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‘There ain’t no journey what don’t change you some’


Huckleberry Finn







Closing


A man on a motorbike finally came to the end of the road.


He sat astride contemplating gate, padlock, chain. Once he would have felt compelled to do something about those. Instead he switched off, unstrapped his helmet and let sound in.


Eight miles into the Rothiemurchus Forest, towards the end of a short winter’s day, the world was quiet. No human voices, no birdsong, just a hiss of water from melting snow, damp wind seeping through pines.


He got stiffly off the bike, clipped the helmet over the handlebars, climbed the gate and walked up the snowy path through the dark wood. He wore camouflage trousers and jacket but did not look like a soldier – at least, not from a war that anyone had won. After a hundred yards he paused, tossed the ignition key into the undergrowth and trudged on.


When he knew himself truly lost, he stopped to unsling the old pack over his back. Fumbling with leather-encased hands, he pulled out a jiffy bag containing letters and photos he could keep no longer. He hesitated, turning the bag over and over, then dropped it into the peaty ooze under an uprooted tree.


He took a smaller path, then a smaller one off that. At a ghostly intersection he stood in the rapidly fading light, pulled off his gloves and hurled one after the other into the darkness under the trees.


A while later, he unstrapped his watch, dropped it without breaking stride. He had no further need of time.


The last days had been a matter of discarding, in order, the few remaining things that mattered to him. There was little left now. The pack was empty so he hung it dark and drooping on a branch, like a shot crow left by gamekeepers.


In the end the trail just petered out. For a while he pushed and shouldered and stumbled his way on through the dense scraping pines, feeling the welts rise on his hands and cheeks, feeling something at least. The ground rose a little and tight-knit firs gave way to a stand of leafless birch. Somewhere far off a pheasant gargled into silence.


This was the place. He put his hand out and sank into the thick bank of dead leaves that had built up in the lee of a ruined wall from some long-disintegrated estate. The leaves were cool, wet, soft. His first memories had been of lying under trees, big old trees, a rough trunk trembling against his back as the wind blew.


Lying on his side he dug down to where the leaves were dry. When the hollow was deep enough, he rolled into it, lay on his back and with a vague swimming motion swept the leaves over himself till everything but his face was covered.


His numb right hand unzipped the breast pocket of his old leather jacket and felt inside. Working in the near-dark, he opened the little box, took out the pill. He wiped a fragment of leaf from his lower lip, felt the cool metal of the ring which had brought him to this, then swallowed.


He closed his eyes and swept dead leaves across his face.







PART ONE


I CAN HEAR THE WHISTLE, BUT I CAN’T SEE THE TRAIN
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Kirsty Fowler woke with the premonition of a whisky hangover then stumbled to the bathroom. Dawn was cracking open, first light ran down over the slates and chimneypots then flowed onto the river to be carried westwards toward the sea. The world was silent, as yet unsullied, about to begin again.


Got so much loving locked up inside of me.


She shook her head – let me not turn into a love-wimp! – turned away from the window, swallowed paracetemol, made tea and went back to bed. Alone, in bedsocks, and nothing wrong with that.


In a few hours she must make a decision that would change her wayward life. One good man was dead already, and at thirty-one she was not yet too old to die young, so she had to get it right. If he offered ten thousand, it must be worth a lot more.


She propped herself up on pillows, drank tea and stared at the wall opposite, off-white and grainy as an old cinema screen, and sought guidance from the journey so far.


* * *


Maybe she had moved to Dumfries because she needed to lie low for a while after that business in the Highlands, and the douce, respectable town seemed the right place for it. On arrival she talked her way to the editor of the local paper, showed him some of her recent work. He glanced at them, the by-lines, the exclusives, the mastheads of the papers she’d placed the fake Macnab story with. ‘You should be in London, lassie,’ he said. ‘Not wi the likes of us. This is a local paper, not a stepping stone.’


He stood up, interview over. She kept sitting, ignoring the file he was trying to hand back to her.


‘All life is local,’ she said. ‘I’ll do a couple of pieces on spec, and if you like them, give me the job. You know you want to.’


‘Kirsty, nothing very much happens round here.’


She had to grin at that. She’d once said that herself, and it hadn’t stayed true long.


‘Suits me fine,’ she said. ‘I’ve only one condition.’


He raised his eyebrows at that. They were thick and near white, which made her wonder about his dark hair. A bit vain, then. And the way he looked at her gave her something to work on.


‘You’re a bit of a chancer, aren’t you?’ he said.


‘Chance is a fine thing, if you give it a chance,’ she replied. He looked at her enquiringly. ‘Just something a friend of mine picked up in Nepal. My condition is you keep my name off any by-line. I’ve no desire to advertise myself.’


He sat back down and stared at her.


‘I’ve heard it all now,’ he said. ‘I’ve been in this trade for thirty years and I’ve never heard someone ask not to have a by-line.’


His fingers strayed over her file. Outside the rain drifted onto the wide slow river. She thought of another river, another man, one who didn’t dye his hair, who’d said he loved her, as though a game wasn’t just a game. Not for her.


‘I’ve read your stories long before today,’ Willie Kincaid said slowly. ‘About how the John Macnab caper was all just a security training exercise, and no deer was ever poached at Balmoral, and HRH had nothing to do with it. I’m sure I believe every word.’


His eyelid flickered, just a hint of a grin at the edge of his mouth, and she realized she’d probably underestimated him and that working here could have its moments. So she said nothing, just sat there in his office grinning back at him. His big hand spread and relaxed on her file. He swivelled his chair and looked out at the river as though there was something there other than time passing.


‘You’re a bit of a hooligan, aren’t you?’


‘Sometimes you’ve got to be a bit of a hooligan to get a seat at the window.’


He laughed and she knew she had him. He stood up and reached a battered trilby off the hat-stand.


‘Spot of lunch and we’ll talk about it,’ he said.


His hat had a couple of fishing flies snecked in it, Blue Zulus, she thought. A brief memory flash of Lachlan, the ghillie with whom she’d passed the odd happy hour, as he showed her through his fly-box. So they walked by the river, crossed over the old bridge, talking all the while. By the time they reached his pub she’d got the job and had stopped thinking on the Highlands, that eventful summer and the pals she’d left. Which suited her just fine.


The secret to being free, she reminded herself as she walked home alone that night, is knowing when the party is at its height – then leaving.


Dumfries is a quiet and largely respectable market town. And Willie Kincaid was right, nothing too much happened there. Nothing wrong with that – just ten miles down the road was Lockerbie. Being hot news is not necessarily good.


So she rented a small flat near the river, found a decent eating place and a couple of charitable pubs, and made the beginnings of a life. She had the tweeds from last summer’s adventures cleaned and repaired, and sent them back, without her address, to a man who didn’t know when to leave the party. She tried to reform her hooligan ways. She missed her dog but it didn’t seem fair to Shonagh or the hound to send for him now. A bit of loneliness is good for the character.


If anyone had asked, she’d have said she was cooling off. Hiding out, if you must. The moment Neil Lindores admitted he loved her, the panic had started in her blood. He didn’t know what he was saying. Maybe he did, but he’d said it to the wrong person.


She had to forget that he’d touched her like he’d known her for ever. Like he wanted to know her more and more. Better to go down to the pub, see new friends, drink and laugh and flirt awhile, then go home alone by the river run. And she did. For months in that quiet town she was a reformed character.


And then Life, that remorseless hound, sniffed her out, as it usually does no matter where you hide, even in Dumfries.


She had been doing a feature about care homes in the county. Seemed like everyone wanted to come to Dumfriesshire to peg out. A human interest piece, strictly non-political, Kincaid had warned her. His paper didn’t do politics. There was human interest there all right, though much of it was painful and she felt queasy about mining the sorrow of it.


Maybe that’s why Kirsty went back to see Billy Mackie a second time, because he’d made her laugh. He’d been a stonemason in Glasgow, apprenticed there in the fifties after his National Service, had a fund of stories that were enough to let her forget awhile he was dying of emphysema from the dust (and a forty a day habit).


She went back to see him on a December evening with a bottle of Grouse in one hand and a tape recorder in the other. He seemed pleased enough to see her in the small pallid green room his world had shrunk to. They had a couple of drams and his eyes began to light up. They’d got to talking about fakes and frauds, both people and the things they made. About how easy it was to pass things off if one had the nerve and the punter was keen enough to believe.


He told her a story about a stuffed greyhound, and she came back to him with a version of how she’d once lured part of the British army and Deeside constabulary into taking her for a man in tweeds, and that a man who’d never existed in the first place. Of course, she’d promised never to tell, and signed official papers to that effect, but it was clear Billy Mackie wouldn’t be around long enough to pass it on.


He liked it. As she enlarged on her story, he laughed till laughter turned into a choking cough that hurt as much in her chest as his. He gestured her back into her chair and took another drink once he’d stopped coughing. Then he went quiet and distant and she thought maybe it was time to leave.


He put his glass down on the table firmly, like he’d made up his mind.


‘Are you a patriot, lass?’


‘No, I’m a refugee,’ she said, wondering what had brought this on.


‘Whit?’


‘I’m not really from anywhere. Dad in the army, Forces childhood, all that. Aden, the Rock, West Germany.’ Her standard answer, true in its way.


He looked at her sceptically. Old milky eyes, cataracts she supposed. Bit of mischief in them yet.


‘Are ye a patriot?’ he repeated.


She sighed. It was one of those ‘Have you stopped beating your husband?’ questions.


‘My country is 5 ft 10 ins high and I’d die for its independence.’


‘Quite right. Never had much time for patriotism myself. It was Das Kapital on my mind as a young man, not thistles. An internationalist, right? Tear doun the borders and lets have the international brotherhood of man! We got it in the end, except the global economy is not exactly whit we had in mind. History, eh?’


He stopped and coughed till her stomach turned and his eyes watered. She moved towards the oxygen cylinder by his chair but he waved her back.


At length he stuffed away his hankie and looked into his glass, sipped.


‘I was no patriot then, but there were those who were. Like the master at the staneyard, Andrew Jamieson. Now Andrew was thick as thieves with a bunch of them, red hot for Independence, aye meeting and plotting. Maistly blethering and drinking, if the truth be told! Ye’d hae thought Scotland was Helen of Troy the way some folk sighed over her, but they were hot to trot and ripe for mischief. I thought it was just talk, just dreamers haivering. But I was wrong, it wasna all guff…’


He tailed off and looked over her shoulder at the wall. He was looking back down the years, and she was scarcely there. But she was listening all right, leaning forward, willing him to keep going, because she could smell it. There was a story here. Maybe not a big one, but a true one. Something that mattered enough to stay with a man all his life.


She was wrong. It wasn’t so much a story that he’d kept buried for fifty years, more of an unexploded bomb from an old war, buried in some allotment and now as he was dying the worms were pushing it to the surface. As he looked up at her, she could see the glint of its shell casing in his eyes.


‘Can I trust you, lassie? Can I trust ye?’ he said urgently.


‘You can trust me to pour whisky and keep my trap shut.’


He chuckled, pushed his glass towards her. She filled it till he extended his big flattened fingers and then she stopped. He picked up the glass and peered down into its gold-brown depths as he spoke, as much to it as her.


‘I’m not asking for your silence, lass,’ he said. ‘I’ve never told this tae another living soul – except for my wife Alison and she’s lang gone and I’ll be joining her soon enough…’


There was nothing she could say to that. Couldn’t tell him some bright polite lie. His death was there in that poky room, it was on the table between them. So she raised her glass to him.


‘Whatever you have to tell me, Mr Mackie—’


‘Bill,’ he said. ‘Billy.’


‘You can trust me Billy to…’ She hesitated. She’d always tried very hard not to make promises she couldn’t be sure to keep. So she seldom made promises at all.


‘…to do whatever it is you want done with whatever you have to tell me,’ she finished lamely. ‘Except maybe forget it or you. Cheers.’


Now he looked up at her, all bright-eyed, and for a moment she could see the young man he must have been, passionate and funny and honest, and almost envied Alison. There’s not many of them about, the ones ready to put their whole heart on the line, and she’d left one. He smiled, a big slow smile spread across the pain of his dying.


‘Christ you’re a one,’ he said. ‘I’ll trust you to know whit to do with what I’m about tae tell ye. God knows I never did.’ A long pause then he raised his glass to her or to something, the past maybe, raised it high like a proper toast.


‘The Moon Runners!’ he cried. And then he drank, just a measuring sip. He wasn’t pissed, it’s important to know that. He knew what he was saying, and told it carefully as a bomb disposal expert scraping soil away from that big ticking secret found among the cabbages.
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Billy Mackie’s story


Andrew Jamieson was a master stonemason with his yard on the South bank of the Clyde. A decent, skilled, respected man, with a weakness only for whisky and nationalist politics. After a couple of approaches, the young apprentice William Mackie made it clear his allegiance lay elsewhere and it was left at that. The two never socialized; it wasn’t done for master and apprentice.


So he was fair astonished when three days after Christmas in 1950, nine o’clock on a freezing night, his landlady knocked on his door and let in Andrew Jamieson. He had on a heavy coat and scarf and held his bunnet in his hands, turning it nervously as he approached the purpose of his call.


‘I need your help, lad. It’s a… difficult matter.’


Billy stared at him. Said sure he’d help, no bother.


Jamieson just stood there, turning his cap and smelling of whisky. Not drunk but he’d definitely had a couple.


‘Are you a patriot, young Mackie?’


Seemed a daft question, so Billy just shrugged.


‘I’m no friend of the State,’ he said.


The older man looked at him steadily, then nodded. Billy had never seen him so agitated and uncertain. Then Jamieson came out with it.


‘There’s no one else I can trust who can work stane, and it has to be tonight.’


‘Can it no wait till the morn?’


‘Not this stane. It’s like… borrowed. I’ll pay ye double time – and you’d be doing your country a service.’


William Mackie stared at his master. And then he knew.


‘Oh man, you havena got it?’


‘I have that.’


William Mackie burst out laughing. He was still shaking his head and chuckling as he strapped his work boots on. His heart was beating faster, as a young man’s should at the prospect of a bit of adventure. Though it hadn’t quite been said yet, he knew Andrew Jamieson had only gone and got the Stone of Destiny, lately stolen from under the throne in Westminster, that all the polis in the country were after.


The stoneyard was bright with frost, the moon high and bone-white, casting stumpy shadows from the tombstones stacked along the wall. The blank ones gave the young man the willies, like one day he’d turn and see his name on one of them. The night was silent in the way cold nights are, even when there’s a swish from the Clyde and a lone tyke barking. William Mackie shivered while the master fumbled with his keys, then they were through the gate and into the yard.


Jamieson hurried to the big shed, unlocked it, pushed Willie in and closed and padlocked the door behind them both. He shone his torch onto a pile of dustsheets.


‘Right lad, cover the windows.’


Then he switched on the main light. In the centre of the workshop on a pallet was a heavy green tarpaulin spread over a boxlike shape. Jamieson looked at him with a smile that may have been apologetic or maybe embarrassed at his own excitement. Who can know, now they’re all dust? But for certain he did smile, then with one big yank pulled the tarp away.


On a pallet sat a block of rough sandstone, with a rough cross on the upper. To Billy’s eye it hadn’t been finished off at all.


‘So this is it? The Stone of Destiny? No awfy well done, is it?’


He thought the master might be offended, but he nodded and hunkered down by the stone, still in his overcoat.


‘It’s in far worse shape now, lad.’


The far corner of the Stone was broken off. A fair sized chunk lay apart from the body of it.


‘He was aye a clumsy bauchle,’ Jamieson grunted. ‘It happened when they pulled it out frae under the English throne.’


‘So you want me to mend it? Nae bother.’


Jamieson swivelled and looked at him. His eyes were in shadow and something in their hollows made Billy uneasy, and for the first time he realized that this caper could have serious consequences.


‘What we’re going to do tonight is make twa copies. Then we break them, like this wan here. But you leave the final mending to me, right?’


Copies, that’s what the master mason said. Young Billy liked the ploy. With the whole country gone mad looking for the Stone, Billy could guess what he was up to. But even as they set about preparing two unformed sandstone blocks alongside the original, he had a notion Jamieson was keeping something from him. There was surely some juggling still to come before the night was out.


As young Billy worked through the night shaping up two rough copies of the stone, the master seemed more than nervous as he prowled up and down the workshop checking the length of the bronze mending rods, trimming them to size.


Twice Jamieson seemed about to say something, then closed his mouth and went back to his workbench. He was bent over a sheet of parchment, his forearm across the paper like a schoolboy hiding his working. Then he picked up the phone, dialled, waited. At that time of night?


‘You got it safely hame? No, they havena a clue.’ He listened, said ‘Good enough’, then abruptly put the phone down.


Billy bent over his work. He used the excuse of going back to the original stone to keep a closer eye. Jamieson spread the roll of parchment, Mason’s ring on one hand, his old crescent-shaped one on the other. He took a sharp knife and cut the paper into three. Then he slipped the black fountain pen from his waistcoat pocket and wrote. It can’t have been much, a line or two at most, but he wrote something on all the rolls. Something different on each one. Billy was sure about that. Forty-five years later he leant forward and wagged a big gnarly forefinger at Kirsty: ‘All different. Mind that, lass.’


It was six in the morning by the time the three stones were lined up alongside each other, ready to reassemble. The bronze rods that would act as dowels were in place. The two men stood looking down at them in the lamp light. Billy was privately disappointed how small and poor the stones looked. That the ancient throne of Scotland? A man would look plain ridiculous sitting on yon, knees up about his ears.


Eventually Jamieson sighed and stirred. He seemed weary and troubled.


‘I dinna trust them,’ he muttered. ‘It’s jist a lark to some these days.’


He went over to the workbench and came back holding three rolled tubes of paper. One was to be hidden inside the Westminster Stone alongside the rods, to certify that it was indeed the one taken from the Abbey.


‘So what’s to happen to the right Stone?’


‘Nivver you mind, laddie.’


‘And the other yins?’ Billy persisted. ‘What do the papers say?’


‘That the others are a copy. A fake, right?’ Billy nodded, waited. Jamieson swung his troubled head and looked him straight on. ‘But mair than that—’


The sound of a car engine in the silent night. It coughed and spluttered, slowed. Headlights stained the curtained windows. The car came into the yard. Stopped.


The master and the apprentice looked at each other. A muffled series of thumps on the locked door. Then again.


‘A minute!’ Jamieson cried. He thrust one paper at Billy.


‘Fit it inside, laddie, then close up wi cement. Now!’


Billy slid his paper in the gap alongside the dowel, aware the master was feverishly doing the same with his stone. Then the third while the low thumping on the door began again.


‘Out the back, son. Better you dinna see this.’


Billy nodded. Was picking up his jacket and cap as Jamieson opened the door. In the shadow of the back door at the far end of the shed, Billy looked back, saw two men in coats and hats, and behind them a smaller person, a woman perhaps. A murmur of voices, quite educated sounding. The last thing he saw were the three stones lined up on the trestles, and already he wasn’t sure which was which. Then he was hurrying home through the streets with the first milk carts and workers heading for the shipyards, his mind birling with the final words old Jamieson had whispered to him in that rush before the door opened, like a man about to spew and unable hold back longer.


‘The real Crowning Stone, Columba’s Pillow, lad – these fools have forgotten it ever existed. I’ve sent it hame.’
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On her half-day, Kirsty drove to Edinburgh to do some research in the National Library, as though she were a real journalist not a fraud. She spent a couple of hours speed-reading in the Reference Room. She scribbled down references, names and possibilities, most of them ending with ??, or exasperated !!. It seemed that anything about the Stone of Scone that went beyond basic facts moved in a world of wish fulfilment, self-delusion, and perhaps deliberate misleading. She had personal experience of all these, and it was a theme not without interest, but there was nothing solid for her there.


She went into the newspaper section and hurried through old editions of the Scotsman. The Westminster theft on Christmas Eve 1950 was all there. What a fuss it had raised, how many gleeful or condemnatory speeches, letters, rants and sermons! The essence of it backed up Billie Mackie’s story. Copies had been made, possibly by a Glasgow stonemason and keen nationalist. She found hints and suggestions that the recovered stone wasn’t the original one taken from Westminster Abbey, but nothing more, no mention of another Stone that pre-dated them all. Cross-referencing, she found various suggestions as to where the original Westminster one might now be if not in the Abbey, and noted them down with diminishing enthusiasm.


She wasn’t cut out for research in libraries, wasting her eyesight on old paper and blurry microfiche. Out in the wide world, that was where real things happened. Then she found a passing reference to a much more recent work, which took her down shelves dripping with dead wood, fingers moving along the bound issues of The Proceedings of the Society of Scottish Antiquarians.


The light outside was already fading as she flicked through ‘The Stone Behind the Stone’, a recent scholarly article by one P.B. Sidlaw of Crieff. It argued for the existence of something else altogether, the real Crowning Stone, aka the Destiny Stone, aka Columba’s Pillow or Jacob’s Pillow. It was a far more ancient coronation stone, one that may have been a travelling altar of the earliest Christian missionaries. Her attention sharpened. Sidlaw’s argument – based on measurements, representations on royal seals, descriptions of the time – seemed credible. The tone was rational, reasonable, and sounded like the work of a historian not a fantasist. For instance, he thought ‘Jacob’s Pillow’ just sheer myth-making and textual confusion.


She was struck by the phrases: ‘the real Crowning Stone’, ‘Columba’s Pillow’. The same words Billy had given to Andrew Jamieson in his story of that freezing night, the mason’s yard, the master shoving clues as to where the Westminster Stone was headed alongside brass dowels into the stones, and then turning to him at the last minute and saying, ‘The real Columba’s Pillow, lad – I sent it hame.’


Mackie said he’d no idea where hame might be. She’d believed him, yet she had the sense he was keeping something back. In any case, this Stone sounded far more significant, ancient, potent and valuable than the sandstone slab taken to Westminster by Edward I.


She sat in the Reference Room, one desk among many, with the sense of many minds pursuing their own obsessions. That’s what we do when something hooks us from the daily bore. We become interested, then obsessed. Possibly a bit screwy. So many ways of getting lost in this life.


So many ways of getting life back! She took the article to the photocopying counter so she could read the rest of it later. To find and prove the existence of the Destiny Stone, now that would be something. But how, after nearly fifty years?


Coming from the library, too near the Law Courts, she saw an advocate and paralegal she knew from the old days. She hurried across the road, narrowly missed being flattened by a speeding 42 bus, and heard someone call the name she no longer went by. She found herself diving down Candlemaker Row, clutching her files. Which took her through the Grassmarket, taking the long way back round to her car, and up the gloomyWest Port, and there she passed the secondhand bookshop, and on impulse she went in and asked if they had anything on the true Destiny Stone.


The man behind the counter, not looking up from his book, pointed towards the back of the shop, low down.


‘Nothing there but fiction,’ he murmured.


All she came out with was a distinctly greasy paperback novel from the seventies by one Alan B. Stewart, rejoicing in the title of The Wondrous Stone. The lurid cover featured a large carved purple rock that seemed to be steaming slightly in its crypt, with a group of cowled monks eyeing it uncertainly. Outside, on top of a hill, an improbable, inflated moon shone down on a woman with similar breasts; in the background towered an abbey with a strangely plastic-looking gold crown hovering over its implausible spires.


So much for research. She dropped the book and notes onto the back seat. Just one more lead to check out, then home. She started up and headed out of Edinburgh on the way to Dull.


The phone call came a week later. She’d just got back from the office after filing copy on a fresh round of local council cock-ups, plus a story about a pet rabbit that had been reported stolen but had later been anonymously returned, unharmed. News that week had indeed been thin on the ground, and she could only hope a few discerning readers would find the rabbit nonstory as pointless and sweet as she did.


She banged shut the door of her bolt hole and grabbed the phone. She’d given very few this number. A wheezy, breathless voice.


‘Lass, I’d be grateful if you’d come see me.’


Billy Mackie. She felt a dirk of guilt dig in under her missing rib. She should have visited. She should have done more research. The Wondrous Stone still lay unread by her bedside all the nights she’d lain undiscovered in her bed.


‘How about tomorrow evening, Mr Mackie?’


A pause, a hesitation at the other end of the line. Some warning stirred in her gut.


‘Now would be better.’


She picked up her tape-recorder, notebook and a bottle, and was out the door. It had not been the casual request of a lonely man.


She buzzed the warden. Marnie Wilson, a big woman with sturdy sconemaking forearms, nodded as she let Kirsty in.


‘Seems Billy is having a party this evening. A fella went up just five minutes back.’


Kirsty ran up the stairs, collected herself a moment then pressed the buzzer. Billy had sounded like a man trying to be calm. She called his name then buzzed again.


The door opened so suddenly she nearly fell into the man standing there. She recoiled. In an elongated, shaven head, his eyes were very pale and full of light, like holes had been punched through from some blaze inside. He wore a blue suit, wasn’t tall, and she didn’t like him.


‘I’ve come to see Billy Mackie.’


‘Mr Mackie doesn’t want to see anyone.’


The man stood blocking the way in.


‘I’m his niece, and he certainly wants to see me.’


He hesitated, his eyes flicked past her into the empty corridor.


‘Come in, then.’


The voice was neutral, flat, and she couldn’t place the accent. Angry men she could deal with, but control was more worrying. She went in.


Billy was sitting in his old armchair, his face grey, oxygen cylinder on its little gallows behind him.


‘What’s going on here?’


Her voice was nearly level. Now she was in the room, the man moved between her and the door.


‘This mannie here – says he’s called Adamson – wants to buy ma ring.’ Billy held up his right hand, waggled his index. That odd crescent ring of his. ‘I’ve tellt him it’s no for sale.’


‘Quite right too, Uncle Bill.’


The man’s eyes turned full on her, his lean body bendy and tense as a whip.


‘You know about the Runners? The Stone?’


‘The what? I just meant if he doesn’t want to sell the ring, that’s his right.’


The man who called himself Adamson glared, then turned back to Bill Mackie. She winced, scorched by his disbelief and his indifference.


‘This is just business for me. I’m authorized to go to ten thousand.’


Kirsty instinctively stepped towards Billy.


‘That’s far too much.’


The man who called himself Adamson almost smiled.


‘I agree, but there it is.’


She drifted closer to the armchair and casually rested one foot on the blue pressure-mat that sounded a buzzer in the warden’s room.


‘I meant, it’s too much to be right.’


Billy nodded, summoned up some last defiance. He really doesn’t look well, she thought.


‘Like I said, pal, it’s no for sale. I’m ower near deid for money to mean anything.’


The man with the wrong eyes tilted his head forward.


‘I’m not your pal, friend.’ His right arm twitched inside his jacket. She glimpsed a leather sheath and then a ten-inch hunting knife flashed out. He twirled it gently, the hooked point sharp enough to sever one molecule from another. She’d seen Lachlan gralloch a stag with one of these. One firm pull and the belly had unzipped, right down to the bowels, blood pouring out down the groove.


‘The offer has been withdrawn.’


For the first time there was some animation in his voice, and she understood that this, not business, was what he truly enjoyed. She’d heard of such people without quite believing.


‘Give it to him, Uncle Bill.’


Billy sagged back in his chair. He stroked the ring as if saying goodbye, then began to twist and tug at it with the other hand.


‘This hasna come off in years,’ he muttered. ‘See and get us some soap, Kirsty lass.’


She looked at Adamson. He nodded. The knife twitched under his thumb.


‘Do as he says.’


The door buzzer sounded. Kirsty stopped, everybody stopped. The buzz again.


‘Mr Mackie? Are you all right? Mr Mackie?’


Billy Mackie opened his mouth and began to cough. He coughed, heaved, gasped, motioned to the oxygen mask. Without thinking, she grabbed it, was just reaching for the On/Off valve when the warden came in, pass key in her hand, summoned by the pressure-mat.


Adamson hesitated a moment. Caught in the slow of adrenaline-time, Kirsty saw him take in the ring, the finger, the Warden, herself. She saw the option and the calculation as if it were her own. The knife twitched.


Then the blade was in its holster, the warden thrown back against the wall, and the man in the blue suit was gone.


She got home very late and not sober. First there’d been looking after Billy, then waiting for the police. A simple attempted burglary, Billy insisted. The man had got in claiming to be bringing a cheque from a magazine competition, then held him up with a knife. Called himself Adamson. There’d been no mention of the ring Billy twisted on his finger as he gave his story.


Kirsty had sat quietly, watching as Sergeant Todd took notes. She could still feel the chill of that knife. Handguns were unreal, existing only in movies, but that knife had been all too credible as it twitched towards her face. Watching Billy turn the crescent ring on his finger, she knew without doubt he was lucky to still have the ring and the finger.


Then Toddie had toddled off, muttering gravely about drug addicts, saying he’d circulate the description but not to worry because the criminal wouldn’t be back. Eventually the warden too went off to bed, and Kirsty and Billy were left alone in the little sitting room with her half-full bottle and two glasses on the table. She looked at him and let the silence go on till he finally looked up at her.


‘Lass, I’ve not been entirely frank with you.’


‘Well I never.’


He spread his hands, silent apology accepted by her shrug.


‘I could tell ye some mair things, but they might not be good for your health.’


She poured two big drams, passed him one.


‘Nor is boredom,’ she said. ‘So tell me.’


And when Billy had done with his explanations, and finally persuaded her to slide his charge, the one that had come from the childless Andrew Jamieson’s deathbed, onto her finger where it hung loose, together they drained the last of the bottle and waited for the people Kirsty had phoned to come by to escort her to the pub.


A quick hug and promise to come back next night to hear more, then she was off to The Droukit Dug with Ken and Isa. All the way she was keeping an eye out as they walked through the streets with the ring inside her sock rubbing at her shin, but there was no neat, quick man with wrong eyes, a blue suit and a hunting knife strapped at his chest. Likely he was long gone.


Then she’d had to sit through a couple more drinks among warm human jollity, smile and respond while her brain was in another place altogether, trying to figure the next move. And finally – don’t you have homes to go to and work to do tomorrow? – she walked with the longtime happy couple Ken and Isa (apparently such do exist) down the High Street to the river, glinting with broken moons swept into the night. No one lurking in the darkness under the bridge. Why would there be? She was not the target here.


Still, she double-locked her door and checked the windows were snibbed. She took out the ring and looked at this talisman of some fellowship that didn’t really exist any more, guarding the whereabouts of something whose whereabouts, meaning and very existence had been largely forgotten.


Nice stone, an unusual pale yet intense green. Peridot, she thought. The mount was crescent shaped and quite badly scratched. So this was a Moon Runner ring. Romantic, sure, but daft – even Billy Mackie had said so. Andrew Jamieson had gifted it to him on his deathbed, along with what little he knew about the other two rings that were out there somewhere. Columba’s Pillow, I sent it hame.


Daft or not, this ring was dangerous to possess. She could give it to the Scottish Museum of Antiquities, then she’d be safe. Or…


Outside, the three quarter moon was riding high through clouds. Night, moon, wind always stirred her blood. The Moon Runners. She slipped the ring onto her finger then fell into bed. Decide tomorrow. Her last thought was: that man with Billy, his eyes weren’t hollow. Hollow was the feeling she’d had inside when he’d looked at her, emptying her of all meaning and courage.


* * *


Propped up on pillows with her whisky hangover receding, Kirsty Fowler finished her tea and looked at the wall opposite and still didn’t know what to do. This ring… that knife…


So she did what most of us do when we don’t know what to do: got up, dressed and went to work.


No sinister assassins in blue suits – hadn’t her father always warned her that men in brown shoes or blue suits were invariably cads? – lurked in the street outside. As she nodded and greeted and mumbled her way to the office, she wasn’t sure if she’d even recognize the man who called himself Adamson, not if he dressed differently and put on a hat. He’d been nondescript, maybe in his forties, head shaved, slim and round-shouldered. Only close-up could you feel the difference. She wanted never to be close enough again.


By the metal footbridge near Burns’ house she crossed the river, lovely old-new river always flowing without running dry. Never arriving, always arriving. If only one could live like that.


The morning was cold, bright, with snow forecast. She’d been very scared last night at Billy’s, which didn’t happen often, and it made her angry. She’d been frightened, and woken early with a hangover, had looked out and seen the world was beautiful and she was not and there was so much loving locked up inside.


She cursed, her hand closing on the ring in her jacket pocket. Even on her biggest finger, it was too loose. She really ought to give it to the museum, it should be safe there. She would be safe.


But she was angry and the glittering river offered beauty over sense, and so on impulse she dropped into Shotts the jeweller on her way to work, and that changed everything which came thereafter.


She was flirting idly with Kincaid, on automatic really, arguing about how she should report the attempted burglary at the old folks’ home. She’d given him the sanitized version, but still he thought it dramatic enough to be worth writing up in full.


‘Give our readers a wee safe thrill, Kirsty,’ he advised. ‘We all enjoy that. Detail the knife, how you noticed the runnel for the blood to come out along the blade. It’s not often a reporter is involved in the crime – but you’ll know all about that, eh?’


‘I’ve no idea what you mean, Mr Kincaid,’ she said and nibbled more shortbread, trying not to think about that knife, the hard light off its blade. ‘But I’d rather just report it, a simple para and keep myself out. This is journalism, not an ego trip.’


‘There’s not that many know the difference,’ he chuckled. ‘And those who do, don’t end up in Fleet Street.’


‘Who said I wanted to end up anywhere?’


‘But you’re just passing through here?’


She licked the sugary crumbs off her fingertips.


‘Ah, Willie, we’re all passing through. It’s just a question of how brightly.’


‘Deep stuff, young Kirsty. But as your editor—’


The phone rang at Willie Kincaid’s elbow. He grimaced, picked it up and as he cradled it to his shoulder added to her, ‘Don’t think we’ve finished with this.’


He listened. His smile disappeared, he handed her the receiver.


‘For you. Marnie Wilson at the Home.’
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A Highland policeman leaves his comfort zone


It wasn’t Jim MacIver’s territory, the Rothiemurchus Forest. He’d been called in because the local force were ‘a bittie short-handed’ as the chief constable had confided after the usual embarrassing business with the handshakes. A Lewisman by birth, trees in such unnecessary profusion made Jim MacIver feel constrained and uneasy, and he didn’t like not knowing what was really up when a fellow Mason asked, without quite asking, for a favour.


So he was, by his standards, tense as he hurried along the darkening trail behind the RSPB laddie and big Fergie Cardrona. Jim wanted to be back in his small Highland town, to amble to the pub in the evenings, spend weekends gardening while making calculations about his pension and wondering what he’d do with his life in retirement. It was dismal and depressing, scraping through this dank forest. It could make a man think on his former wife remarried in Australia, his daughter Mhairi busy with her surf school in Cornwall, a good and loving daughter who had to be left to get on with her complicated life.


As another brittle branch whipped back into his face, Jim MacIver nearly used strong language but restrained himself and merely muttered ‘Call ùine gu lèir!’ as he pushed on down the ever-narrowing path. At the dismal end of a dismal day, contemplating the sorry shards of the story he was piecing together – the abandoned motorbike, the gauntlets, map, backpack, the wrist-watch, and then finally the man himself – it was hard not to take that ever-narrowing path to heart.


As if a man came to a point where he had to discard his life, item by item. Went deeper and deeper into the darkness of the wood, further away from his own kind, to finally lie down in the shallow grave he’d fashioned for himself to be alone in. It wasn’t to be thought on, such despair, in case of the contagion of it, the awakening of the sinful despair one might carry in oneself.


So he kept the familiar things around him, the daily faces, the bright, orderly garden front and back, the petty wrongdoings of the Highland town where he tried to keep some sort of balance – he thought of it as balance rather than order, for he knew that order was not sustainable in this world. Comfort zone, that’s what they called it. That’s what we try to fashion for ourselves, and fair enough. And yet Life, the bugger, has a way of plucking one from the impending pension and free bus pass.


As the pines thinned and the slope rose through birch to follow an old ruined wall, in his mind a face he’d nearly managed to forget turned and smiled at him. Ellen Stobo, now safely back in Canada, she had once pulled him from his comfort zone. Her wit, her warmth, her quick compassionate eyes looking on him through that daft Macnab summer while they tried to avert bloodshed, looking at him as he’d never expected to be looked on again, not at his age. Lips touching his as he’d never expected to be touched again. The skin, the body, may thicken and slow, but the heart does not. It just loses its nerve.


‘Eilidh, a ghaoil, b’e mo mhiann thu bhith an seo,’ he murmured foolishly, then remembering she had not the Gaelic, quietly said aloud before he joined the two men gathered round the great mound of leaves, ‘Ellen, how I wish you here, my dear.’


‘Here’s the man himself,’ Fergie Cardrona said ponderously. ‘Made himself comfortable, hasn’t he?’


Indeed he had. Jim stared down, taking in the scooped hollow, the body straight out on its back, the thin face, the hands crossed on the chest, the mouth open. A couple of crinkled birch leaves had drifted into it. Beside him, the RSPB laddie was recounting how he’d been tracking capercaillie through the woods, and the bird had come to roost right above this big bed of leaves and the wind had blown them aside and he’d stepped back as he peered up and felt something hard under his foot, looked down and seen a hand, then another…


Even as he crouched down carefully and took out his torch to see better in the dimness, Jim MacIver had one of those small, transient revelations that litter our lives like molehills on an uneventful lawn. This is the comfort zone. It means death.


He reached out and gently removed the rotting leaves from the man’s mouth. I will write to her. I’m no done yet.


‘Nae identification,’ Fergie was repeating. ‘But we’ll get it through the bike. Nae sign of foul play, and the stuff chucked awa, and the peaceful way he’s lying – well, reckon he came here to do hisel in. Must have been recent – he doesnae smell bad.’


Jim nodded. The whole scene was odd, but he’d known odder. A woman walked into Loch Ness with a money belt packed with stones; a man pitched his tent in the Lairig Gru, made a brew, half-finished it – the mug still there next day – then cut his own throat. The queer griefs and passions of folk.


‘Check his hands,’ the chief constable had murmured. ‘You’ll know what to do.’


Jim clicked on the torch. Left hand across the chest was bare. A faint band of paler skin around the third finger. Well. Though it was fifteen years back, he knew how that failure felt.


But when he looked at the right hand, he understood at last why he’d been sent here. The ring was chunky, the mount a half-moon, the stone glinted green as a weasel’s eye.


It was very nearly identical to the one he had worn at his own father’s funeral.
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