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Arisaig, North-West Highlands of Scotland

Day one

The single-track road wound on, snaking between high flowering hedges. Her fear was that she might miss the turn-off, or worse, meet a car or van, with no way of passing it.

Negotiating the next tight bend, she was relieved to find herself with an open field on her right and a view of the sea beyond.

She slowed, wondering if a distant bungalow might be the croft she was looking for. There was no sign beside the open gate, but there was a campervan making its way past the house and into what she hoped was the campsite she sought.

Deciding to take a chance that it was, she turned in. A few minutes of bumping along the rutted track deposited her next to a tractor parked outside the bungalow. Checking in the rear-view mirror, she noted that the make-up she’d put on earlier to cover the bruise needed refreshing.

Having done that, she pulled her baseball cap down over her eyes before getting out of the van. From where she now stood, she could make out a cluster of vehicles in the field ahead, which bordered a bay fringed by white sand.

She felt her heart lift a little at the sight, and some of the fear at what she’d left behind began to dissipate.

A knock at the blue front door brought a small stocky man in overalls to answer it.

‘Can I park up for the night?’ she asked tentatively.

‘Let me check with the wife,’ he told her cheerily. ‘I canna read her hieroglyphics in the book for love nor money.’

He disappeared, to be swiftly replaced by a little woman with an equally pleasant smile. She repeated her request.

‘I don’t have a plug-in spot free, I’m afraid,’ she said.

‘I don’t need electricity.’

‘Then you’re welcome to the far corner facing the west bay. You know it’s cash only?’

She nodded. ‘Shall I pay you now?’

The woman waved the offer away. ‘No need, we can sort that out in the morning if you decide to stay on.’

And that was that.

The campsite wasn’t busy. She’d counted on that, of course. Without much in the way of facilities, and only a few electricity points, it wasn’t aimed at the luxury motorhome market, but more the wild camping fraternity, of which she was definitely one.

With no website or email address, you had to phone ahead to make a booking, or else just turn up, as she had.

‘Now you can relax,’ she told herself as she reverse parked in her allotted spot with her door facing the seaward side.

Her nearest neighbours she registered as a couple with two young children: a little blonde girl who watched her set up camp and take down her kayak from the roof rack, and a boy a bit older who pretended not to be interested, yet undoubtedly was.

Eventually their parents appeared to say hello, and introduced themselves as Francine and Derek Henderson.

‘This is Lucy, who looks angelic but isn’t.’ Francine placed her hand on her daughter’s blonde curls. ‘And Orlando, who suffers from having a bossy younger sister, but mostly in silence.’

Orlando’s solemn expression didn’t change at his mother’s little joke.

Callie smiled and nodded, but didn’t offer up her own name.

‘Are you here for long?’ the husband asked.

‘Depends on the weather and how good the water is,’ she said. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’m heading out there now.’

The introductions over, she took herself into the van to don her wetsuit. Stripped to her underwear, she tried to ignore the bruises now on view.

Hitting her face had been a mistake. Much better to keep evidence hidden under her clothes. He’d always been careful about doing that, until the last time.

The final time, she told herself.

Emerging from the van, she found Lucy and her brother waiting outside.

‘She wants to see you launch your boat,’ Orlando explained.

‘Well, I’m planning to take off from the beach just across the fence. If you stand there, you can watch me.’

Orlando gave her a little nod.

Locking the van, she slipped the keys into her waterproof bag, then manoeuvred the kayak and her paddle over the fence before setting off towards the only gap, which faced the neighbouring bay.

Passing three medium-sized vans, plugged into the only electric points, she noted that the rest of the field was empty, bar a couple of small tents, although other campers would no doubt appear before sundown.

A dilapidated static caravan stood in the corner of a neighbouring field near the beach exit with a small fishing boat and a pile of creels on the nearby shore. As she passed it, she thought she caught the twitching of a torn net curtain, but didn’t turn her head to check.

Instead, she took three deep breaths and repeated the mantra that she was safe here.

Turning at the corner where her van was parked, she found Orlando standing where she’d left him, behind the wire fence, holding his little sister’s hand.

He looked so envious as she lifted her kayak to take it to the water that she found herself saying, ‘I’ll let you two have a go in it tomorrow if your mum allows.’

The boy’s serious look was swiftly replaced by a smile and Lucy gave a little whoop of delight.

‘What are you doing?’ she muttered to herself as she slipped the kayak into the water. ‘You’re supposed to be lying low. Not becoming everyone’s pal.’

Despite her own entreaty, she found herself turning to wave to the two children, before guiding the kayak across the mirrored water and out of the bay.
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Day two

Francine carried the two bowls of cereal to the open door of the campervan where she had a clear view of Orlando poking a stick through the fence, but no obvious sign of Lucy’s blonde head.

‘Where’s Lucy?’ she called.

Orlando turned and looked at her with a vacant expression.

‘I told you to watch your sister while I made breakfast,’ she said, perhaps a little too sharply.

His face immediately crumpled under her angry gaze. She tried to calm herself. The field was fenced in apart from the main entrance and the gate to the beach. There was nowhere for Lucy to go.

‘Is she hiding from you?’ She tried to make her voice light.

They’d played hide and seek before, but with nowhere really to hide in the open field, except inside the campervan, it hadn’t gone on for long.

Orlando had picked up on her fear and was standing rigid, his expression blank. It was what he did when worried or disorientated.

Where was Derek? He’d said something about emptying the chemical toilet, but the disposal unit was only yards away. Perhaps Lucy had followed him?

The field had filled up a little overnight, mostly small vans and tents, and there were a few other children about.

Francine gently took her son’s hand and looked into his eyes.

‘It’s not your fault. I was just surprised that Lucy wasn’t here with you. Did she find someone to play with?’

She glanced at the neighbouring blue van. Lucy had been entranced by the kayak yesterday. Maybe she was with the girl, whatever her name was.

‘Have you seen the kayak girl this morning?’ she asked Orlando, striving to keep her tone unworried.

He shook his head in a ‘no’.

‘Let’s see if she’s about,’ Francine said. ‘Maybe Lucy’s in visiting her.’

Taking his hand, she led him round the blue van to the seaward side and knocked on the door.

‘Hello? Anyone in there?’ she called.

Greeted by silence, she decided to try the door. If it wasn’t locked, Lucy may well have gone inside to hide.

As the door slid open she was suddenly engulfed by a sickly smell. Francine found herself gagging and turned away. When she turned back, Orlando was staring in, his small face white with shock.

She pulled him away and told him to go to their van, ‘while I check what’s wrong’.

She watched to make sure he’d done as ordered before taking a proper look. Someone had vomited, that much was evident by the smell and the puddle just by the door, but there was blood too. Splashes of it across the little table and kitchen surface and more of it on the bedcover and the floor.

Had the girl had an accident? If so, where was she now? She gave a cursory glance at the nearby bay and couldn’t see the girl’s kayak anywhere on the shore.

Making a decision, she closed the door. Whatever had happened in there hadn’t prevented the girl from going out in her kayak. Her job was to find Lucy and she had to do that now.

She began calling Lucy’s name, moving out into the field, shouting that her daughter was missing.
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Day two

The searchers, mostly from their own campsite, had fanned out, walking the machair as directed by the police. The tide had retreated and the rocky promontories that split the fertile sandy shoreline were also being checked.

The tide wouldn’t be full in until evening, so that was a blessing, someone had told her.

Francine couldn’t remember who had spoken those words, but they’d sounded strange to her terrified ears. How could anything be a blessing in such circumstances?

Her terrified shouts that Lucy was missing had reached the woman from the croft house as she’d driven her car into the field to check who was staying on. Her kind face as she’d listened to Francine’s broken words had brought a semblance of brief calm.

‘We’ll find her,’ she’d assured Francine. ‘She can’t have gone far.’

Producing a megaphone from her car, she’d handed it to Francine. ‘Describe your daughter and say you’re looking for her.’

Francine did as requested and a few folk came up to speak to her. At that point Derek had reappeared.

‘Where the hell were you?’ Francine had shouted at him.

‘I was emptying the toilet and got talking to someone,’ he’d said, looking furious. ‘What the hell’s happened?’

Knowing she was about to be blamed, Francine had calmed herself before telling him that Lucy had been there one minute and gone the next, and Orlando hadn’t seen where she’d disappeared to.

She’d thought Derek would explode there and then, despite the small group of campers that had gathered, eager to help them search, but he’d managed to control himself . . . just.

The field and its current tents and vans had been checked. At least, the ones whose owners were on site and not out on the water somewhere.

Francine didn’t want anyone looking inside the blue van, because that might turn the attention away from finding Lucy, so she said she’d checked it and it was empty.

With the main gate shut, and the campsite searched, they’d begun to comb the surrounding beaches. It was then that the police, called by the crofter’s wife, had arrived from Mallaig to direct operations.

Francine had been advised to stay behind with Orlando, while Derek went out on the wider search. She’d been left in the care of a female constable, called Anne, who’d quietly reassured her that most children were found swiftly, and that it would be better if she stayed on site in case Lucy turned up again of her own accord.

Orlando had withdrawn into himself, just as he always did when he found life scary or confusing, like when Derek and she had an argument, of which there’d been many of late.

One had been happening when the kayak girl had returned late last night. Derek, already drunk, had suddenly invited her to join them. She’d briskly refused, saying she was tired after driving here and after her trip out on the water, and was planning some food and an early night.

In the light from the fire pit, Francine had noticed bruising on her face, and had wondered if it had been there when she’d arrived. Thinking back to that now, she wondered if the girl was in some sort of trouble, and that was why she’d come to the remote campsite in the first place.

And then that mess in the van.

Thankfully, Orlando hadn’t said anything about it, after she’d made him promise not to.

She’d taken him aside after the search party had set out and explained that they would speak to the police about the blue van once they had Lucy back. The fact that the kayak wasn’t there probably meant the girl was fine and already out on the water somewhere.

Orlando had seemed to accept her explanation although, in truth, she’d only half believed it herself.

As the day wore on, she found herself growing more and more agitated. Standing outside, she could see the figures dotted about the various headlands, and up on the single-track road that led to their campsite.

Her mind was plagued by images of Lucy’s body lying in a roadside ditch, or floating in the sea, or washed up battered and torn in one of the many coves.

Then a thought occurred. Might there be a chance that Lucy had gone out for a trip in the kayak with the girl, as she’d apparently been promised the previous evening?

Even as she contemplated this, another much worse idea occurred.

What if Lucy had been snatched by someone and removed from the campsite using the girl’s kayak? How easy that would be. She could see it in her mind’s eye. Lucy at the fence, being offered a ride in the kayak by some man. She would say yes. Of course she would. Lucy was everyone’s friend. And she had been promised a trip today in the kayak.

Shaking almost uncontrollably now, she shouted for the female police officer.

When the young woman came to stand beside her, Francine finally voiced her fear.

‘There’s something I have to tell you about the blue van.’
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Sleat, Isle of Skye

Day two

Rhona stood at the open door, mug of coffee in hand, savouring the view.

The water was flat calm, the air crystal clear, giving her a perfect view over the Sound of Sleat to Knoydart on the mainland.

The settled and sunny weather had been ideal for her stay at her family cottage, but the week’s holiday was over and it was time to head back to Glasgow. Her plan was to take the ferry from Armadale to Mallaig on the mainland, then drive back to Glasgow via Fort William, making stops on the way to enjoy the sunshine and the west coast scenery.

In truth, she would be sorry to leave, but a week away from work was long enough for her. It was also long enough for her forensic assistant, Chrissy McInsh, who’d made a point of telling her how much she was missed. ‘And a ship without its captain . . .’ she’d said, in her best serious voice.

Rhona had laughed at that description of herself, well aware that Chrissy was more than capable of being in charge on land or sea.

Walking down to the shore, she settled on a rock to check her mobile messages and found a missed call from Chrissy, which she promptly answered.

‘Hey, I’m almost ready to leave,’ she promised.

‘So you’re still on Skye?’

To Rhona’s surprise, Chrissy sounded relieved rather than annoyed by that.

‘I’m planning on catching the Mallaig ferry back,’ Rhona began, before Chrissy cut her off.

‘Good, because we’ve had a call-out to Arisaig.’

Rhona waited while Chrissy explained. ‘A police dog located what they believe may be human remains buried on the machair north of the town.’

‘Were they searching for someone?’ Rhona said, aware that if a police dog had been sent into action . . .

‘That’s just it,’ Chrissy said, her voice breaking a little. ‘A wee girl has been reported missing from a nearby campsite.’

‘They think it might be the child?’ Rhona said, horrified.

‘Unconfirmed.’ Chrissy, no doubt thinking about wee Michael, her own child, took a moment to regain her composure. ‘Once you’re on the ferry, you’re to give Mallaig station a call and tell them you’re on your way. See you soon.’ And with that she rang off.

Rhona checked her watch. She’d booked a later ferry, but if she was quick she might just make the earlier one.

As she began to pack her stuff in the car, a familiar jeep appeared on the track leading down to the cottage.

Rhona stopped what she was doing, both pleased and a little perturbed by the arrival of the man who’d been her frequent walking companion on her week’s sojourn on Skye. She’d known and liked Jamie McColl since their schooldays together, before her parents had moved the family permanently to Glasgow.

Jamie, despite vowing as a teenager that he would definitely leave the island as soon as he could, had in fact stayed on to take over the family funeral business. He was now as much a permanent resident as the famous Cuillin, and as rock-steady.

‘Jamie,’ she said as he drew alongside her. ‘What are you doing here? I thought we’d said our goodbyes yesterday.’ She had no difficulty making her tone one of surprise. Whether she’d managed to disguise her slight concern at his turning up here was another matter.

‘I was on my way to discuss funeral arrangements with a family nearby, and thought I’d check in with you before you leave,’ he professed with a smile.

It sounded bona fide, but she still found herself a little nonplussed by the surprise visit.

Registering the open boot and her suitcase already inside, he said, ‘I thought you were booked on a later ferry?’

‘I was, but something’s come up at work and I need to try and catch the earlier one.’

‘So you’re in a hurry?’ he said. ‘Why don’t you get going, then, and I’ll lock up for you. Make sure everything’s turned off and secure?’ he offered.

‘Would you?’ she said, relieved that this was to be the outcome of their conversation.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’ll use the spare key you gave me.’

‘Thanks.’

There followed a brief moment of awkwardness on her part before Jamie took the initiative and embraced her. ‘You’d better get going, then.’

God, she thought, as she drove away, Jamie can read me like a book. Just as he had back when they were teenagers and more recently as they climbed the hills and walked the remote shorelines of Skye.

Jamie McColl had been and still was a good friend. Or perhaps something more, a small inner voice suggested.

It was a road they hadn’t travelled, and yet . . .

Rhona dismissed that thought from her mind, aware that she was toying with it again only as a means to avoid what was truly troubling her at this moment.

That she might be about to exhume a child’s body from the sand dunes near Arisaig.

It wouldn’t be the first child’s remains she’d dug up, the most recent being those of a twelve-year-old girl, discovered in a peat bog south of Glasgow, who’d disappeared fifty years ago.

Regardless of the circumstances, dealing with the murder of a child had to be among the worst experiences for anyone on the front line, herself included.

She found the road through Sleat to Armadale busier than usual, heralding the summer influx of visitors, many of them driving motorhomes. The Sleat Peninsula, being close to the Skye road bridge, was often a choice for day trippers to the second largest Scottish island.

Then again, the motorhomes on the road south might be heading, like her, for Armadale and the ferry back to the mainland. She’d already booked her ticket, but for the later crossing, so there was a strong chance there wouldn’t be a place for her on the one leaving shortly.

On finally reaching the harbour, Rhona left the car in the car park and, fingers crossed, went to check if she could change to the ferry currently on approach. The number of vehicles already waiting in the boarding lanes gave her cause for concern, but the fact she only had a car and not a motorhome won the day.

‘No bother, Dr MacLeod. We can squeeze your wee car on. Now, if you’d had one of those monstrosities . . .’ Eddie, in the ticket office, indicated one such example with raised eyebrows. ‘You’re in lane one.’ He handed Rhona her new ticket. ‘And I hope you haven’t had reason to shorten your holiday?’

‘I haven’t,’ she assured him. ‘I was due back today anyway.’

‘Well, we’ll see you next time you’re home,’ he told her with a farewell smile.

It was funny, she thought, crossing back to her vehicle, how folk here referred to Sleat as her home, whereas in Glasgow it was the other way round.

As for herself, she believed she was lucky to call both places home.

Once aboard, she made her way to the upper deck and, choosing a quiet spot, called Mallaig police station.

Identifying herself as forensic scientist Dr Rhona MacLeod, she explained about her assistant’s call and that she was on her way to Mallaig on the Skye ferry.

‘Dr MacLeod,’ the West Highland voice replied, ‘I’ll just pass you to Detective Sergeant MacDonald. He’ll be delighted that you got the message in time.’

The next voice that came on was definitely one Rhona recognized. She’d worked with Lee MacDonald on Skye during an earlier investigation there.

‘Lee, have you moved to Mallaig?’ she asked in surprise.

‘I have,’ Lee told her. ‘How goes it, Dr MacLeod?’

‘Just spent a week on Skye in the sunshine,’ she told him. ‘Was about to head back to Glasgow when I got the call.’

She waited as Lee cleared his throat. ‘Aye. A bad business, but I’m glad we caught you in time.’

‘I understand a police dog located what you believe may be a burial site?’ Rhona said.

‘Yes, in the machair north of Arisaig. Lucy Henderson, a wee girl of four, had gone missing from a nearby campsite, and we had a search team out looking for her.’

Rhona forced herself to ask the dreaded question. ‘You think it could be the child?’

‘Thankfully, no. She’s safe back at her campervan with Mum and Dad,’ he assured her. ‘Although we did find her close to the locus – which is an area of disturbed ground, the dimensions of a possible grave. As you’re probably aware, machair rarely recovers when dug up.’

Rhona knew exactly what he meant.

‘It was the police handler, a local, who alerted us to it.’ He paused. ‘As for Lucy, how she ended up there, we don’t know. And she isn’t saying as yet. We have a female PC with the family in the hope that she might have more to tell us.’

The conversation ended at that point and Rhona went out on deck to watch the Isle of Skye retreat, even as the seven peaks of Knoydart approached. Looking out on what was, without doubt, a magical view in both directions, it was difficult to reconcile that fact with what awaited her ashore.

Folk came to the remote bays of the west coast of Scotland both to enjoy the beautiful surroundings and to find the kind of peace and safety not available in the busier UK holiday spots.

She was familiar herself with the area of coastline Lee had referred to. Its sheltered bays and white sands provided a perfect place to swim or to use as a base to explore the coastline in kayaks and small motorboats. In fact, a sea lover’s paradise.

But not in this case, it seemed.

The police station was minutes from the ferry terminal, and she found Lee waiting for her in the car park.

‘Little point taking you inside for introductions,’ he said, ‘as most everyone is out at the locus. Chrissy should be there by now. The MIT will set up operations here when they arrive.’ He paused. ‘Probably better if you leave your car. Chrissy has a forensic van on site.’

Rhona nodded in recognition of all that had been already set in motion. The Highlands had few suspicious deaths happen within its jurisdiction, but, when it did, it was reliably quick off the mark. Whether on Skye to the west or on Sanday – one of Orkney’s most remote northern isles – or here on the mainland, it made no odds. She could testify to that.

They had left Mallaig now, which was busy with tourists, and were heading south on the A830, also known as the Road to the Isles.

‘Been this way before?’ Lee asked.

Rhona indicated she had. ‘Sands of Morar are a favourite swim place of mine,’ she told him.

‘It’s an idyllic spot,’ he agreed. ‘The whole of this coast is, although I won’t be taking the coastal route, however beautiful the view. It’ll be quicker staying on the main road until we get near to Arisaig.’ He pointed to the glove compartment. ‘There’s an OS map in there. It’ll help you get a picture of where we’re heading.’

Extracting the map, she unfolded it to feature the coast north of Arisaig.

‘We’ll take the B road just short of the town,’ Lee told her. ‘But we’re only on it briefly before we meet the single track that leads to the campsite.’

Minutes later, he was doing as promised, turning onto the narrower road but only travelling it for a short distance before another turn brought them onto a decidedly single track, which had, as far as Rhona could see, no obvious passing places.

‘Here’s where we hope we don’t meet anyone coming the other way,’ Lee told her. ‘Or there’ll need to be some reversing. Not by a police car, of course,’ he added with a smile.

Eventually the hedges and flowering gardens gave way to an open field on their right, with a view to the sea beyond, shortly after which Lee turned onto a farm track.

‘The croft belongs to Donald McIver and his wife, Jean. Jean looks after the bookings. It was Jean who phoned the station when they couldn’t find the child. The site has a couple of toilets, fresh water and a place to deposit your chemicals. A few electricity points and not much else, except’ – he indicated the beach beyond and the neighbouring blue sea – ‘a view of heaven.’

Trundling past the croft house, he didn’t stop. ‘They know why we’re here. Good folks. I hope this won’t spoil the season for them.’

Entering by the open gate, Lee pointed to the far left where a blue Transit van sat near a corner fence, the area around it cordoned off, with a white-suited SOCO in view.

‘And here’s the next part of the puzzle,’ Lee said as he drove along the dirt track that crossed the site. ‘A young woman arrived yesterday evening. Lucy’s family spoke to her, and she apparently promised to take the kids out today in her kayak. When Lucy disappeared, her mother checked the van and found signs of a possible struggle inside. The girl hasn’t been located as yet,’ he added. ‘Although her kayak’s not there, so we’re hoping she may be out somewhere on the water.’

‘You think the grave might be hers?’ Rhona said.

‘I don’t think it’s that fresh, but no doubt you’ll know.’ He tailed off as he drew up outside the crime scene tape that surrounded the blue Transit van. He pointed at the nearest motorhome.

‘That’s where the wee girl is, with her parents and brother. They’re key witnesses, being apparently the only ones who spoke to the young woman, apart from Jean and Donald, on her arrival yesterday evening.’

‘And the locus itself?’ Rhona asked.

‘A short walk west, before the next headland and its campsite. The incident van’s in situ, plus Chrissy should be there by now.’

Rhona climbed out of the vehicle. ‘I’ll get kitted up first, then I’d like a quick word with the SOCO working the blue van.’


   



5

Arisaig

Day two

From the outside, you might believe it to be an ordinary Transit van.

However, inside it had been lovingly changed into a home from home. Quirky and pretty, with hand-stencilled units, bright sunflower cushions on the bed and an all-round shelf of books above.

Rhona ran her eyes over their spines to find a mix of Booker Prize winners, women’s fiction and a selection of crime novels.

All of this air of fun and normality was sadly stripped away, however, when you focused on the blood-splattered surfaces and bedcover. Plus the pool of encrusted vomit on the floor.

She set about taking her own photographs of the scene, before stepping back outside to speak to the SOCO, Isabel, who she’d met professionally before.

‘I think there was some sort of altercation in there,’ Isabel confirmed. ‘A couple of sets of fingerprints. Partial footprints in the blood splattering, one large, one smaller.’

‘So possibly a man and a woman?’ Rhona said.

Isabel nodded. ‘There’s blood on the grass at the door side facing the sea. We think the victim may have gone over the fence at that point. The footprints continue on the other side as far as the waterline. The tide was full in around ten last night, so if she was walked along the beach, any indication of that has gone.’

She paused, in case Rhona wanted to ask anything, before continuing. ‘We found traces of blood on the bed, and this.’ She held up a clear evidence bag. In it was a stick figure, crudely fashioned from twigs.

‘It was hanging above the bed, at the pillow end.’

Rhona accepted the bag and took a look through the clear plastic at the face, the open mouth represented by a gouged hole.

‘You believe the perpetrator might have left it here?’ Rhona said.

‘You’ve seen the way the van has been done up. To my mind, it looks out of place, considering the decor. Creepy, even. Like a talisman.’

‘Anything here to provide us with an identity of the owner?’

‘Nothing, no wallet, nothing with a name on it. They’re checking for the number plate.’

They talked a little further, Isabel confirming that the forensic material they collected would be sent on to the lab, before Rhona returned to the police vehicle, where Lee was on the phone.

‘They’ve found a kayak floating a couple of miles along the coast north of here. It’s not been identified as that of the missing girl,’ he told her. ‘They’re going to send a photograph. Maybe the two kids will recognize it, or their parents.’

He checked whether she was ready to go to the locus. ‘You can walk from here along the machair. Or I can take the car along to the next campground and head in from there.’

Rhona briefly considered this, before saying, ‘I’d like to walk round. I’ll meet you there.’

He nodded. ‘I thought you would. Just head towards the obvious police presence. No need to climb the fence. There’s a path onto the beach halfway along the east bay.’

Rhona waited until he’d driven off, then, accompanied by the haunting cries of seabirds, she headed in the direction Lee had indicated. Mid-afternoon, the tide was out, exposing a long stretch of wet sand with occasional pools, where a couple of children were splashing about with a dog and a ball.

She realized that at low tide it would be perfectly possible to exit here by walking across the sand in either direction, either north or south, and not require a vehicle.

Lee had said they’d interviewed the McIvers and all those who’d been staying at the campsite the previous night, and collected their contact details, after which those who had wanted to go were allowed to leave.

‘The site’s mostly used for overnight camping,’ he’d explained. ‘Ideal for folk intent on exploring the west coast. Or maybe heading for the NC500. Small tents predominantly,’ he’d added. ‘With only three electric points, it doesn’t attract the big vans. Although Lucy and her family were planning to spend a week here.’

‘Are they staying on?’ Rhona had said, wondering how distressing that might be for them, after Lucy’s disappearance.

‘They’ve only a couple of days left of their holiday, which gives us a little more time with the girl, just in case she should remember anything useful.’

Some family holiday this had turned out to be, Rhona thought.

Having located the beach entrance, she began her walk back to the corner where the blue van stood. From the beach side of the fence, it looked like an idyllic spot. Parked across the corner, the occupant of the van would have been out of sight of the other campers. Plus, they would have a view of both bays and a perfect place to watch the lovely sunsets of the previous week, which she’d so enjoyed on Skye.

The idyllic nature of the location screamed safety at her. She knew she would have felt safe to camp here, even if she had been alone.

Gathering her thoughts, she set off along the path, turning when she suddenly sensed she was being watched.

The eyes of a little blonde-haired girl and a taller, older, darker-haired boy were studying her intently from the window of the nearest motorhome.

So this was the wee girl who’d wandered off, frightening everyone, and instigating a police search for her. Lucy, Lee had said her name was, and her older brother, Orlando.

Catching her eye, the boy swiftly turned away, but the little girl put her palm flat against the glass as though in greeting. When Rhona held up her own palm in answer, the child responded with a wide smile.

If she had been traumatized by her experience, it wasn’t obvious at this moment. Rhona hoped it would remain that way.

The police were always careful about what information they released to the general public, but it would be common knowledge by now, among the search party at least, that the child had been found in the vicinity of a possible burial. And such a story, especially with a photograph of Lucy, would provide a great headline, and a hefty payment for the person who offered it.

As she met and passed a rocky headland, Rhona spotted the locus in the near distance. The low-lying fertile soils in the numerous bays were made up of sand and crushed shells, known as machair. The wild flowers that grew here were specific to their location, the colours changing throughout the season with yellows dominating at first, then fading into reds, whites and blues.

From what Lee had told her, this was the type of soil they would be excavating. The weather was forecast to be dry until the end of the week, and the long hours of daylight would prove beneficial.

Essentially, an excavation should be done in the open and not inside a forensic tent. It was important to photograph the soil layers in daylight as they were carefully removed, with the camera capturing this at each stage.

And every image would tell its own story.

As she walked the path that the victim may have taken, Rhona thought through what she knew about burials in such an environment.

As Lee had indicated, the ground cover often took a long time to recover from being dug up, so the grave outline may well have been obvious to the human eye, as well as to the scenting power of the police dog.

Of course, if it was the young woman missing from the campsite, her body would still be in the early stages of decomposition. If the grave was shallow, the smell of decay alone would have alerted the dog. Although Lee hadn’t mentioned any obvious smell.

When, earlier, she’d wondered out loud whether the possible grave might hold a dead dog or sheep, ‘Very unlikely’ had been his firm answer. He hadn’t added that a local simply wouldn’t bury their dead animals on the precious machair, which was what he’d meant.

Crossing the final promontory, Rhona caught sight of the locus, tucked in at the head of a small sandy bay, the familiar outline of the incident and forensic vans, with the cordoned-off area and forensic tent indicating she’d arrived at her destination.
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Day two

A few yards from the tent, Chrissy had already pegged out an area around the suspected grave, the outline of which was obvious to a trained eye.

‘So what do you think, boss?’

‘It’s not new,’ Rhona said. ‘And certainly not within the last twenty-four hours.’

Chrissy nodded. ‘My thoughts too. And look at the cut line. Three sides only. Which suggests the turf was rolled back like a carpet.’

‘Making it easy to put back in place,’ Rhona added. ‘The gravedigger probably hoped that would help retain the grass coverage.’

‘Which it didn’t,’ Chrissy said with a grim smile.

Graves were often spotted because of the difference in the ground cover between them and the surrounding vegetation. That, and sinkage, as the body decomposed below the surface.

In this case, the machair vegetation had died and the ground had slumped a little on the seaward side, probably caused by leaching.

Chrissy had set up the time-lapse camera and laid out a grid across the grave for them to work by. One image would be taken every ten minutes of excavation, then stitched together in an MP4 movie, which could be used in court if required.

‘You’ve photographed it as found?’ Rhona asked.

Chrissy nodded. ‘We’re all set to start taking off the top layer.’

‘We’ll not try to unroll it,’ Rhona said. ‘But stick to the grid you laid out.’

Estimating they had around five hours of decent light before they’d have to cover the grave until the following morning, they started the camera.

Like an unsung duet, they set to work, Rhona carefully removing a square of turf at a time, easing it away from the sandy soil beneath, while Chrissy bagged it for transportation to the lab.

Having removed the entire covering of turf, they found the underlying soil to be predominantly dry white shell sand, similar to the nearby upper regions of the beach.

Still sticking to the numbered grid, they continued to dig out the sand a square at a time, numbering and bagging as before.

Eventually Rhona caught a scent she knew only too well. Meeting Chrissy’s eyes above the mask, she saw that she too had noted its presence.

It was a smell they’d met many times before. It heralded the moment you knew you were in the presence of death. Immediately recognizable and never to be forgotten, in all its various forms.

It seemed the gravedigger hadn’t dug more than two feet down to bury their victim, perhaps through lack of time, or in the belief that what was being buried was unlikely ever to be discovered.

They both remained silent as they painstakingly removed the final layer of sandy soil to completely expose the body.

The victim lay on her back, vacant eye sockets staring up at a summer sky dotted with small white clouds. She couldn’t hear the swish of water as it met the shore, nor could she smell the fragrance of the flowering machair, or feel the warmth of the sun on her face.

Although, by what she wore, it was clear that she had likely loved the sheltered bays such as this one that peppered the coastline.

The short, tight, high-necked neoprene wetsuit of black and pink, together with the neoprene boots, appeared unmarked by their time buried beneath the machair. Where encased in neoprene, Rhona knew, the body would be far better preserved than the unwrapped parts.

In fact, the legs, arms, hands and head were already in the third and active decay stage of human decomposition, with evidence of loss of fingernails and teeth, skin slippage, marbling of veins and seepage.

‘Well,’ Chrissy said, sitting back on her haunches. ‘She’s not our missing woman from the campsite. That’s for certain.’

Rhona agreed.

‘So how long has she been here, d’you think?’ Chrissy asked.

‘Buried in dry sand in warm weather, the exposed parts would suggest maybe a month or so,’ Rhona said. ‘On the other hand, the body below the neoprene suit could look as though she died yesterday.’

As she said this, something caught Rhona’s eye. Bending over the remains of the face framed by curly blonde hair, she saw she was right.

‘There’s something in her mouth.’

Using her gloved forefinger and thumb, she gently eased the object out.

It was a bundle of twigs fashioned to look like a stick man, the mouth a gouged-out circular hole.

‘What the hell is that?’ Chrissy said.

‘I don’t know, but there was one just like it hanging above the bed in the blue campervan. The SOCO bagged it as evidence.’

Chrissy looked at the stick man, then back to Rhona.

‘Okay, so that can’t be a coincidence, can it?’

Rhona didn’t think so, especially since they appeared pretty well identical.

‘So, it’s not the missing girl’s body, but . . .’ Chrissy tailed off.

‘But it may be the same perpetrator involved,’ Rhona finished for her. ‘I need to let Lee know what we’ve found up to now. Wherever the missing girl is, it looks like she may be in danger.’

She found Lee over by the mobile unit, talking to a short man in overalls.

‘Dr MacLeod, this is Donald McIver, who runs the wee croft camp.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say I run the campsite. That’s Jean’s business, as I told the lassie in the blue van when she came to the door.’ He shook his head. ‘Never since we opened the field to campers have we ever had such a thing happen. Jean was beside herself when wee Lucy went missing. Thank God we found her. Then the young woman from the blue van disappears.’ He paused to look across at the forensic tent which hid the grave that lay beyond.

Acknowledging his distress, Rhona asked if she might speak to Detective Sergeant MacDonald alone.

‘I’ll be getting on, then. We’re grateful you’re here,’ he added, before heading back through the field towards the croft house.

‘He and the missus are pretty shattered by all of this. As I said, they’re good folk.’ Lee waited, aware that Rhona had something to say.

‘As crime scene manager on this, you should come and see what we’ve found,’ Rhona told him.

‘Is it the girl from the van?’ Lee asked worriedly.

‘No, but it might be connected to her disappearance. You can get suited up in the forensic tent.’

She took note of the remaining light as they walked back together. Approaching midsummer, the sun would set here around ten thirty, although the light needed to work properly by would be gone before that.

An excavation such as this one was a slow and laborious process. They wouldn’t reach the point where the body might be removed by the time the good light had gone, so would require to move the tent over the body and secure it until morning.

‘So what should I be prepared for?’ Lee said as he pulled on his suit.

‘It’s female. Definitely not the girl in the blue van, though we do think it’s a fairly recent burial.’ She showed him the bagged stick man. ‘This was inserted into her mouth.’

Lee said something in Gaelic under his breath. ‘That looks like—’

She finished for him. ‘The one found hanging above the bed in the blue van.’

It wasn’t the first dead body Lee had seen, although it might well have been the first excavation he’d dealt with. The smell met them on approach and Lee was doing his best not to comment on it, but the smothered cough and the concentration lines on his forehead signalled how difficult that was proving.

Nevertheless, he knelt beside the shallow grave and took a good and prolonged look at what lay in there.

Eventually rising, he turned away and, facing the serenity of the sea, said, ‘How long do you think she’s been here?’

Rhona outlined her thoughts on that, and asked, ‘Were there any reports of a missing person in the vicinity in the previous couple of months?’

He considered that for a moment, then shook his head. ‘Our missing persons around here tend to be elderly and confused folk, or mountain climbers, just as it was on Skye. To my knowledge there’s not been a kayaker or a camper reported missing.’ He turned back to the body. ‘I take it there’s nothing buried with her that might give us a clue as to who she is?’

‘Nothing so far,’ Rhona said. ‘But we still have to work the area beneath the body.’

‘I’ll contact Inverness, get them started on missing persons. Can you draft a broad description of what she may have looked like alive?’

‘Of course,’ Rhona said.

She walked him back to the tent. ‘We’ll need to stop work shortly and cover the grave until first thing tomorrow.’

‘I thought as much. We’ve booked you and Chrissy into a hotel in Arisaig.’ He smiled. ‘Renowned for its food. I remember how much Chrissy likes her grub.’

Chrissy was famous for always being able to eat, despite the forensic circumstances she found herself in.

‘She’ll be pleased about that,’ Rhona said, ‘although I understand she already sent one of your constables into Arisaig to fetch her a burger and chips for lunch.’

‘Aye, that’ll be PC Murray. He’s new at the job and keen to please. How long before you’re ready to knock off?’

‘Another half-hour should see us ready to go.’

Rhona left him then and headed back to the gravesite, where Chrissy had cleared the remaining soil from around the body.

‘Anything of interest?’ Rhona asked.

‘This was tucked in beside her.’ Chrissy held up what looked like a small black waterproof pouch.

‘Have you checked inside?’ Rhona said, hoping it might hold a clue to the victim’s identity.

Chrissy handed it over. ‘I waited for you.’
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Day two

‘Very nice,’ Chrissy declared as she drew up opposite The Old Library. It declared itself to be a ‘Restaurant with Rooms’, which definitely appealed to someone who’d announced more than once that she was ‘ravenous’ on the short drive from the locus.

Rhona hadn’t admitted the degree of her own hunger as yet, although the further she’d got from the crime scene, the more gnawing it had become.

This was the moment at home in Glasgow, having returned from work, usually late, she would have immediately ordered a takeaway from one of her usual outlets. That was unless she arrived home to find Sean Maguire there to cook for her.

‘So no fast food for you tonight, we’re dining in style.’ Chrissy unfastened her seat belt with a flourish.

‘Let’s hope the restaurant isn’t fully booked,’ Rhona said, suddenly realizing how busy the village appeared to be.

‘Lee reserved us a table for eight thirty, and we have one of the chalet rooms at the back. Apparently we were lucky to get in anywhere, but someone cancelled. If there had been no room at any inn in Arisaig, we were destined for Mallaig, hopefully not staying at the police station,’ Chrissy finished dramatically.

It wouldn’t be the first time she’d had to do that, Rhona thought, especially in the more remote locations she’d found herself in. Still, tonight looked set to be better than a bed in a cell.

‘And how do you know all this?’ Rhona said, marvelling at Chrissy’s ability to learn everything before she’d even thought to ask.

‘I was chatting to PC Murray while you were writing up your notes in the tent,’ Chrissy told her with a knowing smile. ‘Does that earn me first place in the shower?’

‘It most certainly does,’ Rhona said.

The truth was, she was as keen as Chrissy to be washed clean of death and its associated smells. In fact, on emerging from the tent and seeing how far the tide had come in, she’d even contemplated going for a swim.

She’d envisaged herself walking across the white sand, warmed by the sun, then the cool of the water around her ankles, the snap of cold as it reached her thighs, before she would shallow dive and be swallowed by the fringes of the Atlantic.

Then Chrissy had shouted that they were ready for the off and so she’d reluctantly abandoned her dream, replacing it with the promise of a proper swim once her task here was complete, and the victim’s body had been removed to the mortuary.

Now, while Chrissy sang in the shower, Rhona checked out the hotel literature.

Arisaig, she read, as well as being the name of the village, is also the traditional name for part of the surrounding peninsula south of Loch Morar, extending as far east as Moidart.

‘Arisaig’ means ‘the safe bay’.

Who, on coming here to stay in the village or its surroundings, would have believed otherwise . . . until now?

They had left the locus under the watchful eye of PC Angus Murray, who would be on guard tonight. Rhona had been introduced to the tall young highlander by Chrissy, who already treated him as a pal, something he appeared quite pleased about.

Rhona smiled as Chrissy’s shout announced that she was finished, and that there was only ten minutes until they were due to eat. Rhona suggested she get dressed and head on down, and that she would like a glass of dry white wine. After which she stepped into the shower to wash away the scent of death, until tomorrow at least.

Sean called as she emerged from the shower and, wrapped in a towel, she answered.

‘Where are you?’ the Irish voice asked.

‘Arisaig. Where are you?’

‘San Francisco,’ he told her. ‘So we’re both on a west coast, just in different countries and I suspect different planets. Why are you in Arisaig?’ he added, puzzled. ‘I thought you were on Skye this week.’

‘I was, but duty called me to Arisaig,’ she told him. ‘A body buried in the machair.’

Sean’s jokey tone immediately switched to concern. ‘You okay?’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘How about you?’

‘I’m good.’

As he fell silent, she caught the sound of music and voices in the background. Thinking of the time difference, she suddenly realized it would be midday where he was.

‘You’re already at work?’ she asked.

‘Just about to play my last lunchtime session, then I head for the airport.’

‘And I’m just about to go and eat dinner,’ she said.

‘So I’ll see you when I get back?’ Sean asked.

‘Of course,’ she managed.

She rang off then, thinking of all the things they’d left unsaid as she hurriedly dressed, brushed her hair and headed downstairs.

Reading Rhona’s expression as she took her seat in the dining room, Chrissy promptly asked if she’d been talking to Sean.

‘How—’ Rhona began.

‘You had that look on your face,’ Chrissy said, handing Rhona the menu. ‘I’m having the garlic mushroom starter and then fish and chips. Oh, and I ordered a bottle of wine, rather than a glass. We deserve it.’

Rhona was inclined to agree. Glancing at the menu, she chose the mussels followed by the venison.

‘So, how is Sean?’ Chrissy said.

‘Good. It’s midday in San Francisco and he was about to play a lunchtime session.’

Chrissy was giving her the eye. ‘So all is well between you two?’

Lying to Chrissy had never worked and never would. Rhona shrugged. ‘I’ve been on Skye for the last week. He’s been on tour.’ She changed the subject. ‘So what’s been happening in Glasgow while I’ve been away?’

Chrissy interpreted the question as expected. ‘McNab and Ellie are not back together as predicted by you after the dinner party at Janice and Paula’s place. The night you and Sean escaped early, using your cat as an excuse to go home for sex.’

God, Rhona thought, Chrissy even knows about that.

The dinner party Chrissy was referring to had been the finale to their last case involving a ghost ship gone aground at Yesnaby on Orkney. Three couples: herself and Sean, who was there against his better judgement; DS Michael McNab and on–off girlfriend Ellie, who preferred an open relationship to McNab’s closed one; plus DS Janice Clark, McNab’s work partner, and her wife, Paula.

They’d managed to avoid discussing work for a while, but just as Sean had predicted, they’d got there eventually. Watching Ellie as they’d inevitably talked shop, Rhona had decided that being the girlfriend of a serving detective wasn’t something Ellie relished.

‘And,’ Chrissy continued, her expression now grave, ‘there are rumours of an accusation of sexual assault against a serving officer.’

Now this was worrying news.

‘Do we know who?’ Rhona said.

Chrissy indicated not. ‘No one’s talking. It’s supposedly linked to the clubbing scene at the top of Sauchiehall Street.’

The stretch of Sauchiehall Street between Charing Cross and Buchanan Street Galleries, once one of Glasgow’s main shopping streets, had recently fallen on hard times, especially since the famous Glasgow School of Art had been tragically burnt down twice, endangering a cluster of businesses in the vicinity.

The Charing Cross end was now mainly a night-time area for clubbers. Clubs like the Blue Arrow, Nice N Sleazy and the Priory were the go-to establishments, especially for students. Hence why the area was referred to as the student strip.

Sean had played the jazz club known as the Blue Arrow on occasion, but Rhona had never been inside it, or any of the others. Chrissy, on the other hand, had visited them all.

‘Has McNab said anything about this?’ Rhona asked.

‘Not to me,’ Chrissy said. ‘But you’re the one he usually confides in. Maybe when you get back . . .’

Rhona didn’t respond, not wishing her history with Detective Sergeant McNab to be up for further discussion tonight.

Their starters having arrived, they focused primarily on satisfying their hunger. In the interval between the courses, Chrissy topped up their glasses.

‘It’s a pity that the waterproof pouch only held a ring.’

Rhona agreed, but in truth she hadn’t been surprised by that. The pouch had been too light to expect to find a wallet or mobile inside. She also suspected the perpetrator had made a point of emptying the pouch, to ensure there was no means of identifying the victim.

Caught in the seam, the ring, with the inscription S loves D, had simply been missed . . . which might be the killer’s first mistake.

Rhona’s final task, after writing up her notes, had been to draft a description of the victim and email it to Lee as requested. Once the body had undergone a full post-mortem, it would be updated. As it was, she had done her best with what she could determine at this stage.

Female, possibly mid to late twenties, blonde, with shoulder-length curly hair, height approx. five foot four inches. Wearing a short neoprene wetsuit. Colour black with pink shoulders. Black swim boots, size five. Silver ring found in waterproof pouch. Photo attached.

‘Hey.’ Chrissy’s voice brought her back to the present. ‘You haven’t told me about Skye. Did you visit ACE Target Sports?’

‘We . . . I did,’ Rhona said.

Chrissy’s eyes lit up. ‘We? You mean you and Jamie?’

There was little point in trying to avoid an answer, so Rhona nodded.

‘Mmmm.’ The shaped eyebrows rose to disappear behind the thick fringe, which was currently blonde in colour.

Rhona waited for what would undoubtedly come next, and was then surprised when she was wrong.

‘You saw Blaze, of course . . . and Donald?’

‘I did and he asked kindly after you. Donald that is, not the dog,’ she added.

‘It seems like a lifetime ago we were there,’ Chrissy said wistfully. ‘I liked Skye a lot. So, what did you and Jamie get up to?’ she added, all innocence.

As Rhona rattled off the Gaelic names of the mountains they had climbed together, Chrissy’s eyes began to glaze over, which was exactly what Rhona had intended.

‘Sounds like fun,’ Chrissy said, not meaning a word of it.

Pleased she’d brought an end to her interrogation, Rhona indicated she was heading upstairs to go over her notes from today.

‘I said I’d meet Angus in the Arisaig hotel bar,’ Chrissy informed her airily.

‘Angus?’ Rhona repeated. ‘You mean PC Murray? I thought he was on duty at the locus tonight?’

Chrissy glanced at her watch. ‘Only until ten o’clock. What?’ she added, catching Rhona’s expression.

‘We have to be at the locus first thing tomorrow,’ Rhona reminded her.

Chrissy looked unconcerned. ‘No problem, boss. And I promise not to wake you when I come up to bed.’
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Day two

A full moon hung above the waters of the bay, rendering it almost as bright as day.

Francine, unable to sleep, had come out to observe it, and to try to reconcile her feelings for this place and what had happened here.

They were due to head home the day after tomorrow, and Lucy hadn’t yet told them why she’d been found next to the grave along the shore. Or if she had seen the kayak girl the morning she’d disappeared.

Lucy, who’d previously been more than willing to chat incessantly, had simply stopped speaking at all. As for Orlando, his usual silence had deepened still further.

Derek, on the other hand, had grown angrier with each passing hour, and now wanted away from here. Regardless of what the police said.

‘We leave the day after tomorrow, whether they like it or not,’ he’d announced that evening as they’d sat outside, him getting steadily drunker, she withdrawing into her shell, like the molluscs that clung grimly to the nearby rocks, even as the retreating tide tried to drag them with it.

Coming back here was supposed to make things better between them. It had, in fact, made things worse. And it wasn’t only Lucy running off or their neighbour in the blue van disappearing that had caused it.

She’d been watching Derek since they’d arrived, noting his thinly disguised interest in every lone female camper who’d arrived there. His walks about the camp, always in their direction. His chatting to them on the beach.

Derek wasn’t going to stop doing what he wanted, regardless of his hollow promises. She’d now accepted this. Knew she must make plans for the future, her future and that of the children. But . . .

She cast a furtive glance in the direction of the blue van, still encased in yellow crime scene tape, as her biggest fear rose to engulf her.

What if Derek had tried it on with the missing girl? What if he’d been in the van with her? Left evidence of that. She shied away from the thought of what that evidence might be.

What if he was in any way responsible for the girl’s disappearance?

Then another thought occurred, which tightened her chest still further.

What if Lucy or Orlando knew that, and that was the reason neither of them would speak to the policewoman, or even to her, their mum?

She had become increasingly certain that the children were hiding something from her. Plus they were avoiding Derek. She had thought at first it was because of his constant foul mood. Now she wasn’t so sure that was the reason.

Francine turned her gaze in the direction of Arisaig. The forensic woman, a Dr MacLeod, who’d been here checking out the van, was apparently the one in charge of digging up the body. Or so the policewoman had told her.

They hadn’t been introduced, but Francine had seen the woman walk past on her way to the grave. Had noted the smile she’d directed at Lucy. Had been surprised when Lucy had smiled back and even more so when they’d exchanged a wave.

She’d been told that Dr MacLeod and her assistant were staying in Arisaig tonight, which meant they hadn’t finished with the body yet and would be back tomorrow.

Lucy’s reaction to the woman had been surprising. Might Dr MacLeod be able to get Lucy to talk to her about how she’d come to be sitting near the grave?

Would that even be wise, she wondered?

But if it would help Lucy, and Orlando, then surely it would be worth it?

She watched as a red blush in the east heralded the approach of sunrise, and in that moment she made up her mind.

She would speak to the policewoman as soon as she arrived this morning. She would get her on her own and explain that she believed her daughter might be willing to talk to Dr MacLeod.
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Day three

The hotel had kindly arranged an early breakfast for them, and had also supplied a packed lunch to take to the locus.

Chrissy had looked mildly put out that sandwiches, however delicious, were going to replace her burger and chips of yesterday, but wisely didn’t voice her thoughts.

The weather too had remained kind. The sun had returned and was currently burning off the mist that softened the edges of the outer rocks. All being well, Rhona was hoping today would see them complete their examination of the body, although they would still have the material beneath it to excavate.
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