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Foreword


I always like to say that there’s an element of truth in any Hamish Macbeth escapade. The characters, of course, are entirely fictitious, as is their home village of Lochdubh, but there are always places round about, places Hamish may visit or where part of the action happens, that are real. I think that including real places helps to ‘locate’ Lochdubh in Sutherland, which, in turn, helps to make the characters and scenarios more believable for the reader. It certainly helps me to set the right sort of tone when I’m writing.


For me, playing with Scottish folklore is also something that adds an authentic flavour to a Hamish Macbeth tale. We Scots are famously practical and pragmatic people, a nation of engineers and inventors. Think of Alexander Graham Bell, who invented the telephone; John Logie Baird, known as ‘The Father of Television’; Robert Watson-Watt and his work on radar; and, of course, Scotty from Star Trek. There is an enduring image of the Scots as highly intelligent, well-educated scientists and technical innovators.


That, however, is just one of the many conceptions that have become Scottish stereotypes. Another is of the anxiously superstitious Highlanders living in eerie isolation out in the wilds of the far north, on the windswept moors or in glens closed in by steep mountain slopes and swirling mists or glowering grey skies. You can understand why the atmosphere conjures superstition and tales told late at night of mystical creatures that haunt the darkness.


Like all stereotypes, those applied to the Scots are nonsense, but nonsense that might have a grain of truth, just like stereotypes of anyone else. Scots are no different than any other people, and just as different as all other people. Every culture has its traditional myths and legends, whether they involve dragons and sea serpents, witches or giants. Scotland has all of those and more.


There are hundreds of Scottish myths and legends involving giants, kelpies, selkies, goblins, brownies, fairies or witches, and Death of a Groom has its very own witch story, featuring Jenny Horne. Jenny, or Janet, Horne was a name given to any suspected witch in the far north and the element of truth in our little piece of Lochdubh folklore is that the last person in Britain to be legally tried and executed for witchcraft was Janet Horne, who was sentenced to be burnt at the stake in Dornoch in 1727. The unfortunate woman was probably in the throes of some form of dementia and her daughter suffered from a deformity in her hands and feet. The rumour grew that Janet had her daughter shod at night by the Devil himself so that she could ride her around the countryside as if she were a pony. She could then cover vast distances using her witch’s powers to perform dastardly deeds at the Devil’s bidding.


Both Janet and her daughter were arrested, although the younger woman somehow managed to escape from custody and flee the area. The unfortunate Janet stood trial and was declared guilty of witchcraft. She was smeared with tar and paraded through the streets to the spot where a bonfire had been prepared for her execution. She is said to have smiled and warmed herself by the flames that would end her life. To this day a stone stands on that very spot in Dornoch, marking the site of the demise of the last witch.


In the hills outside Lochdubh, Death of a Groom also features a place called the ‘Spaniard’s Leap’. Many will, no doubt, recognise this as a version of the Soldier’s Leap at Killiecrankie, just north of Pitlochry in Perthshire. This is the spot where, in 1689, following a particularly brutal, bloody battle between government troops and Jacobite rebels, the government army was routed. One soldier, fleeing for his life from clansmen who were in hot pursuit, escaped by jumping from one rocky bank of the River Garry to the other. I’ve been there and it’s a huge gap. I wouldn’t fancy trying to jump it myself but, on the other hand, the thought of being hacked to death by bloodthirsty Highlanders with claymores might well have turned me into an Olympic long-jumper, too!


Lochdubh’s Spaniard was in a slightly different predicament, but the idea that a Spaniard should be at large on the shores of northwest Scotland in 1588 isn’t so far-fetched. As described in the following pages, the Spanish famously did send an armada to invade England at that time and some of the ships were wrecked off the west coasts of Scotland and Ireland.


One ship, the San Juan de Sicilia, put in to Tobermory Bay on the Isle of Mull and was welcomed, the Scots at that time being no friends of the English. The captain negotiated with the local clan chief, Lachlan Maclean of Duart, for supplies which Maclean agreed to arrange provided that he could borrow some of the Spanish soldiers. He then spent weeks ravaging the territories of rival clans. The ship then exploded while at anchor, killing everyone on board. It’s believed that one of those providing supplies was actually an English agent. Some of the Spaniards who were not on board when the ship was blown to bits remained in Scotland for a time before being given safe passage back to Spain. Some may have settled and never left at all. The wreck of the San Juan de Sicilia has been the focus of several treasure-hunting salvage attempts and the notion that a fortune in Spanish gold lies at the bottom of Tobermory Bay persists to this day.


There is, therefore, an element of truth in Hamish’s story about the Spaniard’s Leap, although the Lochdubh version doesn’t end quite so well for the Spaniard as the Killiecrankie version did for the soldier.


Given that this visit to Lochdubh features a Highland wedding in a romantic castle surrounded by glorious scenery, you might well be wondering whether Hamish and his long-term girlfriend, Claire, will get caught up in the moment and tie the knot themselves. Surely all that romance in the air – especially as the wedding is on Valentine’s Day – will inspire Hamish to pop the question, won’t it? He has to get married sometime, after all, doesn’t he? Or does he? You’ll just have to wait and see!


R. W. Green, 2026









The Wedding of Miss Alannah Hamilton and Mr Darius Palmerston
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	Mr Darius Palmerston


	Bridegroom


	Second floor room 21
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	Stepmother of the Bride


	First floor room 11







	Miss Sloane Beaumont


	Chief Bridesmaid


	Second floor room 23







	Miss Helen Carter


	Bridesmaid


	Second floor room 23







	Mr Sebastian Chalmers


	Best Man


	Second floor room 21







	Mr Robert Jensen


	Godfather to the Bride


	First floor room 13







	Viscount Carsely (Richard Wade)


	Family Friend


	Second floor room 25







	(The Hon.) Simon Derringer


	Family Friend


	Second floor room 25







	Mr Stephen Palmerston


	Cousin of the Groom


	Top floor room 33







	Mr Henry Poulter


	Cousin of the Groom


	Top floor room 33







	Mr Paul Hunter


	Horse Groom


	Stable block bedsit















Chapter One


To see her is to love her,


And love but her forever;


For nature made her what she is,


And never made anither!


Robert Burns, ‘O Saw Ye Bonie Lesley’ (1792)


‘This wedding cannae go ahead! There must be no marriage in this place! There is evil afoot – an evil no’ seen for five centuries past! The ceremony will summon the Devil himself and Satan will bring death to Lochdubh!’


The old man stood in a patch of sunshine beside a low snowbank that was liberally speckled with gravel, gathered when the snow was cleared from the car park of Lochdubh’s Tommel Castle Hotel. He punctuated his proclamation by pounding the tambourine-like Celtic bodhrán drum he held in his left hand, although he had no need of the drum to attract the attention of those standing at the foot the stone steps leading up to the hotel’s grand entrance. His appearance had the small group rapt, none showing any inclination to retreat inside where warming log fires were burning in the public rooms. Outside, despite the sharp glare that had encouraged some of the guests to protect their eyes with designer shades, the sunshine had barely raised the temperature far enough above freezing to melt the frost on the trees. Nevertheless, the hotel guests – a handful of young women accompanied by a couple of young men – remained out in the cold, fascinated by the apparition with the drum.


The man standing before them wore a black velvet skull cap decorated with embroidered gold symbols that looked arcane enough possibly to be genuine runes from some long-forgotten mystic cult. His long, straggly, white beard reached down to his chest, almost concealing a string of dull black beads and his voluminous, heavy, grey kaftan had snow clinging to the hem where it had trailed on the ground. Now and again, when he raised his arms to sound the drum, the hem rose to reveal a distinctly non-mystical pair of thick-soled, warmly padded, modern snow boots.


‘I’m getting married here on Saturday,’ a young woman standing on the steps called out. Alannah Hamilton was wearing an expensive Fairisle wool sweater and stood with her arms folded against the cold. From her bemused smile and the twinkle in her eye, it was patently clear that she wasn’t taking the old man at all seriously. ‘Why do you want me to cancel my wedding? What’s the Devil got to do with it?’


‘The Devil has stalked the hills around Lochdubh since the beginning o’ time, forever seeking souls to plunder,’ the old man said, with another dramatic flourish on his drum. ‘It was in this place that he took the witch Jenny Horne as his bride!’


As the storyteller rattled out an uncertain rhythm on his drum, plodding back and forth in a slow march while chanting in a low, incoherent mutter, a small man in a tweed suit appeared at the hotel entrance, pausing at the top of the steps, quite apart from the guests lower down. Colonel George Halburton-Smythe was the hotel’s owner. Anger at the disturbance on his premises had drawn his face almost as tight as the knot in his regimental tie. He was joined by a younger man, wearing a dark business suit.


‘I put you in charge of security, Silas!’ hissed the colonel. ‘You used to be a police officer – get rid of that old reprobate!’


‘I think kicking him out might be a wee bit hasty, Colonel,’ said Silas. ‘It might not be good PR. Angus is known as “the seer” in Lochdubh and there are plenty who use him as a fortune teller and font of wisdom. It wouldn’t go down at all well with the locals if we flung him out in the snow. Those who believe his auld wives’ tales might think you were in league with the Devil yourself!’


Silas laughed. The colonel did not.


‘So what do we do about him?’ he snapped. ‘We can’t have him parading around here like this all day!’


‘I’ve sent for someone who can handle Angus,’ Silas said, looking down towards the driveway, ‘and here he comes now.’


A silver Land Rover resplendent in the distinctive yellow-and-blue ‘Battenberg’ livery of Police Scotland drew to a halt at the head of the driveway, out of sight of the seer and his audience. Any noise the car made on the gravel was drowned out by an enthusiastic burst of drumming that spurred the old man into an almost energetic bout of hopping from one foot to the other. This brought a cheer from some of the guests, so he hopped some more.


Sergeant Hamish Macbeth stepped out of the Land Rover and paused to take in the spectacle. He was joined by his constable, Davey Forbes, for a few seconds before Hamish approached the gaggle of guests, making his way around them and up the staircase, his long legs easily taking the steps two at a time. He was an imposing figure, standing well over six feet tall and with a shock of flaming red hair over which he crammed his uniform cap before greeting the colonel. A couple of the young women nudged each other, whispered and cast admiring glances in his direction, although the seer was now demanding their attention once again.


‘Be warned and be gone from this place,’ the seer exclaimed, ‘afore murder returns to this house after five hundred years!’


‘According to the history of the house, that’s not possible,’ said a woman with dark hair, standing next to the bride-to-be. Sloane Beaumont was Alannah’s chief bridesmaid and was waving a printed sheet bearing the hotel logo. ‘Tommel Castle was only built one hundred and fifty years ago, not five hundred.’


‘A dwelling has stood on this spot far longer than that,’ the seer assured her. ‘Jenny Horne lived in a much smaller house, but it was here that the Devil and all the most abominable demons o’ the underworld attended the wedding feast. They were served by two local lassies, enslaved under the sorcery of the evil witch! She turned their heads backwards so that her master wouldnae be affronted by them laying eyes upon him, and that’s how they were found when their bodies were washed ashore in Loch Dubh the following day.’


‘How could they see to serve anything if their heads were on backwards?’ asked one of the young men, laughing. The seer glowered at him from beneath his shaggy eyebrows, sniffed and silenced the laughter with a rattle of his drum.


‘The villagers had long suspected Jenny Horne o’ witchcraft and gathered to march on her house. She warned them to leave her be, lest she call for her husband to rain fire on the village, but they threw her into the cellar beneath her house and locked her there until the sheriff’s men could be summoned from Golspie.


‘For two days and nights she screamed and wailed down in the cellar such that the men guarding the house could scarce hear anything else. Then, on the third day, the screaming stopped. The men opened the cellar to see if she was still alive, but found no trace o’ her. What they did find was a tunnel, wi’ walls as smooth as glass, leading out o’ the cellar towards the mountains. One brave soul set foot in the tunnel and barely escaped wi’ his life when the whole thing collapsed. You can follow the route the tunnel took to this day if you look just ower there.’


He pointed to a gulley that ran from the edge of the hotel grounds across the surrounding estate to where the mountains, white with snow, looked down over the village. He then resumed his shuffling, hopping dance as the guests clapped in time to the beat of his drum.


‘I want him out of here immediately,’ the colonel seethed, glaring at Hamish. ‘He’s trespassing and surely disturbing the peace! Can’t you just arrest him?’


‘Och, there’s easier ways to deal wi’ Angus,’ Hamish replied. He took off his hat and waved it above his head, catching the dancing seer’s eye. He then cupped his hand to his mouth in a drinking motion, before pointing to the back of the hotel. The seer gave an almost imperceptible nod, then addressed his audience once more.


‘You’ve had fair warning,’ he said. ‘Choose not to heed my words and you will bring death to this place!’


He then headed off round the hotel, a smattering of applause seeing him on his way.


‘Silas, maybe you should go and see Freddy in the kitchen,’ Hamish suggested. ‘I’ve no doubt a bit o’ lunch and a wee dram would go down well wi’ the seer.’


‘Wait a minute!’ the colonel objected. ‘This is my hotel! You can’t just give away my food and drink to that old fool!’


‘Angus is no fool, Colonel,’ Hamish said, keeping his voice low. ‘Eccentric, aye, and a charlatan no doubt, but you might want to listen to this lot afore you pass judgement on him.’


The guests were now filing back into the hotel, heading for the warmth of the bar area.


‘He was fabulous, wasn’t he?’ said one young woman.


‘I loved his drumming,’ one of men said, laughing and twiddling his hand as though wielding the seer’s double-headed drumstick. ‘Dum-dabbah-dum-dabbah-dum!’


‘He was brilliant,’ Sloane said to the bride. ‘Did you have to pay extra for him, Alannah?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ Alannah said, smiling. ‘I bet it was something my father laid on. He’s really into all that folklore stuff.’


The group breezed past in a cloud of chatter. Hamish looked at the colonel and raised his eyebrows.


‘Seems like they enjoyed the performance,’ he said, smiling.


‘Hamish is right,’ came the voice of Priscilla Halburton-Smythe, stepping towards them from the small lounge to the side of the hotel entrance. She was, as always, elegantly dressed with not a hair of her smooth blonde bob out of place. Priscilla was tall and beautiful and Hamish had once been so beguiled by her that they had become engaged, much to the colonel’s disapproval. He had found the thought of having a lowly police officer as a son-in-law so degrading as to be almost unbearable. The only thing that had offended him more was when Hamish called off the engagement. That had been an almost insufferable slight and he never found out why Hamish had behaved in such a scurrilous manner. The villagers were equally confused. Hamish and Priscilla, after all, had seemed the ideal couple.


No one else, however, knew Priscilla as Hamish did. Beneath her facade of warmth and charm, Priscilla was devoid of any real affection. She revelled in the attention men showered upon her, but could offer no real love in return. Although he had long since decided that she was not the woman to spend the rest of his days with, Hamish was still entranced by her beauty, wondering almost every time he saw her what life might have been like with a more amorous, more passionate version of Priscilla.


‘That was a quaint and entertaining display,’ she said. ‘The wedding party loved it.’


‘Aye, he’s quite a character is auld Angus,’ Hamish said. ‘I didn’t realise you were up here in Lochdubh, Priscilla.’


‘I got in this morning,’ she replied. ‘One of the bridesmaids, Helen Carter, works with me in IT down in London. I persuaded her to suggest the hotel as the wedding venue and thought I’d best be here to keep an eye on things.’


While her father owned Tommel Castle, having bought it as a private residence and been persuaded by Hamish to turn it into a hotel when he later lost a fortune through poor investments, the colonel had little to do with the day-to-day running of the place. Priscilla, along with the hotel’s manager, Mr Johnson, oversaw the operation of the business. She now spent more time in Lochdubh than she did in London, since most of her IT work could easily be done from her laptop wherever she was in the world.


‘Hamish, would you do me a favour, please?’ she asked. ‘Make sure Angus – Mr Macdonald – doesn’t leave until I’ve had a word with him.’


‘Aye, no problem,’ Hamish replied. ‘I was on my way down to the kitchen in any case to see what Freddy’s got on the stove. Davey and I have been helping to haul sheep out o’ snowdrifts all morning, so I’m fair famished.’


‘Macbeth, I will not have you scrounging in my hotel kitchen!’ barked the colonel. ‘And as for that scoundrel, Forbes,’ he turned to where the Land Rover was parked, but Davey was no longer anywhere to be seen. ‘Where has he . . . ?’ The colonel turned back to see Hamish disappearing through a door that led downstairs to the kitchen.


‘Priscilla, you cannot allow these lazy freeloaders to eat and drink us out of business!’ he whined to his daughter.


‘We’re lucky to have them,’ Priscilla maintained. ‘Don’t forget that Silas was once Hamish’s constable, as was Freddy. Freddy is a far better chef than we could ever have hoped to tempt here to Lochdubh and Silas is our best employee. He covers at least three jobs in the hotel. Without Hamish we wouldn’t have them. In fact, without Hamish you’d have had to sell Tommel Castle for a fraction of its value, if you recall.’


‘Actually, I have a very good memory, my dear,’ her father replied. ‘I remember, for example, the callous way he treated you when—’


‘We’ve moved on since then, Daddy. If I can let by-gones be bygones, then so can you. Now, there’s something I need to do.’


Priscilla hurried off in the direction of the bar, leaving her father with an uncomfortable surfeit of unspent ire. He spotted Mr Johnson working in the office behind the reception desk and marched across the hall, confident he’d find something or other about which to berate him.


Down in the kitchen, Freddy had persuaded Silas to trade his suit jacket for an apron and help a young woman, a local who worked as his part-time assistant, to prepare a mountain of vegetables needed for that evening’s dinner.


Hamish, Davey and the seer were sat at a table in the corner of the kitchen enjoying steaming bowls of Cullen skink with hunks of freshly baked bread and mugs of tea. Hamish and the seer also had glasses of whisky to hand. The seer, having started before the other two, was mopping up the last of his soup with a final swab of bread when Hamish turned to him.


‘So what was all that stuff about the Devil, Angus?’ he asked. ‘I’m fairly sure I’ve no’ heard that tale afore.’


‘Whether you’ve heard it or no’,’ the seer assured him, ‘doesn’t mean it’s no’ true. The evidence is there to see. You cannae deny the track o’ the collapsed tunnel.’


‘The gulley’s there, plain as day,’ Davey said, ‘but there are gulleys like that all over the northwest. Geologically, we’re sitting on a fault line called the Moine Thrust and . . .’ He looked up from his soup when he realised Hamish was staring at him, giving him a slight shake of his head. The seer scowled at the young constable.


‘Macbeth probably thinks I didn’t see him shutting you up,’ the old man growled. ‘He kens very well how unwise it is to ignore the auld ways. Folk around here live in tune wi’ their surroundings. They ken the waters o’ the loch, the changes in the wind and feel o’ the hillsides wi’ a knowledge that runs far deeper than mere science.’


The seer took a deep breath, clearly about to launch into a lecture about ancient values, when Priscilla walked into the kitchen.


‘Might I have a word with you outside, Mr Macdonald?’ she asked, then continued walking past the group and out of the back door to where the small courtyard area was bright with frigid sunshine. Immediately recognising the shape of the tissue-wrapped package she was carrying, the seer rose from his seat, downed what was left of his dram and followed her outside.


‘That was a fascinating recital you gave us earlier,’ Priscilla said, once they were alone. She held out the package. ‘I thought you might like this as a small token of our appreciation.’


‘You don’t understand what you’re dealing wi’ . . .’ the seer began, taking the package and peeling back a fold of the wrapping, spotting the stylised gold stag’s head logo and swiftly secreting the bottle of Glenfiddich deep in a pocket somewhere in the folds of his kaftan, ‘. . . but your token o’ appreciation is also much appreciated.’


‘I was thinking,’ Priscilla said, slowly, ‘that the Jenny Horne story happened a very long time ago, and—’


‘Five centuries have passed,’ the seer intoned, as though about to launch into his sermon once again, ‘yet the danger remains ever present, merely dormant, not purged, even to this day.’


‘Yes, five centuries and not much in the way of purging,’ Priscilla agreed, ‘but there are no real records going back quite that far here in Lochdubh, are there? There are no documents stored in the church or anywhere else to prove that the two girls were found dead on the beach or that Jenny Horne was locked in her cellar – or precisely when this all happened. I mean, you can’t be sure that the fifth centenary of the Devil’s wedding is this coming Saturday, or in three weeks’ time, or indeed a month after that.’


‘The precise day will matter not if the evil should be awakened,’ warned the seer.


‘My point entirely,’ Priscilla said, nodding. ‘I’m so glad we’re seeing eye-to-eye on this, Mr Macdonald. The thing is, we have another wedding coming up in three weeks and I wondered if you could be persuaded to stage a repeat performance.’


‘It would be wise to offer the same warning to your new guests,’ the seer agreed, carefully considering the request, ‘but I am sore troubled wi’ the many demands on my time.’


‘Maybe this will help ease your troubles,’ Priscilla said, offering him a white envelope, which the seer opened, assessing the collection of £10 notes inside with a keen, sharp glance before the envelope, like the bottle, disappeared into the folds of his kaftan.


‘It would be nice, however, if we could have a happier ending next time,’ Priscilla said. ‘Perhaps you might be able to offer some reassurance to my guests – something to give them a little comfort rather than disturbing nightmares that will leave them in fear of being murdered in their beds.’


‘I shall work hard to find a combination of words and rituals to allay your folks’ fears next time, but you must beware, Miss Halburton-Smythe. Evil is approaching Tommel Castle as we speak and death will follow. I have seen it. It will happen. Nothing can be done to stop that now.’


The seer picked up his drum from where he had left it by the back door, and strode off round the building, heading for the village. Priscilla watched him depart, mulled over what he had said and shivered, suddenly feeling a chill far deeper than the cold Highland air. She hurried back into the warmth of the kitchen.


‘So what was all that business wi’ Angus about?’ Hamish asked as Priscilla joined the two police officers at the table. Freddy had handed her a cup of tea as soon as she walked in, although hers was in a dainty china cup rather than the mugs Hamish and Davey preferred.


‘The wedding guests enjoyed his little pantomime,’ Priscilla said, smiling. ‘At least one even thought the bride had paid extra for him. That works well for the hotel. This wedding is important to us.’


‘There’s been plenty o’ wedding receptions here afore now,’ Hamish said. ‘What’s so special about this one?’


‘Local weddings are great for the hotel, but Saturday’s event is a far grander affair. I know these people, Hamish,’ Priscilla explained. ‘They have lots of money. Alannah Hamilton’s father is a very successful investment banker, as was her grandfather. It’s their family business. They don’t do things by halves. For them, everything has to be the very best and they’re spending a fortune here. Mr Johnson and I have been involved in organising absolutely everything – from the travel arrangements to the menus over the next few days and the flowers decorating the church. We’ve pressed the hotel’s old stable block back into service because the bride will travel to and from the church in a horse-drawn carriage that belongs to the family. They’ve even brought their own horses and a groom to look after them.’


‘It sounds like one big headache to me,’ Hamish said. ‘Why did they decide to come all the way to Lochdubh for the wedding? February’s no’ a great time to be travelling up here.’


‘Their family and friends are spread all over the country and Alannah and Darius, her fiancé, wanted something special and intimate – a Valentine’s Day wedding. His parents died in a car crash a few years ago and he has no close family. They didn’t want the wedding to look like it was dominated by Allanah’s family, so they decided to get out of London and keep it smaller, but exceptional. I persuaded them that Lochdubh was a perfect romantic setting. The church and the hotel are ideal for them. Altogether there will be about sixty in attendance. Darius will be arriving later this afternoon with his best man and a few friends. Alannah’s family are due to be here shortly.’


‘Well, Lochdubh couldn’t look prettier for them wi’ the snow on the mountains and piled up at the sides o’ the roads,’ Hamish said. ‘We’ve spent the last two days making sure the roads are clear, haven’t we, Davey?’


‘Aye, we have,’ Davey agreed, without looking up from his soup bowl. Having had a huge crush on Priscilla when he first came to Lochdubh, he now felt distinctly uneasy when she was around and had said nothing since she appeared in the kitchen.


‘What’s up, Davey?’ she said. ‘Cat got your tongue?’


‘What? No . . . I mean, I’m a wee bit tired, that’s all,’ he said, rubbing his eyes. ‘I think I’ll just grab some fresh air and maybe pay a visit to see those horses you mentioned.’


‘He didn’t seem very pleased to see me,’ Priscilla said, watching Davey crossing the courtyard.


‘Aye, well, I suppose he’s missing Susan, his girlfriend,’ Hamish said, sipping his tea. ‘Your mention o’ Valentine’s Day wouldn’t have helped. She’s at the university down south in Stirling, training to be a teacher. The bad weather’s meant he’s no’ been able to get down there lately.’


‘And what about Claire, your little paramedic?’ Priscilla asked with a mischievous smile. ‘Is she still sending your pulse racing?’


Hamish shifted in his seat, now feeling some of the discomfort that had driven Davey out into the cold. Talking to Priscilla about Claire felt like some kind of betrayal. He and Priscilla made far better friends than lovers, but he wasn’t happy about providing her with insights into his relationship with Claire. He was also perfectly aware that she was asking with the intention of winding him up.


‘Aye, we’re fine,’ he said. ‘I’ve no’ seen much o’ her just recently wi’ our odd work shifts and the snow, but we’re both off tonight, so that’ll be braw. Are you . . . um . . .’ he almost asked her about her own love life, then thought better of it, ‘. . . friends wi’ many o’ the wedding crowd, or just the bridesmaid?’


‘I’m friends with a few of them,’ she said, looking down at her teacup. Having been lied to by some of the most dishonest, two-faced, deceitful villains you could ever have the misfortune to meet, Hamish knew she wasn’t telling the whole truth. ‘They’re very interesting people. I’m sure you’ll get the chance to meet some of them. In fact, we might need your help with a few things . . .’


*


While Priscilla began running through the logistics of the biggest wedding to happen in Lochdubh since Jenny Horne got hitched to the Devil, Davey was trying and failing to phone Susan. He guessed she was in a lecture when she didn’t answer. Shoving his phone back in his pocket, he headed in the direction of the stable block, where he saw the colonel’s dark green Range Rover was parked. He stopped by the car when he heard hushed voices. Standing between the car and the wall of the stables, he could make out from their conversation that two people were just round the corner – a man and a woman. There was a note of desperate anguish in their voices that made him pause to listen.


‘I can’t believe you’re going through with this,’ came the man’s voice. ‘You know what he’s like.’


‘You and I both know that,’ the woman’s voice replied, ‘but we’ve talked about this, Paul, and we have to stick to the plan. It’s only for one day, then Daddy will take care of him. I have to go now. People will start to wonder where I am. Remember – just stick to the plan and everything will be fine.’


Realising the conversation was over, Davey took a few quick steps round the car, then shuffled his feet noisily and coughed to make it look like he’d just walked out of the hotel. He wanted to make sure the couple knew he was coming without them thinking he’d been lurking and eavesdropping, especially since that was precisely what he had been doing. Alannah Hamilton came round the corner of the stable block and smiled at him.


‘Hello, Constable,’ she said. ‘What brings you out to the stables?’


‘Well, umm . . . I love horses and was hoping to make friends with the ones you’ve brought with you,’ Davey offered by way of explanation.


‘Blaze and Brandy are certainly both very friendly,’ she said, flashing him another smile. ‘I was just checking they’re settling in okay after their long journey. They have to be on their best behaviour for Saturday, but I’m sure they will be. We’ve had them for years and they’re gentle souls. If only people could be more like horses, eh?’


‘That would often make my job a lot easier,’ Davey said, laughing.


‘I’m starting to feel the cold,’ Alannah said with a shiver. ‘I’d best get inside. Paul, the groom, will show you Blaze and Brandy.’


She hurried off towards the hotel. Davey wondered for a second what they could have been talking about that had generated such emotion, who the ‘he’ was they had mentioned and what their plan might be. He shrugged, dismissed it as none of his business and walked round to introduce himself to Paul. The young man was lean and fit with a mop of dark, wavy hair. He shook Davey’s hand with a firm grip, looking tense and worried at first but relaxing a little when Davey explained that he’d come to see the horses.


‘Take a few of these,’ Paul said, grinning and passing Davey a handful of Polo mints. ‘I don’t let them have too many, but they love them.’


Davey turned to one of the horses, a beautiful chestnut with a white flash down the middle of his face. The horse reached its head out over the stable door.


‘I take it from your white patch that you’re Blaze,’ he said, holding a mint flat in his hand and letting Blaze gently take it. He stroked the horse’s nose. ‘You’re a handsome, lad, aren’t you? Big and strong, too.’


Clearly having heard the crunching of mints and anxious not to be left out, another horse’s head appeared from the adjacent stall. Like Blaze, Brandy had a glossy chestnut coat, but his mane was a far lighter colour.


‘And you must be Brandy,’ Davey said, offering the horse a mint. ‘You’re every bit as good looking as your pal, aren’t you? They must look very glamorous together pulling a carriage, Paul.’


‘They do,’ Paul agreed. ‘You’ll get a chance to see them and the carriage on Saturday.’


‘Are they both fit and well after the journey up here?’ Davey asked, wondering if the conversation he had heard might have been about one of the horses.


‘They’re in top form,’ Paul said. ‘Rested and raring to go.’


‘Are they purely carriage horses,’ Davey asked, ‘or can you ride them as well?’


‘They’re trained for both – perfectly happy to be saddled,’ Paul said. ‘Alannah . . . Miss Hamilton . . . and I often take them for a hack around her father’s estate down in Hampshire. Do you ride?’


‘I’ve done a bit down in the Borders, where I was brought up,’ Davey said. ‘I haven’t been in the saddle for a while, though.’


‘It’s something you never forget, and these two are really well behaved, clever boys – easy to train. I’d have loved the chance to try them pulling a sleigh, so it’s a pity the roads are clear.’


‘Don’t let any of the locals hear you saying that,’ Davey said, smiling. ‘There’s only one road into Lochdubh, and when it’s blocked we’re pretty much cut off. Everyone around here hates it when that happens.’


‘What about the harbour?’ Paul asked. ‘I was taking a stroll around there yesterday. Can’t people and supplies come and go by boat?’


‘If there’s a bad storm, boats can’t get in beyond the rocks at the mouth of the loch,’ Davey replied, ‘and, in any case, a boat’s not much good if you need to go inland, to the hospital at Braikie, for example.’


‘Is Lochdubh regularly cut off?’


‘Only in a really heavy snowstorm.’ Davey gazed out on the surrounding hillsides, squinting against the glare to look above the forest treeline to where haughty summits, resplendent in cloaks of white snow, stood proudly against the blue sky. ‘It doesn’t happen very often, although Hamish, my sergeant, reckons we’ve not seen the last of the snow yet, and he’s not usually wrong about these things.’


‘That would get all of the wedding party really excited,’ Paul said. ‘We can go a whole winter down south and never see a single flake of snow. Lochdubh looks like a winter wonderland right now but I’m sure we all wish we could see some snow falling.’


‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Davey said. ‘We really have our work cut out for us when there’s heavy snow. It might look nice, but just because it’s pretty doesn’t mean it’s not a killer. It can turn a simple journey into a nightmare.’


‘Well, let’s keep our fingers crossed for fair weather, then and . . .’ Paul paused, turning his head slightly to concentrate on a noise in the far distance. The relaxed, cheerful demeanour seemed to drain from his face when he recognised the sound. ‘I’d best make myself busy,’ he said. ‘Sounds like the boss is here.’


The noise grew into a stuttering sound that quickly swelled to a regular rhythmic beat accompanied by the whine of a turbine engine. Davey looked out in the direction of the loch, hidden from view by the trees in the hotel grounds. Then, above the white mountain peaks, he spotted a fast-approaching helicopter. As it drew closer he could see it was painted in a deep burgundy livery, the sunshine glinting on its glossy bodywork.


Silas rushed past, wearing ski goggles and a parka. One hand clamped a mobile phone to his ear. He made his way to the flat, open space that was normally a lush, green paddock but now looked more like a white carpet, dotted here and there with deer tracks. Silas waved to the helicopter as it circled the hotel twice, the pilot assessing the paddock as a landing area. Apparently satisfied, he brought the aircraft to a hover above the snow and slowly descended. Compared with the silence that had reigned after the seer’s drumming session, the din from the engine and the rotor blades was now deafening. Davey smiled when he imagined Lochdubh’s residents at back doors and upstairs windows, craning their necks to see what was going on. It wasn’t every day that such a machine appeared in the skies over the village.


As the helicopter sank lower, the downdraught from its rotor blades whipped the topmost layer of snow into a swirling cloud of spindrift. Silas stood his ground, the ski goggles protecting his eyes from the stinging snow. Paul had disappeared into the stables and Davey looked away from the mini-blizzard to see Priscilla and Hamish standing close by, just beyond the snow cloud, watching the landing. The helicopter’s skids sank into the knee-deep snow and the cloud it had kicked up settled with the slowing of the rotors, the engine’s roar gradually descending to a comparative whisper.


Silas whipped off his goggles and rushed to the colonel’s Range Rover, driving out in a careful loop to park by the helicopter. He then unloaded a roll of matting from the back of the car and laid it like a welcome carpet running to the aircraft. Once it was tromped down into a firm surface, he opened the cabin door to usher three passengers out of the helicopter and into the waiting car.


‘Quite an entrance, was it no’?’ Hamish remarked, Davey joining him as Priscilla hurried off to be ready with the welcome party around at the hotel’s main entrance.


‘It was that,’ Davey agreed. ‘Will that be the bride’s parents?’


‘Apparently so,’ Hamish said, watching the three passengers climb into the Range Rover. ‘Priscilla said that’s Charles Hamilton wi’ his wife, Serena, and his best friend, who’s also the bride’s godfather.’


The Range Rover made stately progress across the paddock before sweeping past them once it found firmer footing on the cleared gravel closer to the hotel. It was then that Hamish spotted a fourth person disembarking from the helicopter. Although padded out in a bulky winter jacket, he recognised the figure immediately.


‘Crivens!’ he breathed. ‘Here’s a turn-up for the books!’


Elspeth Grant looked in their direction. Even at a distance, her silver-grey eyes sparkled behind the faux-fur trim on the hood of her jacket, giving her the look of a wolf stalking through the snow towards them.


‘Hamish!’ she cried, wrapping her arms around his chest. Like Priscilla, Elspeth had once been engaged to Hamish. Unlike Priscilla, he regretted ever having let Elspeth go. In his heart, however, he knew that they were not destined for each other. She had headed south, trading her job as a newspaper reporter in the Highlands for the irresistible opportunity to work in TV news in Glasgow. She’d since become a familiar face on screen, revelling in the hustle and bustle of life in the big city. Hamish, on the other hand, could never imagine living anywhere other than his beloved Lochdubh. He had come to accept that they wanted different things from life and that, ultimately, was what had driven them apart.


‘What on earth are you doing back here?’ he asked, returning her embrace. ‘And arriving by helicopter, no less!’


‘That’s a strange story,’ she said after greeting Davey with another hug. The police radio clipped to his jacket chirped and he excused himself to take the call.


‘The helicopter belongs to the TV company,’ Elspeth explained once she and Hamish were alone. ‘That was my boss, Robert Jensen, with Mr and Mrs Hamilton in the Range Rover. He’s the company chairman.’


‘Couldn’t they have squeezed you in?’ Hamish said, laughing. ‘Surely there was room for a wee one in a car that big.’


‘When I spotted you, I asked to be left behind,’ Elspeth said. ‘I said I wanted to take a good look around the hotel to soak up the snowy atmosphere for my report.’


‘They’ve sent you up here to do a wedding report?’ Hamish could scarcely believe it. ‘That’s no’ the sort of thing you’re usually involved wi’ nowadays.’


‘No, it’s not, but this is more than just a wedding, Hamish. My boss has been best friends with Alannah Hamilton’s father since they were at school. He’s Alannah’s godfather. When he said he wanted someone from the station up here to cover the wedding, I was the one who sprang to mind – the local girl who knows the area.’


‘Aye, when you put it like that, I suppose you couldn’t really refuse.’


‘Oh, I could have,’ Elspeth said slowly, ‘but once I started looking into those involved, I practically insisted on coming. Hamish, there’s something very weird about the Hamiltons and this wedding. There are all sorts of strange stories about them – lies, deceit and sinister secrets. I have the most dreadful feeling that something truly awful is about to happen. Someone is going to die!’
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