror can do that, make a person ill, but was that enough to explain what Ginny was seeing? Or was there something else, something that would bring her to the First Aid tent before the day was over?

Ginny turned her back on death and headed across the field. The visitors coming through the gates would expect a cheerful reception, part of the price of admission. Ginny dragged her mouth into a smile, stiffened her spine, and reminded herself she was a Scot. The blood was strong in her, too. 

 

* * *

 


Chapter 5

 

Saturday Noon

First Aid Tent

 

Ginny watched Jim inhale two BBQ sandwiches, chips, a pint of beer, and a quart of water, making mental notes about future grocery shopping and exercise regimens.

“No haggis in that, I hope?” she teased.

He shook his head. “I’m not a fan of liver.”

“Duly noted.”

He licked his fingers, then cleaned them with antiseptic wipes. “What?”

Her smile broke into a grin. “Do you always eat like that when my back is turned?”

He shook his head. “Festival food. One step short of a heart attack, but it sure does taste good!”

She laughed, then picked up the trash and deposited it in the garbage bag tied to the corner tent pole. She didn’t have any room to criticize. She’d packed her favorite chocolates to help her get through this day.

He reached out a long arm as she came back and drew her into his embrace, giving her a kiss and a hug. “I’ll have a salad for dinner.”

“You won’t have time,” she replied. “We have to go home and change for the Ball.”

The Grand March started promptly at seven with musicians flown in from Scotland so they were under orders not to be late.

“What time should I pick you up?”

“Six. I have the Bonniest Knees Contest to judge at four, so it’s going to be tight.”

“Bonniest Knees, huh? I’m not sure I like the idea of my wife fondling strange men’s knees.”

“Jealous? Already?” Ginny wrapped her arms around his neck and applied herself to putting his fears to rest.

“Ahem.”

Ginny broke off, blushing. Jim, on the other hand, seemed completely unconcerned.

“May we help you?”

The older man stepped into the tent, pushing a teenager in front of him. The elder swapped a tiny smile with Jim before explaining their presence.

“Wally here has disappointed his clan and is in disgrace.”

“Oh?” Ginny couldn’t help feeling that this must be overstating the misbehavior, whatever it was. She approached the boy, taking note of his expression and posture. He was a strapping youth standing at least six feet tall (when not slouched over hanging his head in shame), with broad shoulders and evidence of many hours in the gym, pumping iron.

“Show the lady yer hands, boy.”

He held out both hands, palms up, and Ginny saw the problem immediately. There were almost a dozen spots; inflamed, swollen, puffy, and undoubtedly sore. One seemed to be already infected and there was evidence he’d tried to pull the splinters out by himself.

“That looks painful.” She looked up and found the boy’s eyes peeking at her from behind dark curls, then sliding quickly away. “I think I know you,” she said. “You’re Ian’s son.” Ian Hunter was one of the notables among them, a state senator, rabid sports fan, and deadly with an edged weapon—in either hand.

The older man nodded, holding his own hand out. “Rory Hunter, Ian’s brother and this scamp’s uncle.”

Ginny shook his hand, then turned to the patient. “Why don’t you come over here and let Dr. Mackenzie take a look at those hands.” She led the boy to a seat and turned him over to Jim, then went to get cleansers, topical anesthetics, and tweezers.

Jim was asking the boy questions and getting no answers. He looked up and exchanged a glance with Ginny who nodded very slightly, set down the supplies where Jim could reach them, then deftly steered the irate uncle out of the tent.

“It doesn’t look too bad.”

“It’s kept him from the rope pull!”

Ginny listened sympathetically to the disappointment in Rory Hunter’s voice. His nephew was supposed to be the anchor on his clan’s team in the tug-o-war. He was supposed to be the reason they would win that competition. Then he had to go and tear up his hands so he couldn’t grip the rope correctly, couldn’t hold on. They’d lost. Not by much, mind, but lost nonetheless. Humiliating. To the Campbells, no less! 

Ginny squashed the urge to laugh. The fierce Celtic temper was one of the reasons the clans had survived. One did not mock that, even at the Games.

Worse, the lad wouldn’t say where he’d gotten those injuries. Boys will be boys, but he should have had more sense, the night before the competition, and what was he hiding, anyway?

Ginny nodded, offering sympathy and Scotch from the flask she always took with her to any Scottish gathering. Rory Hunter was winding down, his anger fading, but the confusion remained. Why was the lad refusing to say where he’d picked up the splinters? What had he been doing that he couldn’t tell them about? And why had he hidden them, rather than asking for help? If those splinters had been removed last night, he’d probably have been able to use his hands today. He knew what was at stake. It didn’t make sense.

Ginny found herself agreeing. What was the boy hiding, she wondered, and why? It wasn’t that Scots teenagers didn’t rebel like normal boys. They did. But they did it in ways that tended to be more productive. They tried to assume roles beyond their years and experience. Sometimes they got away with it. Sometimes they needed rescuing.

She suggested having a private talk with the boy, to see if she could find out what was going on, then sending him back to his family. Would that be all right with his parents?

Rory nodded. “Aye. I’ll explain to Ian and thank you for it.”

Ginny watched him trudge off toward the clan tents, thinking about the challenge of living up to a parent with a strong and very public persona, then slipped back inside the First Aid station. She got there in time to help Jim apply antiseptic ointment and wrap the hands in gauze.

“Keep them dry for twenty-four hours. After that you can wash with warm water, no soap, and reapply the ointment.” Jim cleaned his hands, then sat down facing the boy and looked him in the eye. “Now, are you ready to tell us where you got those splinters?”

Wally shook his head, his eyes nearly starting out of their sockets.

Ginny examined one of the longer splinters, frowning down at it, then suddenly realized where she’d seen it before, or something very like it. “This is cedar.”
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