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  Preface



This book is the 3rd in the Heather Bay Romance series. Although each book can be read in isolation, it’s recommended that you read book 1 and 2 first to avoid spoilers.







Heather Bay is a fictional town in the Highlands of Scotland. Below is a map to help you find your way around…
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Have you ever wished someone dead?

I don’t mean in that whole “planning the perfect murder” kind of way (Just FYI, if you are planning the perfect murder, the secret is icicles, apparently. You use them as daggers. You’re welcome.), just in the usual, “God, I hate you, I wish you were dead,” kind of way?

Oh, come on, we’ve all done it, haven’t we? I know I have. Maybe a little bit too much, to be perfectly honest, but seriously, I didn’t know Ada Valentine would take me so literally when I said it. I didn’t mean it literally, so when she posted that last stupid Instagram of hers, and I commented telling her to… well, to sod off and die, basically, I didn’t think she’d actually do it, did I?

But she did. Or I’m assuming she did, anyway. There’s always the chance  she’s off living in a commune in the Outer Hebrides, with dreadlocks in her pubic hair and a statue of some goddess or other to dance around by moonlight. Or that she decided to become a nun. It could happen. Okay, maybe not the nun thing. She’s not that crazy. But she could just be taking a break, couldn’t she? A social media detox, or whatever people call it when the Internet starts to make them feel bad about themselves, and they decide to go and feel bad in real life instead?

I’m sure that’s it. I’m sure she’s just performing one of the “self care rituals” she’s always banging on about, or working out an extra step to add to her complicated skincare routine. I’m sure she’s not actually dead. I know Ada’s always been a bit of a drama queen (And I say that in the nicest possible way, I swear. Takes one to know one and all that…), but sodding off to die just because some random idiot on the Internet insulted her, in a way that was clearly intended to be a joke? No. She wouldn’t.

Would she?

I’m so busy thinking about Ada Valentine and why she hasn’t updated her Instagram for eight full days now (Her previous record being just 1.5 days, and even then she was still on Twitter…) that, when my boss speaks to me, I don’t even hear him at first.

“Scarlett? Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Hamish’s joking. I know that. But did he really have to mention ghosts, just when I’m sitting here worrying I might have inadvertently turned one of the U.K.’s most popular influencers into one? I mean, seriously?

“I’m fine, Hamish,” I tell him, throwing my phone onto my desk like it’s offended me, and hastily pulling up the article I’m supposed to be working on, which is about the last meeting of the local Pies, Peas and Bingo club. Never let anyone tell you local journalism isn’t utterly thrilling. Even though they’d be absolutely right. “I’m totally fine.”

To prove it, I type two almost entirely fictional sentences about pies — I’ll get to the peas and bingo bit later — before giving up and staring at my phone, desperately trying to resist the urge to pick it back up.

 If social media is a drug, then consider me an addict. At least it’s better than being a murderer, though, “inadvertent” or not.

“You’re not thinking about this Ada Valentine nonsense again, are you?” sighs Hamish, putting a mug of coffee on my desk before taking his seat next to me. Between us, Hamish and I make up the entire editorial department here at the Heather Bay Gazette, our battered old desks squeezed into a space beneath the sloping ceiling of the old building, which we both bump our heads on every time we stand up. Although he’s at least twice my age, Hamish’s the closest thing I have to a “friend” in this town, which is why I’ve told him all about Ada Valentine and her sudden disappearance from all forms of social media.

(I’ve not told him about my own role in this, obviously. We might be close, but he is still my boss, and I really need to work out how much trouble I might be in here before I go confiding in anyone. Well, us murderers can’t be too careful, can we?)

(That was a joke, by the way. Because — and I can’t stress this enough — I am not a murderer. Just an asshole, really. Who will spend the rest of her life trying to make amends for the utterly unforgivable thing she said to a complete stranger.)

“It’s not nonsense,” I insist, taking a sip of my coffee while still staring at the phone on the desk. “It’s really weird, Hamish. To go from posting every day — sometimes multiple times per day — to complete radio silence for over a week. It’s not like her. I think something’s wrong. I just have a funny feeling about it.”

“Oh, a funny feeling, is it?” says Hamish kindly, looking at me over the rim of his glasses. “D’ye think there could be a story in it, lass?”

Hamish used to edit one of the Glasgow tabloids before he and his wife moved to Heather Bay, for their “semi-retirement” as he puts it, and he likes to remind me of this fact every so often, by pretending the Gazette is a real newspaper, with actual news stories in it, rather than a weekly free-sheet that wouldn’t exist without the pages of adverts it runs every week.

“Will you let me investigate it if I say yes to that?” I ask eagerly, but Hamish just smiles and picks up a piece of paper from his desk.

“I think ‘Woman Fails to Update Her Instagram for a Week’ would be a new low, even for the Gazette,” he says, chuckling. “But look, if you’re bored with the Pies, Peas and Bingo story, I have a wee job you might like instead.”

I smile tightly. I know Hamish’s “wee jobs”, and I can say with some confidence that the chances of me liking this one, whatever it is, are roughly the same as my chances of being nominated for the Pulitzer Prize for Journalism. And given that my last front-page story for the Gazette was about Edna the Sheep and her attempt to baa the National Anthem… Well, those chances aren’t exactly high, let’s put it that way.

“Wait,” I say, looking at him suspiciously. “It’s not another story about Edna, is it? Because that would be the fifth one this month, if so, and there’s only so much I can write about a sheep, Hamish, you know that. Her singing isn’t even that good, anyway. I wouldn’t have known it was supposed to be the National Anthem, to be honest. It sounded more like Jolene to me.”

I glance guiltily around the office as I say this, almost as if Jimmy, Edna’s owner, might be hiding behind a plant pot, listening to me. Thankfully, though, there’s just the usual suspects: Katie, the receptionist, plus the three women who form the advertising team, and who seem to leave and be replaced with such dizzying regularity that Hamish and I have given up trying to remember their names, and refer to them as The Three Musketeers. Or The Three Witches, if we’re feeling particularly snarky. Which, let’s face it, is all the time.

“Now, now, Scarlett,” says Hamish. “I know the Gazette’s not as exciting as that glossy magazine you used to work for back in London, but people love these little human interest — well, sheep interest — stories. They’re what keeps the paper alive.”

“Adverts for double glazing firms are what keep the paper alive,” I point out, but I’m arguing for the sake of it, really. After the whole ‘Lexie Steele’ fiasco, when I got a bit carried away and basically just, well, made shit up, about a local girl who ended up dating a movie star, I’m lucky to still have a job at all. Even one with such a heavy reliance on stories about sheep.

“Anyway,” Hamish’s saying now, “This is an event in the town square. I don’t have a lot of details about it, but it’s starting soon. If you leave now, you’ll be right on time.”

I sigh wearily as I stand up, bumping my head hard on the ceiling as I pluck my jacket from the back of my chair and pull it on. I really just want to stay here and refresh Ada’s Instagram until she posts something that tells me she’s okay. She could be doing it now, for all I know. Maybe the next time I pick up my phone, there’ll be one of her patented “here’s the back of my head in front of another beautiful view” photos. Then I can forget all about that stupid message I sent her and get on with my life.

Or… maybe not.

As I walk down the stairs that lead to the street (The offices of the Gazette are charmingly situated right above The Wildcat Cafe, Heather Bay’s most popular fish and chip shop, and let me tell you, the smell of chip fat does not come out of your clothes without a fight…), I allow myself a sneaky look at my phone, my fingers working almost on autopilot as they find the Instagram icon, tap it, then navigate to Ada’s account.

Nothing.

No posts, no Stories… not even one of those “inspirational” Reels where there’s some stupid, misappropriated quote superimposed on a picture of a sunset, and accompanied by tinkly piano music.

God, Ada’s annoying.

I stop guiltily in my tracks. I shouldn’t be allowing myself to think things like that about a woman I might just have hounded off the Internet. It’s true, though. Ada Valentine is annoying. I know everyone raves about how amazing she is, with her tasteful beige home and her helpful household hints, but there’s something about her I don’t trust. Another funny feeling, I guess. It’s almost like she’s too good to be true. “Too sweet to be wholesome,” as my dad would say. And her famous mint chicken recipe tastes like feet, if you want to know the truth. Or it does when I try to make it, anyway.

But I’m just being mean now. I’m just trying to make myself feel better about what I did, because, here’s the thing: that thing I said about icicles, and how they’re the perfect murder weapon?

That’s not true.

I know that, not only because it was part of a Mythbusters episode one time (They didn’t actually try to kill anyone, don’t worry…), but because I’m a journalist. I know perfectly well that words can be the deadliest weapon of all. And now I’m terrified that I might have at least wounded someone with mine.

Pocketing the phone again, as if I can pocket my worries right along with it, I make my way along Heather Bay High Street, which is quieter than usual, on account of it being November: that dull, gray month when all the tourists have gone home, and the sea is the same color as the sky. The town is still prettier than anywhere else I’ve ever lived, with its picturesque little harbor, and the pastel painted cottages which line the beachfront, but today the restaurants and cafes are mostly closed, the town giving a slightly stale, off-season vibe that makes it hard to imagine the way it will come alive in the Spring — tourists thronging the little cobbled streets, and taking photos of the ice cream-colored buildings to post on Instagram.

Right now, though, I’m so preoccupied by Ada and her disappearance that I barely even notice any of this. I barely notice anything at all, in fact, until the ‘quiet’ street I’m walking down is suddenly filled with people, all heading in the same direction I am — towards the town square, which stands at the far end of the High Street, on the side of the street next to the beach.

Wait. What did Hamish say this ‘event’ he wants me to cover was about again?

Oh, yeah. He didn’t, did he? Hamish didn’t say anything about the story he’s sent me here to write, and for a second, my heart leaps, thinking it might be something interesting for once.

Then the crowds part, and my hopes come crashing right back down to earth again.

It’s Edna.

Of course it’s Edna.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Edna the sheep is standing in front of the town’s war memorial, wearing a bizarre neon jacket of some kind, and accompanied by her owner, Jimmy, who’s grinning toothlessly, and clutching a megaphone in one hand.

“Please tell me that’s not for Edna to sing into,” I mutter under my breath, realizing too late that I’m standing right next to Bella McGowan, retired headteacher and current chair of both the Heather Bay Gala Committee and the Pies, Peas and Bingo club. Bella’s in her 80s, but her hearing’s as sharp as mine is, and she turns around at my words, her clever brown eyes filled with mischief.

“Och, no,” she says cheerfully. “Eda’s saving her voice for the Christmas Carol Concert, apparently. This is for the launch of her new clothing line, Sheep Thneeds.”

“Her… I’m sorry, what? Thneeds? Like in The Lorax, you mean?”

I laugh nervously, but Bella continues to smile up at me, as if clothing for sheep is a totally normal thing to be discussing. Which it kind of is here in Heather Bay.

“Aye, that’s right,” she confirms, turning to look at Edna, who I now see is standing on a small platform which Jimmy has presumably erected for her. “Hi-vis clothes for sheep, and other pets. It’s quite a good idea, if ye think about it. Jimmy and the other farmers lose a lot of sheep every year. Wolves, and monsters, and suchlike. Ye’ll have heard o’ the beast that bides in Loch Keld? Eats dozens of sheep, so it does.”

I stare at her, open-mouthed. I can never tell if Bella’s being serious or just winding me up. The village locals have a host of bizarre stories they like to tell the tourists — the Loch Keld monster being one of them — and, as a Londoner who’s only lived here for a couple of years, I still count as a “tourist” to them. I probably always will.

Bella’s probably hoping I’ll go back to work and dutifully churn out some nonsense about the sheep-eating monster than lives in the loch. Old Jimmy, on the other hand, appears to be 100% serious as he steps up onto the makeshift podium next to Edna and starts telling the crowd all about his new line of animal activewear.

“Who knew there were so many people interested in fashion for sheep?” I whisper to Bella, still amazed at the size of the crowd.

“Och, they’re no’ here for Edna,” Bella replies, winking at me. “Jimmy put the word out that Jett Carter would be here. That’s the only reason I’m here myself, actually. He’s no Harry Styles, but he’s a fine young man, that Jett.”

I nod mutely. Jett Carter is a Hollywood icon, and even though his girlfriend, Lexie, is from Heather Bay, there’s precisely zero chance whatsoever of him turning up to see a sheep in a puffer coat: a fact which is slowly becoming evident to the assembled masses.

“Where’s Jett?” shouts a voice from somewhere behind me. “Ye promised he would be here?”

“Ah said nae such thing,” bellows Old Jimmy through his megaphone. “Ye must hae picked me up wrong.”

A murmur of outrage ripples through the crowd.

“I took a day off work to see Jett,” wails a young woman who looks like she’s been standing here for days. “My boss thinks I have the norovirus. I cannae believe Jett isnae even here! I want to make a complaint.”

“Aye, I want to speak to whoever’s in charge,” another voice agrees.

“I just want Jett!” shrieks someone else, and, before I know quite what’s happened, the crowd has taken up the cry.

“We want Jett!” they chant in unison. “We want Jett! Jett! Jett!”

“And also Lexie,” yells Bella excitedly, ignoring the looks of horror that follow this statement. “Whoops, got a bit carried away there,” she adds, grinning in my direction as she’s quite literally “carried away” by the crowd, who press forward, rushing the podium as if they think Jett Carter himself might be hiding underneath it. Finally remembering I’m supposed to be a journalist, I take a step back, pulling my phone from my pocket so I can record this for the Gazette’s website, and stepping hard on someone’s toes in the process.

“Oh God, sorry!”

I turn round, ready to grovel, and find myself staring into a pair of deep brown eyes, with small creases around the corners, as if their owner is used to smiling a lot.

Nice eyes. Kind eyes. Eyes that are set in the kind of ruggedly handsome face that makes me suddenly grateful to Hamish for sending me here today. Eyes that look like they frequently twinkle with good humor and zest for life. Just… not today.

Or not for me, rather.

The owner of the beautiful eyes is not smiling now, that’s for sure. Actually, he looks like he might never smile again; his eyes wide with shock, and his full lips — surrounded by exactly the right amount of stubble — turned down at the edges as he stares at me in apparent disbelief.

Oh, come on. I didn’t stand on him that hard, surely?

“Better be careful,” I say playfully. “If the wind changes, your face might stay that way.”

It’s something my mum used to say to me when I was younger. One of the few memories I have of her; one from when she was still young, and fun, and, well, alive. It always used to make me smile — which was the whole point, of course — but it has precisely the opposite effect on my new “friend” here.

“Sassenach?” he says in a voice like flint.

I’m not sure if it’s a question or a statement. Either way, my planned apology dies on my tongue as I remember how Bella tried to tease me a few minutes earlier.

This place. How long will I have to live in it before they stop treating me like an outsider? Or an idiot.

“Oh, very funny,” I say sharply, my urge to flirt instantly evaporating, even in the face of such rugged beauty. Being called names will do that for you. “Insult the Englishwoman, why don’t you? Look, it was an accident, okay? I didn’t see you, and I don’t believe I actually hurt you, anyway. So I’m sorry I stepped on you, but there’s no need to be rude about it.”

A small crease appears between the man’s eyes. He’s either confused or annoyed. I don’t care which.

“Do you know how many people have called me ‘Sassenach’ since I moved here?” I say indignantly, jumping in before he can speak. “It’s like everyone’s an Outlander fan and a comedian around here. Well, it’s not funny, okay? And I don’t even watch Outlander, anyway. So there.”

Okay, that last bit’s a blatant lie. My Outlander addiction is the reason I knew ‘Sassenach’ was supposed to be an insult. I know Jamie Fraser only ever uses it affectionately, but this man is no Jamie Fraser, and he’s not getting away with speaking to me like that. Even if he is the most attractive man I’ve met in months. (Not that it would be hard, mind you. There aren’t many men in Heather Bay who still have their own teeth, and none of the ones who do are single. Well, not unless you count McTavish, and his teeth aren’t technically his own either…)

I draw myself haughtily up to my full height and look him right in the eye. And that’s when I notice the police hat he’s wearing. And the hi-vis vest, which is a lot like Edna’s, only with a blue ‘Police’ badge on the chest, just in case the hat alone wasn’t enough of a clue. Which it obviously wasn’t for yours truly.

Did I seriously just step on a police officer, then tell him off for being annoyed about it? Am I not in enough trouble as it is right now with this whole ‘Ada Valentine’ thing, without having to add ‘assaulting a cop’ to my list of potential crimes?

“Um, I don’t suppose there’s any chance at all that you’re a stripper, is there?” I ask hopefully, doing my best to turn the charm back on. “I once went to a hen party where there was a policeman who turned out to be a stripper. He looked a bit like you, actually.”

I allow my eyes to trail down the muscled arms and broad chest to the police radio hanging from his waist.

I’m pretty sure the stripper didn’t have one of those, now I come to think of it. Unless he’s going to use it to play music when he starts dancing?

“Are you… going to start dancing, then?” I blurt out, feeling my cheeks turn roughly the same color as my name. I raise my hands and start to swivel my hips, in a hideous approximation of “dancing”, while the police officer/stripper looks on, aghast.

I can only assume I’m possessed right now. It’s the only explanation. Because no sane person would be behaving like this, and yet here I am, standing in the town square, actually dancing for a man who seems to be the living embodiment of the phrase “if looks could kill”.

Dancing.

If ever there was a good time for the Loch Keld monster to pop up and eat someone, this would be it: although I’m not quite sure which one of us I’d want it to demolish first.

“I don’t dance,” the policeman/stripper says stonily, handily confirming that it would be him I’d nominate as the monster’s next snack. “And you probably shouldn’t either, by the looks of it.”

Coming from anyone else, this could pass as a joke. This guy, however, doesn’t look like he’d know a joke if ran up to him in a kilt, bent over and showed him its hairy bum. So it’s lucky for him that Bella McGowan chooses this moment to return to my side, her cheeks still flushed and her voice slightly hoarse from all the shouting she’s been doing.

“Ah, Scarlett,” she says, completely oblivious to the tense atmosphere she’s walked into. “I see you’ve met Dylan Fraser, our new village police officer. Dylan, this is Scarlett Scott, our intrepid local reporter.”

I swallow nervously. So he’s not a stripper, then. Got it.

“New police officer?” I say, turning to Bella in bid to delay the moment when I have to speak to this Dylan again. “But what happened to Young Dougie?”

Young Dougie was the old village police officer, and, despite what his nickname might suggest, he was pretty old, too. (Unlike Big Ian from the pub, say who is so called because he’s noticeably short.) I hope he’s not…

“Now, Scarlett, says Bella reprovingly. “We dinnae talk about What Happened to Young Dougie. Ye’ll recall what I was telling ye about the monster, though.”

Bella taps the side of her nose conspiratorially as I struggle for a suitable response to this. Is she seriously trying to imply that the village policeman was eaten by the mythical monster, which the Heather Bay locals blatantly made up in a bid to try to compete with Loch Ness? Does she really think I’m that stupid?

“If you’ll excuse me, ladies,” Dylan interrupts, tipping his hat in Bella’s direction and completely ignoring my existence, “I think I better go and deal with this.”

He nods to the podium, where Jimmy is arguing furiously with several members of the public, while Edna watches, placidly chomping on one of the sheep jackets which has spilled out of a box by Jimmy’s side.

“Aye, off ye go, lad,” says Bella, patting him on the cheek in a way that would surely get her arrested if she was a man. “It’s good to know the village is in safe hands again. Young Dougie would be proud.”

“What exactly happened to Young Dougie?” I begin, but Bella is watching, misty eyed, as Dylan disappears into the crowd.

“A lovely lad, so he is,” she says, turning back to me. “I taught him at primary school, ye know. He moved away to that Glasgow to work for a while—” She says ‘Glasgow’ like it’s an infamous war zone — “But he’s come back to us now. He’ll soon put a stop to this nonsense.”

I watch curiously as Dylan approaches Jimmy, and begins a spirited conversation with him, which several of the onlookers immediately start filming on their phones. I’d do the same — I am supposed to be the journalist here, after all, and the Gazette readers love a bit of local drama — but the awkwardness of my first meeting with Policeman Plod over there is still hanging over my head like a rain-cloud. Then there’s the small matter of Ada Valentine, and her disappearance, which, if my suspicions are correct, I could be implicated in.

All things considered, it’s probably best if I try to stay out of this Dylan Fraser’s way for now. I’ll be re-living the moment I started dancing for him every time I close my eyes, anyway, so it’s not like I need anything else to cringe over, is it?

I don’t want him to notice me, but, all the same, I can’t resist hanging around for a bit to see what happens next. I don’t have to wait too long, either, because, five minutes after Bella confidently declared that Dylan would sort all of this out, the argument is still raging, and Jimmy is still refusing to move from his spot.

“Now, Jimmy,” I hear Dylan say patiently, “I’ll have to book you for disturbing the peace if you don’t move along. I can’t let ye keep occupying the town square like this.”

“Away and bile yer heid,” retorts Jimmy, folding his hands across his chest to indicate that this is his final word on the matter.

“I’ll buy you a macaroni pie from The Wildcat, if you move along,” Dylan says cajolingly. Jimmy’s eyes brighten. I can tell he’s tempted by this — The Wildcat’s macaroni pies are legendary, to be fair — and I’m grudgingly impressed by Dylan’s patience with the old man. Given the short way he spoke to me, I’d have expected him to go in there all guns blazing, using phrases like, “You come along with me, sonny.” Possibly while brandishing his truncheon.

Do police officers even have truncheons these days, or is that just on TV?

My eyes idly scan Dylan’s crotch, looking for the answer to my question, and when I raise them again, I realize he’s staring right at me, his expression even more hostile than it was when I accused him of being a stripper.

What a great day’s work this has been.

Negotiations with Jimmy and Edna seem to have come to a standstill, and I’m just thinking about calling Hamish and asking him to send the freelance photographer we use down here, when there’s a commotion from the back of the crowd, and I turn around to see McTavish arrive on his tractor, like some kind of avenging angel, in a trucker hat and a pair of wellies.

Ever since Jack Buchanan, Heather Bay’s very own ‘Laird’ (and I use that word in its loosest possible sense) has been off the market, McTavish has been the closest thing the town has to an eligible bachelor — although if Dylan Fraser happens to be single, I guess he might have some competition on his hands.

Is Dylan Fraser single, though?

(Not that I care, you understand. I mean, the man’s clearly an asshole. I’m just wondering out of… professional curiosity. Yes. That.)

To be fair to McTavish, he’s not bad looking, really, with his cornflower blue eyes and shock of blonde hair, set above a face that seems to be permanently tanned from all the time he spends outdoors. All the same, there’s a collective murmur of disappointment from the assembled crowd as they register the fact that this isn’t Jett Carter either.

“I dinnae think he’s coming,” yells a voice I recognize as Brian-from-the-Bank. “I think we’ve been lied to by Jimmy.”

“Liar!” shouts someone else. “Jimmy’s a liar!”

The crowd shifts restlessly, but before they can take up the chant, McTavish is in their midst, smiling easily as he saunters towards Jimmy, as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.

“Fraser,” says McTavish,

“McTavish.” Dylan nods in return, a flash of recognition making his mouth briefly turn up in a smile.

So he’s not rude to everyone, then.

Just… me.

Got it.

“What’s goin’ on here, then?” McTavish asks, addressing Dylan. “Anything I can help wi’?”

“Ach, it’s fine,” says Dylan easily. “I have everything under control.”

“Control? Ye’ll never control me,” spits Jimmy, his eyes wild. “Or Edna. This is a public place. We have every right tae be here.”

Dylan and McTavish exchange glances.

“On three?” suggests McTavish.

Dylan considers this for a moment.

“Aye,” he says, grinning. “If ye dinnae mind.”

The two men step up on each side of Jimmy, each taking him firmly by an arm.

“Three…two…” counts McTavish briskly. “One.”

On one, Jimmy rises into the air, held firmly by Dylan and McTavish, who lift him off his podium, before carrying him through the square, as if he’s crowd-surfing at a rock concert.

“Take him to the tractor,” I hear McTavish mutter as they pass. “I’ll drive him and Edna home.”

“A curse on ye!” shrieks Jimmy as he’s bundled into the cab of the tractor, Edna jumping up behind him. “A curse on both yer houses! I curse ye forever!”

The threats continue, becoming more and more outlandish as McTavish climbs up beside him and starts the engine. By the time the tractor splutters into life, and rolls slowly down the High Street, Jimmy has threatened to turn both Dylan and McTavish into toads, and has cursed the next fourteen generations of their families. It’s so entertaining that I’m almost disappointed when his voice finally fades from earshot, and I’m left standing with the few remaining stragglers, plus a box of garish sheep jackets which Jimmy has left behind.

I watch for a few seconds as Dylan Fraser crosses the square and picks it up, balancing it easily on one shoulder as he strides off in the direction of the police station. He doesn’t spare so much as a glance in my direction, which I’m both grateful for and slightly disappointed by. This morning has been strange enough without another awkward encounter with Heather Bay’s answer to Mr. Goon, the unfriendly policeman from Enid Blyton’s Five Find-Outers series, and yet there’s no denying it: the guy was hot.

Rude, yes. But… hot. In a way that’s managed to totally take my mind off Ada Valentine, and how I might have inadvertently sent her to her death.

Until now, at least.

It’s been over an hour since I last checked Ada’s Instagram — a new record for me — and I scramble for my phone, my fingers automatically opening the app. The @HeatherBayGossip account has already been updated with a photo of Jimmy scowling ferociously from McTavish’s tractor, but, other than that, nothing.

Ada’s still missing.

And I’m still convinced I’m the one to blame.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Trust me when I tell you that getting obsessed with influencers is never a good idea. Because when one of them goes missing, guess who’s getting the blame? Yup, you guessed it: it’s the idiot over here who spends all her time coveting the lives of random strangers on the internet. Like a stalker, basically.

Not that I was stalking Ada Valentine, you understand. Or not any more than anyone could be said to be “stalking” the people they follow on Instagram. It’s just modern life, isn’t it? The 21st century impulse to escape your own reality for a while by watching someone else’s. Only, that’s the problem, isn’t it? It’s not reality. They just want you to think it is. All the staged photos and filtered selfies. All the time and effort that must go into making everything look effortless. All the lies.

It’s all fake. I know that. And yet I can’t seem to make myself look away. Scrolling through Instagram is a bit like driving through the city at night, when it’s dark enough for people to have the lights on, but not quite dark enough to draw the curtains. I’ve always loved those lighted-window views of other people’s lives — the little fragments of reality you get a fleeting glimpse of before it’s gone. The stories that exist behind the cracks in the curtains.

It’s one of the reasons I became a journalist. I was always fascinated by stories. I always wanted to dig deeper, to find the truth behind the snippets people let you see. To open those curtains and find out what’s behind them. Because there’s always something. There’s always a hidden truth people don’t want you to see, and I can never resist trying to pull it out and expose it to the light.

That’s how I know Ada is a liar.

And also how I know something is badly wrong with her right now. She’s not on a social media detox, she hasn’t joined a commune, and she’s definitely not a nun.

No, Ada Valentine is missing.

The problem is, I’m the only one who knows; and given that I’m also likely to be the only one to blame, it’s proving to be totally impossible to figure out what I should be doing about it.

Why do I do these things to myself?

Once I’m back at the tiny office, the smell of frying fish seeping up through the floorboards and telling me The Wildcat is open for business, I make sure Hamish’s on his lunch break, then switch on the ancient desktop computer with the totally blank keyboard (Good job I can touch type, because whoever had this machine before me wore all the letters right off it…), type Ada’s name into Google, and start working my way through the same results I’ve had every time I’ve tried this: the photos from her Instagram, the times she’s been mentioned by fashion bloggers fawning over her “amazing” sense of style, the various other social media sites she’s signed up to.

I’ve just started to worry that, if something really has happened to Ada, then this digital trail I’m leaving is only going to implicate me even further, when the bell above the office door rings, and I almost fall off my seat when I turn around to see a police officer standing at the reception desk.

Oh God, surely they can’t be onto me already?

Then I realize it’s him — Dylan Fraser — and I relax again. If what I’ve seen of him so far is anything to go by, Dylan Fraser couldn’t catch a stomach bug at a soft play party, so the chances of him having figured out Ada’s missing and that I’m quite possibly implicated in her disappearance are staggeringly small.

“Can I help you?” I ask, quickly minimizing the screen, just in case.

Dylan’s face cycles through a baffling range of expressions, which take him rapidly from hope to disappointment, with a brief stopover at confusion. Finally he lands on I very much doubt it, which is more or less the answer I was expecting from him, given our earlier interaction.

Before he can utter the words that are written all over his face, though, Katie appears from the other end of the office, and slides into her seat at reception, beaming up at him from underneath her eyelash extensions.

“And what can I do for you, officer?” she purrs, speaking in a way that makes it painfully obvious what she’d like to do.

Big mistake, Katie girl. You’re flirting with the un-flirtiest man in the world. I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you.

To my surprise, though, Dylan Fraser appears to have had a personality transplant since I saw him earlier. Or maybe he has a secret twin, who’s also a police officer, and who’s the Sunshine to Dylan’s Grumpy? I don’t know. What I do know is that he’s smiling — aha! So he does know how to do it, then! — and that it’s the kind of smile that totally transforms his face. Gone is the dour fun-sponge from the town square, and in his place, a cheeky-chappie, all twinkly eyes and… wait.. are those dimples I can see?

You have got to be kidding me.

It’s true, though. Dour Dylan has dimples — and he’s currently deploying them with devastating effect, for the benefit of Receptionist Katie, Heather Bay’s very own answer to the Kardashian sisters. (Yes, all of them.)

Yup, this is definitely a Good Twin/Evil Twin scenario. It’s the only explanation.

“I’m actually looking for Finn McNeil,” says Dylan, giving Katie his best “romance hero” smile, all gleaming white teeth and gorgeousness. God, I hate him. “He’s an old friend of mine. We went to school together. Is he around, by any chance?”

“An old friend?” I snort before I can stop myself. “Funny, he’s never mentioned you before. Not even once. Never. Ever. Not even when he was at school.” 

Not that I remember much from back then, mind you. I remember very little of my childhood at all, actually. Extreme trauma will do that to you, apparently. I’m pretty sure I’d remember Finn mentioning the trauma that is Dylan Fraser, though, so my comment stands.  

Dylan wrestles his eyes away from Katie and the heavily contoured cheekbones she copied from a TikTok video last week, and turns to me instead. Instantly, Dimple Dylan is gone, and his evil twin, Dour Dylan, is back. The speed of the transformation is as astonishing as it is disappointing; like watching Superman get into a phone box and re-emerge as Clark Kent.

With this kind of effect on men, I’m starting to understand why I’m still single.

“Aye?” he says. “Is that right?”

It’s just four words, but they have the same effect on me as someone rubbing their hands on a balloon. Or chewing gum with their mouth open. Or — God forbid — whistling.

“It is,” I tell him shortly, folding my arms across my chest for good measure. “And I would know. Finn’s my cousin.”

“Good for you,” says Dylan dryly. “You must be very proud. Last I heard, though, he was also the editor of this newspaper, so I was hoping to catch him.”

“Oh no,” says Katie eagerly, thrilled to be able to insert herself back into the conversation. “Not anymore. Finn left a few months ago now. I think he moved to Glasgow, didn’t he, Scarlett?”

I grudgingly nod my confirmation of this, and Katie shoots me a ‘don’t you dare mess this up for me,’ look, which I determinedly ignore, turning pointedly back to my computer to signal my exit from this conversation.

“That’s a shame,” says Dylan from behind me. I can actually hear the smile in his voice. The bastard. “I was just picking up a macaroni pie for Old Jimmy from The Wildcat, and I remembered the Gazette offices were above it.”

There’s a rustle of paper, followed by the distinctive smell of macaroni in a pie. My stomach gives a loud rumble, making Katie Kardashian over there shriek with laughter.

“I thought it would be nice to have a quick catch-up with Finn,” Dylan goes on, “But it looks like he’s moved to Glasgow just as I was leaving it. Och well, another time, maybe.”

“Oh, are you from Glasgow?” Katie asks, as awestruck as if Dylan had announced he was from Mars. “You have something in common with Scarlett, then. She’s not from here, either. She’s from London.”

There’s a beat of silence.

“No,” says Dylan stiffly, clearly as offended as I am by the idea that we might have something in common. “I’m from Heather Bay, originally. I grew up here. We moved to Glasgow when I was in my teens.”

I wish you’d stayed there.

I turn back to my Pies, Peas and Bingo piece, doing my best to ignore Katie’s transparent attempts to flirt with the sexy cop, who seems more than happy to go along with it. When the bell above the door rings again, though, I glance round to see McTavish standing next to Dylan.

“Scarlett,” he says, catching sight of me in the corner. “I wonder if ye can help me? I wanted to submit a question to yon advice column ye write. It’s about matters o’ the heart, if ye ken what I mean?”

Dylan’s eyebrows shoot up towards his police cap.

“Advice column?” he says. “The Gazette has an advice column now, does it?”

“Aye,” confirms McTavish cheerfully. “And a horoscope, too. Scarlett writes that as well. It’s fair useful, so it is. If it wisnae for yer advice to Capricorns to carry an umbrella at all times last week, I’d have been pure soaked.”

Katie sniggers loudly at this, and Dylan stares down at his pie to hide his smile.

“Look, it’s a small paper, okay?” I say defensively. “We all have to muck in and help out.”

“Aye, I’m sure it must be hard work, making up a load of nonsense about the position of the stars dictating the weather just for the Capricorns,” says Dylan. “I’ll remember you in my prayers.”

“No need,” I retort sharply. “I’m sure you’ll have your own work cut out for you, what with all the sheep-related dramas you have to deal with. It must make Glasgow seem like a backwater in comparison.”

Dylan’s forehead creases as he prepares to fire back another insult at me, but McTavish interrupts.

Thank God for McTavish.

“That reminds me,” he says, turning to the police officer. “I want to make an official complaint about Jimmy. He’s placed a curse on me, ye ken. And on yerself. You heard it with your own ears. I’d like something done about it. He needs to be stopped.”

I’ve always thought the word “askance” was a much under-used word. The kind of word Hamish would delete if I tried to use it in a story. But there’s no other way to describe the way Dylan Fraser is looking at McTavish right now.

He looks at him askance. Then he clears his throat and glances around the room as if looking for help. Katie smiles and flutters her eyelashes. I shrug. As with Bella and her talk of monsters, I’ve no idea whether McTavish is being serious or just trying to wind us all up. It’s the kind of thing they do around here; trust one who’s been on the receiving end of it more times than she cares to count.

“Um, I don’t think the curse was real, McTavish,” Dylan begins, speaking as if to a small child. “I don’t think curses in general are real, I mean. So I wouldn’t take it too seriously. I’m not. I’m not worried at all about curses, or… or toads, or whatever it was he said.”

He smiles reassuringly, but McTavish is having none of it.

“Well, more fool you, then,” he says, shrugging. “I take it very seriously. It’s been a bad enough few years for the farm. I still havenae recovered fae the last curse Jimmy placed on me. It’s a’ right for you, wi’ yer cushy job, and yer half days on a Wednesday, but the last thing I need is for the next fourteen generations o’ the family to get the same bad luck I’ve had. Like I say, I want him stopped.”

“There’ll be no more half days on a Wednesday now I’m here,” says Dylan, clearly needled. “I’m not Young Dougie, you know. Things are going to be changing around here from now on.”

McTavish raises his eyebrows. “Dinnae be speaking ill o’ Young Dougie,” he says defensively. “Ye ken fine the man’s no’ here tae defend himself.”

There’s a short, but uncomfortable, silence, during which Dylan and McTavish both stare at the floor with interest, and I seize the opportunity to jump in.

“Why is Young Dougie not here?” I ask, trying to sound casual. McTavish isn’t listening, though.

“Actually, maybe ye could use Jimmy’s curse for yer advice column this week, Scarlett?” he says hopefully. “I was going tae ask ye how tae win over Mary MacNamee, my true love, but this is more important. There’s no way Mary’ll have me when she finds out about this curse.”

“Right,” I say, exchanging looks with Dylan. For a brief moment, it seems we’re on the same page here. It’s a very strange feeling. I’m not sure I like it, actually.

“I tell you what, McTavish, why don’t you just email me your question, and I’ll see what I can do? The address is on the Gazette website.”

I focus on my computer again, hoping McTavish will take the hint. It’s much easier to ignore an email than a personal request. I would know: I ignore almost all of mine.

“Good idea,” says Dylan gratefully. “You could email me, too, McTavish. I’m in a bit of a hurry. Got to get back to the station.”

“Yeah, you’ll have to write up your report about Old Jimmy and his curse,” I say innocently. “Who needs Line of Duty when we’ve got Dylan Fraser?”

Katie gives me a poisonous look, but Dylan refuses to take the bait.

“It was nice to meet ye, Katie,” he says as he leaves, pointedly ignoring me. McTavish follows him out, and I sigh with relief as I go back to my computer. Okay, my phone — stop judging me.

“Why d’ye have to be so rude to the new officer, Scarlett?” Katie huffs from her desk. “Could ye no’ see I fancied him? Isn’t he gorgeous? And nice, too. It’s not often ye get the two together, in the same fine package.”

“It’s not this time, either,” I reply, without looking up from my phone. “If you ask me, Dylan Fraser’s not gorgeous or nice. I thought he seemed really up himself. And completely incapable, too. He’s like a modern-day Mr. Goon.”

I’m about to explain to the perplexed Katie that Mr. Goon was the bungling policeman from one of my favorite children’s books when that blasted doorbell starts clamoring for attention yet again. My heads snaps around guiltily, just in time to see Dylan Fraser himself walk back in.

Oh,Oh, my God. Please tell me he didn’t hear that?

“Forgot my pie,” Dylan says, smiling easily as he picks up the package from Katie’s desk, where he must have left it in his bid to escape McTavish. “Well, see you, ladies.”

He gives a cheerful wave, then disappears, leaving Katie and I staring at each other, wide eyed.

“D’you think he heard that?” I ask, horrified. As if in answer, the door to the stairs swings open once more, and Dylan’s head appears around it.

“Aye, I did,” he confirms easily. “Right back at ye, Sassenach.”

And then he’s gone.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




When I was a child, all of my friends wanted to be dentists and teachers and nice, sensible things like that when they grew up.

Not me, though.

No, I wanted to be a detective, like Nancy Drew, or Frederick “Fatty” Trotteville of The Five Find-Outers. I wanted to solve mysteries, and have adventures, and eat lots of barley sugar, which I would always just happen to have in my pocket, along with a torch and a box of matches.

It was going to be ace, seriously.

Instead, I somehow ended up working as a reporter on a local newspaper, and, with the exception of that whole Lexie-and-Jett thing (And, let’s face it, I can’t reasonably expect another member of this town to enter into a fake-relationship with a celebrity, just so I can have something fun to write about, can I?), it’s hard not to feel a bit let down by it sometimes. Like now, for instance. And every time I’m sent to cover yet another story about sheep.

But, like it or not, this is where I am in life, and, by the time Hamish comes back from what I can tell has been a liquid lunch, courtesy of his friend Big Ian at The Thistle Bar, I’ve pushed my guilt about Ada aside and am busy uploading the video I took this morning to the Gazette’s website, along with the accompanying article.

Ancient Curse Unleashed on Highland Town is the title I give it. When it appears on the site, though, I’m disappointed to see that Hamish’s changed it to simply Minor Fracas in Town Square, as well as removing all references to the curse, and my line about the hapless village plod, who was unable to deal with an old man and his sheep without having to call in reinforcements.

“I ken ye’d like to be writing something more exciting than this, lass,” Hamish says kindly, when he sees the look on my face. “But we have tae stick to the facts. We cannae have another Lexie Steele fiasco, can we?”

I bite my lip as I start to gather my stuff and close down my computer for the day. Hamish was brought in as editor after the series of stories I wrote about Lexie went viral, and ended up getting picked up by the tabloids. All of which would have been great for the Gazette, of course, but, well, like I said, I might have gotten a little carried away with it all, and insinuated their relationship was fake. Which, to be fair to be, it was. To start with, anyway. And isn’t that what investigative journalism is all about, after all? Uncovering the truth behind the lie? Finding the real story — even if it’s one no one wants to tell?

“But you’re not an investigative journalist, Scarlett,” my cousin Finn pointed out when I put this defense to him at the time. “This is the Heather Bay Gazette, not the Daily Mail. What did you expect?”

For once, I had no smart answer to this. As the editor of the paper, Finn was the one who took most of the rap for everything I’d written, and, as my cousin, he felt obliged to stick up for me, even though I was blatantly in the wrong. He stepped down as editor after that. He said he needed a change, but I knew perfectly well the change he needed was me, and that no amount of groveling on my part was going to change his mind. Trust me: I tried.

So Finn left, Hamish arrived in his place, and everything else stayed the same. There were no more fake celebrity relationships for me to unpick. No local scandals to uncover. No mysterious lights shining from the windows of a supposedly abandoned house. Not even a smuggler or anything. I mean, what do you have to do to find a smuggler in this town, I ask you?

Instead, I turned to Ada. Ada and her Instagram account, which, okay, might not be anything like as interesting as that time the Famous Five stumbled across a ghost train on the moors (It turned out to be smugglers, naturally. It always turned out to be smugglers for the Five.), but which still holds some tantalizing clues that have long made me suspect that all is not as it seems with her.

Take her famous mint chicken recipe, for instance. It took me approximately two minutes to find it on Pinterest, posted years before Ada claimed to have “invented” it. Then there’s all the other discrepancies. Ada had two birthdays last year, and not only does she have trouble remembering which day she was born, she also seems to struggle with the year, because she’s been 28, 32 and “just about to turn 30” at various times this year alone. And don’t even get me started on all the times she’s claimed a particular product she’s been sent is her “go to”, only to say exactly the same thing about something different a week later.

Ada is a liar, in other words. I’m sure of it. She’s also currently missing in action, though — as evidenced by her Instagram account, which still hasn’t been updated by the time I finish work — and the longer she goes without posting, the more worried I become.

There are no new posts on Ada’s grid when I get home, or in the time it takes me to microwave my leftover lasagna and eat it, sitting at the window looking out onto the loch. The account doesn’t get updated while I take a bath — using the products Ada recommends, naturally — but as I get into bed, I notice there are a couple of new comments on her last post. (Which was a photo of her looking at a sunset, in case you’re wondering.)

“Hey, Ada, where are you?” writes @sunshinegirl1987_xo “Hope everything’s OK!”

“Come back, lovely!” adds @thisisgeorgiejenkins100. “We miss yoooouuuuuuu!”

Then there’s a full line of love heart emojis. Georgie Jenkins needs to calm the hell down, apparently. Still, it might only be two messages, but at least I’m not the only one who’s noticed Ada’s disappearance. My finger hovers for a moment over the two names, wondering if I should try to message them and compare notes. It doesn’t sound like these women know any more about Ada than I do, though, so I put the phone down, switch off the light, and try to get to sleep.

My house is my happy place. It’s right on the banks of Loch Keld, with views out over the water, and let’s just say it’s a good job I bought it on my London salary, because I definitely couldn’t afford it on what I get paid at the Gazette. Unlike most of the rest of the town, which has been around since before even Old Jimmy was born, the house is fairly new; part of a small development of what the brochure described as “log cabins”, but which are about as similar to log cabins as as I am to an investigative journalist, with underfloor heating, glass balconies lined with fairy lights (Well, mine is, anyway…) and huge picture windows which perfectly frame the loch.

When I first bought this place, my cousin, Finn, warned me there’d been a bit of opposition to the development from the locals, who were worried about people using them as second homes, or Airbnb’s. I came here to stay, though — to put down roots. And cozy old cottages are all well and good, but I love knowing that this place has never been anyone’s but mine. For once in my life, I like the fact that there are no stories here other than the ones I’ll make myself.

I just have to figure out what I want them to be about first.

It’s so peaceful out here that I normally fall asleep right away, but tonight I toss and turn for half the night, before drifting into a restless dream in which PC Goon from the Five Find-Outers is helping me find a missing Sheep Thneed, while Old Jimmy keeps interrupting to show us photos of macaroni pies.

Excellent.

At 5am, I give up on sleep and reach again for my phone. Several more commenters have joined Georgie and Sunshine Girl in wondering why Ada hasn’t posted for so long, and I enjoy a sweet moment of vindication — I was right! This is out of character for her! — followed up by a bitter guilt chaser.

I was right.

Ada really is missing.

And if other people are starting to notice, how long will it be before someone official gets involved? Someone like Dylan Fraser, say? Someone who’ll look at Ada’s messages, find one from Scarlett Scott, and figure out the truth? Someone who —

BANG!

The noise from downstairs is so loud, and so unexpected, that I almost fall out of bed in fright.

Oh God. Have they tracked me down already? Are they here to arrest me?

BANG!

The second sound is even louder than the first one, and suddenly I’m very aware of how lonely it is, out here by the loch. Lonely, and dark, and actually kind of creepy, really, when there’s a mysterious banging sound echoing up your stairs in the early hours of the morning. Sure, there are other houses nearby, but I’m not sure any of them are close enough to be of use to me in an emergency, and my closest neighbor, Danny, works night-shifts anyway, so…

Maybe I’m not cut out for mystery-solving after all. I guess this is why they say you should be careful what you wish for.

Getting carefully out of bed, I creep silently to the top of the stairs and stand there, peering sightlessly into the blackness below.

BANG!

My legs almost give way with fright, but I grab onto the banister and somehow manage to stay upright, my heart thumping loudly in my chest. From where I’m standing, it’s easier to work out where the noise is coming from, and I’m sure it’s the front door — which is actually vaguely reassuring, because at least it’s not a “the call is coming from inside the house,” kind of scenario, you know?

Should I go down and answer it, though? Or should I run back to bed and pull the covers over my head, the way I used to when I was a little girl, scared of the monsters under the bed?

The second option is definitely my favorite here, but now my heart rate is gradually slowing down, I have to admit, curiosity is getting the better of me.

What if it’s someone I know, who needs help? What if someone’s injured, or in trouble? Murderers don’t normally knock on the door, after all… do they?

No. They don’t. And the police don’t come knocking on people’s doors at 5am to ask about comments they made on the Internet, either.

Get a grip, Scarlett. You need to answer the door. What if something’s happened to Dad? Or Finn? Or… okay, I’m pretty much out of options here. There’s only one way to find out, though.

Making up my mind, I hurry back to my bedroom to grab my dressing gown, pulling it tightly around me like armor before tiptoeing down the stairs. You know all those horror movies where the woman goes into the basement, even though it’s blatantly the worst possible thing she could do? That’s me. That’s my life. I am the woman who goes into the basement. And I’m just going to have to keep everything crossed that I’m not also the woman who never comes back.

Downstairs, everything is quiet and still. My confidence growing, I move silently down the hall, already starting to figure out how I’ll tell this story at work tomorrow; how I’ll spin it into a hilarious escapade in which everyone gets to laugh at me being terrified of nothing, and no one has to know that I really was scared.

But it’s not nothing.

In fact, as I reach the front of the house and turn to face the glass-paneled front door, I realize with horror that it’s very much something.

Something gaunt and white, staring at me through the frosted glass with eyes as black as night — eyes in dark, sunken sockets, which make me think of death masks or skeletons or… monsters.

“Ye’ll have heard o’ the beast that bides in Loch Keld…” says Bella McGowan’s voice in my head, an echo from this morning.

Surely she was just winding me up, the way people do here? Surely the Loch Keld Monster isn’t real?

Or is it?

In the blackness of a highland night, it’s possible to believe just about anything. Maybe that’s why so many myths and legends originate in this part of the world; because when you find yourself on your own in these mountains — or, okay, in your perfectly ordinary house, which is surrounded by these mountains — anything seems possible.

Maybe even monsters.

BAAAAA! says the monster, breaking the hellish spell I’ve been caught in since I saw its face through the glass. BAAAAAAA!

Suddenly, it all makes sense. The specter at my door is real — but it’s no monster.

It’s a sheep.

It’s a fucking sheep.
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“Go on, get out of here, you… you wooly idiot!”

Relief rapidly turning to anger, I wrench the door open, not caring who sees me as I issue out of the house in my dressing gown, waving my arms at the startled sheep, which immediately turns tail and runs off into the night. Well, the morning.

I stand there looking after it, my heart still hammering and my knees weak from the shock.

Wait until I get my hands on Old Jimmy. Just wait…

My sheepish stand-off lasted so long that if it was earlier in the year, the sun would be up by now. But it’s November, which means that, here in the Highlands,Highlands, it’s still pitch dark — and will be for another hour or so at least.

It is, however, technically morning, and, thanks to my four-legged wake-up call, I’m so wide-awake there’s absolutely no chance of me getting back to sleep now.

I might as well go for a run. Maybe it’ll help clear my head.

I’m about to turn back to the house to get dressed, when I remember I left my running shoes in the car after I went to the gym in Thistle Falls a few days ago. Grabbing the keys from the hook by the door, I press the button to unlock the door. Suddenly, the peace of the early morning is shattered by my car alarm, which starts wailing like a banshee, the lights flashing on and off, illuminating the darkness of the loch with every painfully long second that passes.

Shit, shit, shit. I must have hit the panic button by mistake. So now I guess I… panic?

Dutifully panicking, I frantically press every button on the key fob in turn, then press them all again.

Nothing.

The car is still going off like some kind of solitary sound and light show. I look around anxiously, but the smattering of houses nearby are all still in darkness, thankfully, with no sign anyone’s being disturbed by me and my idiocy.

Thank God for Danny and his night shifts.

My hands are stiff with cold by the time I manage to get the key into the driver’s side door, but I finally manage it, and turn off the alarm. The silence that follows is so complete it’s almost shocking. When I first moved here from London, I found it unsettling, my city ears so used to a constant backdrop of noise that it was hard to sleep without it. After a while, though, I grew to love the tranquility; to wonder how on earth I ever lived without it — and now that I’m out here, feeling like the only person in the world who’s up at this hour, I allow myself to sit and savor it for a few minutes, letting the silence seep into me and settle my still-jangling nerves.

In front of me, the loch glimmers in the moonlight, its surface like glass. Soon it’ll turn silver, then soft pink, but, for now, it’s still inky black and unknowable. I think briefly of Bella McGowan and her monster, then give myself a quick shake, pulling myself out of the car, and going to open the boot, where I tossed my running shoes last time I wore them. It’s only as it pops open that I remember the keys still in the ignition. I turn back to grab them, but before I can get to them, the driver’s door slams abruptly shut, and the alarm instantly registers its protest, letting out an unearthly wail that could easily be mistaken for a monster, if you didn’t know better.

This night just keeps on getting better.

With an exasperated sigh, I crunch my way back to the open boot, wondering if there’s a way I can crawl through it and get into the car that way. The chances of this seem vanishingly small, even in a hatchback, but it’s the only chance I have to get my keys out of the now locked car, so, muttering all the curse words I can think of under my breath, I lean forward…

… and abruptly find myself face-down in the boot, my backside draped over the side of it, and my legs dangling in the air.

“Oh,Oh, for God’s sake,” I yell furiously at the car, as if this is all its fault. “Can I get a break here? Just for once?”

“Put your hands up,” says a male voice,voice, which is definitely not coming from my car. “Don’t move.”

My heart doesn’t so much thud as it shivers. Suddenly my entire body seems to be made of nerve endings, and every single one of them is telling me to run. Fast. Unfortunately for me, though, I’m in no fit state to take that particular suggestion on board; partly because my ass is currently in the air, clad only in a dressing gown and a silky nightie, but mostly because I’m terrified.

This isn’t going to be the kind of story I can spin into a hilarious anecdote at work later, is it? If I even make it to work later, that is.

“This is the police,” says The Voice, allowing me to relax slightly. “I need you to put your hands up, where I can see them.”

“I… I can’t put my hands up,” I call back, my voice shaking. “I kind of need them for balance right now.”

There’s a long pause, then I’m being pulled back and out of the car by some unseen presence, which gets me into a standing position, then roughly grabs my hands and puts them behind my back.

“Hey, what are you doing?” I yell, panic making me brave. “Let me go! I’ll scream!”

I open my mouth to do exactly that, but I’m silenced by a loud clicking sound, and the feel of cold metal snapping around my wrists.

“What the fuck?” I scream, trying to twist round to see what’s happening. “What the actual fuck?”

“It’s okay,” says The Voice, speaking directly into my ear. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just need you to calm down.”

“Oh, well, that’s okay, then,” I say, somehow managing to sound far sassier than I feel at this moment — which is not sassy at all, just FYI. “The scary voice says it’s not going to hurt me! Whew, what a relief!”

“Calm down, Scarlett,” says The Voice firmly. “Seriously.”

A torch goes on, the light shining right into my eyes, like I’m in a spy movie or something.

I might not be able to see a thing, but I know that voice — and, as soon as the light moves off my face and I can see again, my suspicions are confirmed.

It’s Dylan Fraser.

As if this night wasn’t bad enough already.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




“Here. And try not to lose them again.”

It’s ten minutes later, and I’m leaning against the worktop in my kitchen, sullenly sipping a mug of hot coffee, while Dylan Fraser hands me my car keys, which he’s just released from the locked car using some kind of trickery known only to police officers — and Bad Guys, I would imagine.

Right now, it’s hard to decide which of those he is.

“I didn’t lose them,” I say stiffly, taking the keys with the very tips of my fingers, so I don’t have to touch him. “They got locked in the car. Then you decided to accost me, and here we are.”

“I didn’t ‘accost’ you, Scarlett,” Dylan says patiently. “Look, I’m sorry if I scared you. I didn’t mean to. But, I mean, there was a car alarm going off repeatedly, and someone apparently trying to break into a vehicle. What was I supposed to do? I’m a police officer. It’s my job to investigate these things.”

I look at him with suspicion. Sure enough, he’s wearing his police uniform, even at this time in the morning. I bet he sleeps in it, just so he’s always ready to spring into action. 

“You knew perfectly well I wasn’t a car thief,” I hiss furiously. “You just did that to humiliate me.”

And it worked.

“I wasn’t trying to humiliate you,” Dylan replies calmly. “I got a call from a concerned member of the public. They said they’d heard a series of bangs coming from this property, then someone appeared to be breaking into a car next to it. I had to check it out.”

“You should have shown me your police badge before you decided to cuff me,” I insist. “And read me my rights. I know how this works. I’ve seen cop shows on TV, you know.”

He has the temerity to actually roll his eyes at that.

“Well, that makes you an expert, then,” he says, his voice laden with sarcasm. “I wasn’t arresting you, though. I didn’t even know it was you until you spoke.”

Outside the kitchen window, the sun has started to rise, the mountains on the opposite bank of the loch gradually emerging from the darkness.

“What were you doing, anyway?” he asks. “Bit early to be going for a drive.” 

“Umm…” I pause, looking at my feet. “A sheep woke me up, then I decided I might as well go for a run, seeing as I was up anyway,” I say in a rush. “My shoes were in the car. Okay?”

“A sheep woke you?”

He raises his eyebrows in disbelief.

God, I hate him.

“Why are you here, Scarlett?” Dylan asks abruptly.

I blink in confusion.

“Um, I live here? Remember, I told you that? I can show you some ID or something, if it helps?”

I open the kitchen junk drawer behind me and start rifling through it, looking for a utility bill, or something else to prove to this utter jobsworth that I am who I say I am.

“To be fair, it wouldn’t be the first time someone pretended to be the owner of this house,” I tell him as I search. “There was this one time my cleaner, Emerald, pretended to be me, right? It was because of Jack Buchanan. You know, the rich guy who owns most of the Highlands? See, he thought she was—”

“I don’t mean here as in this house,” Dylan interrupts impatiently. “I mean here, as in Heather Bay. Why are you here?”

I straighten up from the drawer, frowning.

“You’re not starting this ‘Sassenach’ shit again, are you?” I ask, failing to keep the tension from my voice. Mostly because I’m not actually trying. “I have as much right to be here as you do, Dylan. I know I’m always going to be an incomer as far as people like you are concerned, but that’s your problem, not mine. I bought this house to live in it. It’s not a weekend home, or… or an Airbnb, or whatever you’re thinking. It’s my home, and I love it.”

“People like me?” Dylan says, his expression impenetrable. “And how would you know what ‘people like me’ are like?”

“Because I live here,” I say shortly, slamming the drawer shut to underline my point. “Maybe not for as long as you have, obviously, but long enough to know what some people—” I emphasize the word ‘some’ with a pointed glare in his direction — “are like about newcomers. How your Granddad has to have been born here, or you’ll never really belong, no matter how long you live here. Well, as it happens, my Granddad was born here,” I tell him, triumphantly. “Finn McNeil, my cousin? The one you came to visit? I used to come here every summer with my parents to visit him and his family. We came here for years, until… until… Well, we just did, okay?”

I trail off, the urge to impress him with my connections to Heather Bay suddenly gone.

Until my mum disappeared, is what I was going to say. Until the world ended. But a man like Dylan Fraser won’t understand that. He won’t get the yearning that pulled me back here, to the last place I saw my mum. I’m not sure if the feeling is nostalgia, or regret, or just homesickness for a place I was once happy, but whatever it is, it was that feeling — and not my cousin Finn, and his offer of a job on the paper he worked for — that made me give up my London salary and move to the Highlands.

There are certain events in a person’s life which have the ability to split time in two; into a ‘Before’ and ‘After’, which every memory is weighed against. Losing my mum was one of those events for me. The event, in fact — the one that took everything that had ever happened to me, and everything that would ever happen to me, and split them into two neat columns: before and after, good and bad, happy and sad. No matter what I do, the second column is never going to measure up to the first one, but moving here was an attempt to redress the balance — to claw some of the ‘before’ memories into the ‘after’.

Not that I have many memories to claw back, mind you. I barely remember anything from back then — from the ‘before’. A common side-effect of trauma, according to the psychiatrist Dad made me see. 

But Dylan Fraser doesn’t need to know that.

“So, that’s why you came back?” he asks. “To see Finn and his family? Or for some other reason, maybe?”

His expression is completely neutral, and yet something about the way he asks the question tells me the answer is weirdly important to him. It’s impossible to know exactly why that is, though, so I’m going to have to assume he’s just really nosey.

I hate him so much.

“I came here because I wanted to, okay?” I say. “Is that good enough for you, officer, or do I need a better reason?”

“I already told you,” he says wearily, “You’re not under arrest. It was just a question. I’m just trying to understand why you… Look, I’m just trying to make conversation. You know what conversation is, I assume? Or are you always this hard to get any kind of sense out of?”

“Wow, you really are all charm, aren’t you?” I lean back against the counter and start ticking things off on my fingers. “First you call me ‘Sassenach’, just because I stepped on your toe by mistake,” I begin. “Then you turn up at my office and sneer at my job. You follow that up with creeping up on me in the dark and literally handcuffing me — which I will never, ever forgive you for, by the way — and now you’re trying to imply I’m the difficult one. Anything I’ve missed?”

“I got your keys out of your locked car,” Dylan points out, as if that makes up for everything else I’ve just listed. “You should really be thanking me for that. A locksmith would’ve charged you a fortune. And you’d have woken up half the town with that alarm.”

“I have a spare set of keys in the house, actually,” I say smugly. “So I’d have been absolutely fine without your help, officer. And there are six houses in this development, so hardly ‘half the town.’ Thanks all the same, though.”

There’s a moment’s standoff, then Dylan raises his hands, as if in surrender, and I try not to notice the muscles that appear in his arms at the movement.

He’s really quite fit, actually. It’s just a shame about his personality.

“Look,” he says quietly. “We got off on the wrong foot, apparently.” He pauses for just long enough for me to wonder if that’s supposed to be a joke, given the whole ‘standing on his toe’ thing. Then I realize that would require him to actually have a sense of humor. “But this is a small town, and we’re bound to see each other again, so maybe we should call a truce. What d’you say? Friends?”

He offers me his hand, which I bat away reflexively.

On the counter behind me, my phone beeps.

I can tell from the sound that it’s just a notification from one of the random apps I’ve got installed, but it makes me think of Ada — and how much trouble I could be in because of her.

Even if I wanted to be friends with Dylan Fraser (Which, just to be clear, I most definitely do not…), my current role in her suspected disappearance makes a police officer — even one as inept as this one — the very last person I should be associating with. No, I need to stay away from the police right now: at least until I know what’s really going on. The fact that Dylan Fraser happens to be an asshole is just an added incentive, really.

“I’d rather be friends with Edna,” I tell him frostily. “At least she isn’t offended by my very presence.”

(That’s not strictly true, to be honest. Edna doesn’t like me much either, really. But that’s beside the point.)

“Is that what you think?” Dylan asks softly. “That I’m offended by your presence?”

He looks confused, rather than angry. I’m momentarily thrown by this, then I plow on, regardless.

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it? You’re from around here. I bet you were one of the people who objected to these houses being built, weren’t you?”

He glowers at me from across the room.

“I didn’t live here when this place was built,” he says at last, shrugging. “I might have objected if I was, though. The last thing the Highlands needs is more people; especially rich ones pushing the property prices up even more.”

He’s a man of few words, clearly, but he’s just told me everything I need to know about him. The ‘Sassenach’ comment in the town square suddenly makes a lot more sense, if this is how he feels.

“I don’t think we’re going to be friends somehow,” I tell him stiffly, pulling my dressing gown a little tighter around me.

“Okay, enemies it is, then,” he says cheerfully, pushing himself away from the table he’s been leaning against. “Up to you. I’ll let you get on with whatever it was you were doing outside in that little silky thing you’re wearing.”

Damn.

So he did get a look under my dressing gown, then.

I frown after him as he makes his way to the door. I wasn’t expecting him to give up on the “friends” thing quite so easily. Although I guess that proves he didn’t really mean it; as if there was any doubt.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you around, I’m sure,” he says, as he reaches the door.

“Not if I see you first,” I can’t help muttering.

Dylan grins, his dark eyes twinkling in exactly the way I imagined them doing the first time I met him — back when I thought he still might have a vaguely human side.

“Aye,” he says, as if rising to a challenge which he deeply relishes. “Just try not to get into any more trouble, will you? Or you might be seeing me sooner than you think.”

I swallow hard.

I’m sure he’d say he didn’t mean it to, but that sounded a bit like a threat to me. And am I imagining things, or was he looking at the phone in my hand as he said it?
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My loch side brush with the law leaves me running late, so, despite being up with the dawn, by the time I reach the office the door is open, and Jimmy and McTavish are already waiting for me at reception, standing as far away from each other as they can manage in the cramped space.

“Mornin’ Scarlett,” says McTavish, whose blonde head is bowed slightly to allow him to fit under the low ceiling. “I thought I’d drop this off to see if it gives ye some inspiration to answer my problem. Well, one o’ my problems. I ken ye cannae work miracles and answer all o’ them.”

He hands me a photo of a pretty nurse, which looks like it’s been printed off her Instagram, and I look at him with sympathy. It’s no secret that the McTavish farm has been going downhill for a while, and lately he’s been taking on odd jobs to make ends meet, so times must be even tougher for him.

I really hope he’s not actually stalking this poor woman, though.

Not that I can talk about stalking, mind you.

“That’s Mary McNamee,” he says, blushing slightly as he nods at the photo in my hand. “Braw, isn’t she? She was my first kiss, so she was. I’ve loved her ever since. I bumped into her again when my Granda’ was in hospital, before he went into the care home. She dropped a pile o’ incontinence pads, and I picked them up for her.”

I bite my lip to stop myself from grinning at the thought of McTavish and Mary, their eyes meeting over a pair of Tena Lady. Jimmy, however, has no such qualms.

“Love’s young dream, so it is,” he says, leaning closer to get a better look. “Mary, is it? I’m sure I’ve seen her on that Tinder. Or is she maybe the lassie Young Jimmy was walkin’ oot with a few weeks back? She looks familiar.”

McTavish whips around, his eyes flashing dangerously.

“You stay away fae her, Jimmy,” he warns. “And Young Jimmy as well. Ye’ve done enough damage for one week.”

“That reminds me,” I interrupt, scrabbling for a distraction. “One of your sheep is loose, Jimmy. It was at my door this morning. I don’t think it was Edna, but you might want to check.”

This is a lie: I have no idea if the sheep was Edna or not. All sheep look the same to me. I have a feeling this nugget of information won’t win me any friends among this particular crowd, though, so I keep it to myself.

“It wisnae one o’ mine,” says Jimmy immediately. “Edna sleeps in her basket by my bed, and the other beasts are in the far field at this time o’ year. It must have been one o’ his.”

He jerks his thumb at McTavish, who straightens up in indignation, letting out a small yelp of pain as his head makes contact with the sloped ceiling.

“Ye ken fine I dinnae hae any sheep left,” he says, wounded. He turns to me.

“He kens fine I dinnae hae any sheep left,” he tells me — a trifle unnecessarily, given that I’m standing right next to him. “He’s just taking the piss oot o’ my straightened financial circumstances. Tell him I dinnae hae any sheep left.”

“McTavish doesn’t have any sheep—” I begin, but I’m interrupted by the office door, which chooses that moment to open, admitting Katie, plus a blast of cold, salty air, with undertones of fried fish. I’m so relieved to have someone else here to help referee this escalating drama that I smile widely at her — a smile which dies on my lips when I catch sight of the figure behind her.

It’s Dylan Fraser.

Yet a-fucking-gain.

I’m starting to feel like I’m the one being stalked here.

“Look who I bumped into outside the office,” says Katie, whose cheeks look suspiciously flushed. “Officer Fraser kindly offered to carry my coffee up for me.”

Dylan edges forward and awkwardly places a takeaway cup bearing the Wildcat Cafe logo on Katie’s desk, looking at me the entire time as if he’s daring me to say something about this act of totally unnecessary chivalry.

I bet he’s the kind of man who orders his date’s food for her, too. Either that or he really is into our Katie K over there.

“A single use cup?” I say, rising to the challenge. “No, I wouldn’t have wanted to be seen with that either, Katie. Thank goodness you found someone without scruples to carry it for you.”

I smile piously, praying to whatever God is listening that there isn’t an identical cup on my own desk right now. Look,The Wildcat makes a decent cup of coffee. What can I say?

“It’s recyclable,” Dylan growls in a ‘gotchya’ kind of tone.

“Plastic lid.”

“Which can be taken to the recycling center and put in one of the bins there.”

“Which most people don’t do, as you’ll see if you take a stroll down the High Street.”

“Which is something I’ll be bringing up at the next community council meeting, if you care to come along and see for yourself.”

“Which I’d rather die than—”

“AHEM!”

Jimmy bangs his fist hard on the reception desk, spilling some of Katie’s coffee, and stopping my argument with Dylan in its tracks. Which is probably for the best given that it’s actually part of my job to cover the community council meetings, so I’m just glad Hamish isn’t around to hear that last bit.

“Is anybody going to actually help me here?” asks Jimmy plaintively. “Or are ye just going to stand there flirtin’ a’ day?”

“We are not flirting,” Dylan and I say simultaneously.

“They’re definitely not flirting,” Katie pipes up, her eyes narrowing as she looks from me to Dylan, then back again. “Scarlett doesn’t even know how to flirt. She hasn’t had a single boyfriend in all the time I’ve known her. Not one!”

Dylan smirks in an “it figures” kind of way, and the tight ball of resentment I’ve been carrying around for him since our early morning meeting grows into a bowling ball, which I have an urge to hurl right at him.

Okay, officer. You want to be enemies? You got it.

“I’d sooner flirt with you, Jimmy,” I say, smiling sweetly at the surprised farmer, who grins back at me toothlessly. “Now, what can I do for you?”

“I’m hopin’ ye’ll consider writing one o’ yer wee stories about ma Thneeds,” Jimmy says earnestly, opening the bag to reveal one of the items in question. “They’re selling really well. A Thneed is a thing that everyone needs, ye ken? Well, every sheep. And also dogs, and larger cats. Maybe even a really big rabbit.”

The idea of a rabbit in a Thneed instantly makes me want to laugh, but Dylan Fraser is still watching me, and I can tell he’s hoping I’ll say something wrong here so he can pounce on it, so I simply nod pleasantly and accept the Thneed.

“Thanks, Jimmy,” I say. “I’ll keep it in mind. You remember to check on your girls and make sure no one’s missing now.”

Dylan’s head snaps up at this.

“Missing?” he says with interest. “Who’s missing?”

I swallow nervously.

Now here’s a topic I really didn’t want to introduce to the local cop.

“Well, we ken it isnae Edna,” says Jimmy seriously. “It could be Maureen, though,” he concedes. “Or Pauline. Most likely Maureen. She’s a right devil, that Maureen.”

Dylan whips out his notebook eagerly.

“Maureen?” he says, finding a blank page. “Can ye give me a description of Maureen, Jimmy? And when ye last saw her?”

“Well, we dinnae ken it’s definitely her,” Jimmy begins. “But she’s aboot 3 foot tall, I’d say. White. Wool coat. Ye ken what a sheep looks like, man, surely?”

I can’t stop the laughter that bubbles up in my throat as Dylan snaps his notebook shut, his face red under his stubble.

I win, I think childishly, telegraphing the thought across the office so it hits him square between the eyes.

I hate you, he sends back, the message unmistakable.

I hate you more, I reply silently, giving him my most dazzling smile.

“It probably had a message for ye, Scarlett,” McTavish puts in helpfully. “The sheep at your door, I mean. I remember Wee Liam from the 5-aside team once had a visit fae a sheep. Next thing he kens—”

He pauses dramatically, and I suddenly understand what it means to break out in a cold sweat.

“He… died?” I venture at last, my eyes wide and my skin uncomfortably clammy.

“Och, no,” says McTavish, chuckling. “Dinnae be daft, lass. Wee Liam’s alive and well. “But when he got up to chase the sheep oot o’ his living room, he realized he’d left the back door wide open. So if it hadnae been for the sheep, who kens what would’ve happened?”

“Probably nothing,” says Hamish briskly, appearing from the kitchen with two steaming mugs of coffee, one of which he hands to me. “This is Heather Bay, no’ The Bronx. Now, we’ve all got work to be getting along with, so if ye wouldnae mind—”

I smile at him gratefully. This is all getting a bit too intense for my liking.

“The fact remains,” insists McTavish, “That sheep was trying to tell Wee Liam something. Ye should have to think to yerself about what a sheep might be trying to tell you, Scarlett. Is there anything ye need answers to?”

“Enough,” roars Hamish, saving me from a response. “Everyone out of this office. Now!”

We all turn obediently to leave.

“Not you Scarlett,” he adds. “You work here? Remember?”

I back slowly into the room and go to switch on my computer, feeling the tension start to leave my body as the bell above the door rings rapidly, telling me everyone’s leaving me in peace at last.

“Officer Fraser?” Hamish asks, making my shoulders shoot back up towards my ears. “Would ye mind stayin’ for a minute? I’ve a wee favor to ask ye.”

Or maybe not.

“Of course,” Dylan says from behind me.

He has a nice voice, now that I’m hearing it out of the context of the rest of him. Low and kind of… the word sexy pops into my head, unbidden, and I hastily beat it back down, like I’m playing Wac-a-Mole.

Sultry. WHACK.

Husky. WHACK.

Like velvet against your bare skin. WHACK WHACK WHACK.

Soft. I poke suspiciously at the edges of the word soft, wondering if it’s about to turn on me, too. But soft is just a totally normal way to describe someone’s voice, isn’t it? And Dylan Fraser’s voice is undoubtedly soft. It’s actually a bit surprising because the rest of him is so… well, hard, really. His manner. His biceps. From what I’ve seen of them, anyway. His—

WHACK WHACK DOUBLE-WHACK.

Seriously, Scarlett, pull yourself together. This whole Ada Valentine thing is making you lose your mind.

I pull myself out of the treacle of my own thoughts and spin around in my chair to see Hamish and Dylan staring at me expectantly.

“Well?” prompts Hamish, looking for an answer to the question I haven’t even heard. “What do you say, Scarlett? Are you up for this wee job?”

I tense at his words. I remember how the last “wee job” Hamish sent me on worked out. He is my boss, though, and I owe him one for getting rid of everyone — well, almost everyone — for me, so I nod enthusiastically, the very picture of a perky young(ish) reporter eager to do her job.

“Of course, Hamish,” I say, picking up my notebook, and hoping this new job isn’t going to involve pies, peas, or, indeed, bingo.

Or police officers.

“Seriously?” puts in Dylan, who’s still standing at reception, Katie simpering up at him. “You really want to interview me?”

The floor abruptly opens up, and I drop neatly through it, disappearing from view, never to be seen again. The End.

Only it doesn’t. That’s just what I want to happen. Instead, I sit there open-mouthed, Dylan scowling furiously at me as Hamish rattles on, completely oblivious to the tension that’s suddenly filling the office.

“I wouldnae call it an interview as such,” he says, thoughtfully. “More of a profile, really. Remember ye did that one on Bella McGowan last month, Scarlett? Well, a bit like that. ‘Meet Your New Local Bobby’. That kind o’ thing. Folk love these wee human interest pieces. I was thinking o’ makin’ it a weekly thing, actually — profiles with prominent Heather Bay residents. Maybe ye could do Jack Buchanan next, Scarlett, what d’ye say?”

I say this is the worst idea I’ve ever heard, obviously. Not the weekly profiles bit: that’s quite good. Just the Dylan Fraser bit, really.

I don’t actually say it, though. I just think it so loudly that Dylan has absolutely no trouble hearing me.

“Er, actually, Hamish, I’m really busy this week,” he says, shifting his weight from one foot to the other uncomfortably. “I’ve just started the job, you know, and I still have to unpack back at home. Then there’s this whole Maureen business…”

He trails off, shrugging apologetically, and even though the very last thing I want to do is sit down with this man and try to interview him for a newspaper profile, the fact that he so obviously doesn’t want to do it either isn’t exactly morale boosting, let’s put it that way.

The audacity of the man, hating me just because I’ve dared to exist in his precious town. Which, by the way, he moved away from himself for a while, from what he’s said. I wonder why he did that? And why he came back?

Oh no. I can feel it rising up inside me — that niggling need to uncover the story that’s surely lurking there, behind those dark eyes and the dimples that only appear for other people. Everyone has a story, after all. Even Dylan Fraser, I’m sure.

But I don’t want Dylan Fraser to be part of my story, though. Not even as an extremely minor character. So, stung though my pride is by his obvious antagonism towards me, I’m just going to let this one go, and be glad he’s put a stop to Hamish’s ‘wee job’ before it even got started.

“Och, that’s no problem,” tuts Hamish, proving beyond doubt that there’s a problem for every solution. “There’s no rush here. We can fit in with your schedule, officer. Maybe Scarlett could shadow ye for a day or two? That way ye wouldn’t have to set aside any extra time for it, she’d just be there with ye, like a wee shadow. Aye, I like that. ‘A Day in the Life of Heather Bay’s Only Police Officer.’ Ye could start today, in fact. What d’ye think, Scarlett?”

For once, what I think and what Dylan thinks is exactly the same. It’s only the second time this has happened. The first time was when we mutually agreed to hate each other, and the second time is right now, when his horrified expression exactly mirrors mine, and we both know, without having to say it, that Hamish has somehow stumbled upon the very worst idea in the entire history of ideas.

“Wow, is that the time?” Dylan says, raising his wrist to stare at the place a watch would be if he was actually wearing one. “Sorry, I have to run — important, er, meetings, to get to.”

“Same here,” I say, jumping up from my desk and almost knocking myself out on the ceiling. “I’ve got a lead on a story, Hamish. Need to follow it up. Right now.”

Hamish and Katie stare after us as Dylan and I rush out of the door, then crowd down the stairs together, like we’re running from the Loch Keld monster itself.

“That was close,” Dylan mutters as we stand together on the street outside the office, the smell of chip fat thick in the air.

“Too close,” I agree vehemently.

Our eyes meet, both of us shocked into silence by this unexpected third moment of agreement.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you,” Dylan mutters, turning in the direction of the little cottage that houses the village police station.

“Not if I see you first,” I reply under my breath, turning immediately in the opposite direction.

I have no idea where I’m going, or what I’m going to do once I get there. I told Hamish I was following up a story, though: so I guess I better try to find one.
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I stride purposefully along the High Street, my heels click-clacking importantly, as if I know exactly where I’m going.

This, of course, is a blatant lie.

Literally all I know right now is that I want to put as much space between me and Dylan Fraser as possible. Well, that, and the fact that I really wish I’d thought to pop into the Wildcat for one of those takeaway coffees before I started this long walk to nowhere in particular.

Damn.

There’s nothing for it, though, so I pull my coat a little tighter around me, and continue on my way, past the empty gift shops and closed restaurants, past the recently refurbished town hall, and all the way to the very end of the promenade, which is where I find Ruby Taylor, trying to persuade her toy poodle, Jude Paw, to come for a walk.

“Please Jude,” Ruby begs as I approach. “Just as far as the butcher’s, and I’ll buy ye something nice for yer tea. Ye’d like that, wouldn’t ye?”

Jude’s floppy ears twitch, but he remains firmly seated, his back to the wind, and his entire posture telegraphing his disdain for the intolerable situation he finds himself in. If he had arms, he’d have them crossed defiantly over his chest. As it is, his legs are stuffed into a familiar puffy jacket, which I recognize as one of Jimmy’s Thneeds.

So he actually has been managing to flog these things. Amazing. He really is a bit of a wolf in sheep’s clothing, isn’t he? Or in neon yellow, waterproof, highly insulated clothing, as Jimmy would say.

“Mornin’, Scarlett,” says Ruby warily. “Nice day for it.”

I’ve no idea what “it” is, and to be honest, the day could only be described as “nice” if you were the kind of masochist who enjoys things like wild swimming and boot camps and Meatloaf songs. Things between the Taylors and I have always been a bit awkward, though, on account of the time Ruby’s daughter, Emerald, tried to impersonate me — long story — and I’ve just remembered Ruby is a die hard Ada Valentine fan, so I nod enthusiastically, and join her by the sea wall.

“Hey, Ruby,” I say, deciding I may as well cut straight to the chase. “You follow Ada Valentine on Instagram, don’t you?”

Ruby looks at me, surprised.

“Aye, that I do,” she says. “My Archie loves Ada’s recipes, so he does. If it wasnae for Ada, the poor man would starve. I didnae ken you were a fan, though?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t describe myself as a fan, as such,” I reply hastily. “I follow a lot of people out of… er, professional interest, you know?”

“Are ye writing a story about her?” Ruby asks, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. I can’t blame her, really. My articles about Lexie Steele and Jett Carter brought a huge amount of tourists to this town, and not everyone here was thrilled about it. “Is that why she’s here?”

“Here?” I look at her blankly. “What do you mean, ‘here’?” 

“Here,” says Ruby kindly, looking at me as if I’m hard of thinking. “In Heather Bay.”

I stare at her in shock. If the wind changes, your face will stay like that, I hear Mum’s voice say, somewhere in a distant memory, which I push impatiently to the side.

“I dinnae ken if she’s still here,” Ruby goes on, oblivious to the effect her casually lobbed information grenade is having on me. “But she was definitely here a week or two ago. My Archie was all aflutter when he found out. It really is very good, that mint chicken recipe of hers. What I do, is I replace the—”

“How do you know this, Ruby?” I interrupt, my heart racing so fast it feels like it’s trying to leave the scene of a crime. “What makes you think Ada’s in Heather Bay?”

“Well, because o’ the photo,” Ruby says, as if stating the obvious. “I saw it, and I said to Archie, ‘That’s oor beach, Archie. The one in the Bay.’ She must have come for a wee holiday. Unless she’s decided to move here?”

I stand there gaping at her.  Ruby’s mistaken. She has to be. There’s no way Ada Valentine could have decided to visit Heather Bay — let alone move here — without me knowing about it. Probably in painful detail, knowing Ada and her habit of over-sharing. 

But Ada just-so-happening to rock up in the town her biggest hater (At least that’s how I expect she sees me) lives in? 

No.

Coincidences like that don’t happen in real life.

Do they?

“But Ada hasn’t posted any photos of Heather Bay,” I say firmly, as if to knock this idea of Ruby’s on the head before it gets out of hand. “I’d definitely have noticed if she had.”

“Och, aye,” says Ruby confidently, rummaging in her shopping bag before producing her phone, in its poodle themed case. “She has. There was one just a couple of weeks ago. It was on that Stories thing. Ye ken, the one where they’re always disappearing? Here, I took one of those screen captures so I could show Archie. He’s not on the Instagram.”

She taps a few times, then shows me a screenshot from her camera roll. I lean forward, feeling like I might throw up at any second.

It’s a photo from Instagram Stories, which explains how I managed to miss it when it was posted. The photo would have disappeared after 24 hours, and I might seem like I’m obsessed with Ada, but I’m not quite obsessed enough to be hovering over her account 24/7.

Or, at least, I wasn’t until now.

To the casual observer, the photo could be any old view, of any old coastline, from any old hill. It’s beautiful, yes — Ada has a real eye for photography, I’ll give her that — but it’s only when I look closer that I recognize the particular curve of the beach in the photo, and the line of trees in the foreground.

It’s Heather Bay. It really is. 

According to the date stamp on Ruby’s phone, this was posted two weeks ago; before I sent Ada the message. My heart sinks with disappointment. If it had been more recent than that, it would have proved she was okay; or that she was at least alive. As it is, though, all it proves is that she was here in the Bay fairly recently. 

But why? What was Ada doing here? Here, of all the places in the world? Surely it can’t be anything to do with me, and my message to her. Can it?

I swallow nervously. No. It can’t be. She posted this photo before I messaged her. Which means that, whatever brought her to Heather Bay, it wasn’t a search for vengeance against the woman who told her to sod off and die. I can relax. 

Except I can’t. It’s just too big a coincidence for me to buy it. 

Something weird is going on here.

And I’m not going to be able to rest until I find out what it is.

“Did she say why she posted this, Ruby?” I ask, trying to sound casual. “On one of her other stories?” 

“No,” says Ruby immediately. “Not that I seen, anyway. And Shona would have said if there’d been anything else.”

I’m not sure if the cold sweat I’m currently experiencing is from excitement or fear… or just from the puddle of water I suddenly realize I’m standing in. A puddle of water that’s growing larger by the second; dampness seeping into my shoes and soaking my feet as I—

“Jude Paw, ye wee shite!”

I yelp in horror as I look down just in time to see Ruby’s poodle finish emptying his bladder on my feet.

“Oh, Scarlett, I’m sorry,” Ruby gasps in mortification. “He… he does this sometimes. He must have thought ye were a tree, or a post box or something. I cannae apologize enough.”

Jude looks up at me innocently. My boots are soaked and there’s absolutely no way the little furry shit mistook my red wool coat for a post box, but I can’t bring myself to care. What Ruby’s told me changes everything. If Ada’s still in Heather Bay, that means I can find her. Or I can try to.

And then I can apologize for that stupid message, and go back to worrying about my own life, rather than obsessing over someone else’s. That has to be at least marginally healthier for me, right?

“It’s okay, don’t worry about it,” I tell Ruby, who’s down on her knees, dabbing ineffectually at my boots with a paper hanky. “I hardly ever wear these, anyway.”

Another lie. They just keep on coming today, don’t they?

“Well, if ye’re sure,” she says doubtfully, straightening up. “I’m really sorry, Scarlett. What must ye think o’ us? Especially after that business with oor Emerald.”

“That doesn’t matter either,” I assure her, keen to get back to my favorite subject. “I’m over it, I swear. Ruby, I don’t suppose Ada posted anything else from here that you might have seen, did she?”

“I don’t think so,” she replies, shaking her head. “I havenae seen any photos from Ada for a while, actually, now I think o’ it. I hope the lass is all right. It isnae like her no’ tae keep us up to date with all her goings-on, is it?”

My shoulders tighten with sudden tension. I swear to God Jude Paw is looking at me like he knows something. It was Scarlett Scott, in the billiard room with the direct message, I imagine him saying, like Inspector Poirot playing Cluedo. Ignoring him, I smile brightly at Ruby.

“Isn’t it?” I say airily. “I can’t say I’d noticed.”

I definitely could say I’d noticed. I just don’t want to.

Ruby bids me goodbye and turns towards the butcher’s shop, dragging Jude reluctantly behind her. I allow my smile to drop, my jaw muscles aching from all the fake happiness.

“Hey, Ruby,” I yell after her, a thought striking me. “That hill in the photo you showed me? You wouldn’t happen to know where it is, would you?”

Ruby stops and turns back, her eyebrows raised slightly. She really wants to know why I’m asking this, I can tell. She probably thinks it’s a really weird question — which it is, to be fair — but she’s too aware of the fact that her daughter impersonated me and her dog just peed on me to want to risk offending me further, so, after a brief internal struggle she succeeds in suppressing the urge to ask me why I want to know, and gives me the answer.

“Aye, lass, that’s the Blaeberry Hill,” she says. “The one behind town, ye ken? Me and Archie used to go up there a lot when we were courtin’. We used to—”

“That’s great, Ruby, thanks,” I say hurriedly, not wanting to hear any more about what Ruby and Archie got up to on that hillside. “Oh! Wait! You couldn’t send me that photo, could you?”

This time Ruby doesn’t even bother to hide her surprise — she’ll be on the phone to Shona McLaren about this as soon as I’m out of sight, I’ll bet — but after a confusing few minutes during which I attempt to show her how to use the airdrop feature on her phone, the photo appears on my screen, and I stare down at it, my stomach churning with nerves.

I still don’t know where Ada is, but, thanks to Ruby, I now know where she’s been.

And I also know where I’m going next.








  
  
  Chapter 9

  
  




Ada Valentine is perfect.

Blonde, beautiful, able to whip up delicious recipes and offer handy household hints which consistently charm her thousands of followers. I could go on.

But Ada Valentine is a liar. I’m becoming more and more sure of it. Which is why as soon as I’ve sent Hamish a quick message letting him know I’m still following up that story I mentioned (Then switched my phone to silent so I don’t have to read his response) I turn back towards town and head for the hill where Ruby told me Ada’s photo was taken.

I don’t really know what I’m looking for. It’s not like she’s still going to be standing there, camera in hand, waiting to be found, is it? But I know the hills behind the town are dotted with houses and farms, and now that Ruby’s planted the idea in my mind, I can’t help but wonder if she’s been staying in one of them. A friend’s house, perhaps? Is that what brought her here? Because there has to be some kind of explanation for her presence in Heather Bay, and I’m absolutely determined to find out what it is.

There’s no address listed for Ada on any site I have access to; I know because I’ve tried every single one of them. Given her public following, I wasn’t surprised not to be able to find her, and, assuming she was at the other end of the country anyway, I didn’t give it much more thought. The idea that she could have been right here under my nose the entire time, though — or at least some of the time, anyway — makes me wonder what else I might have missed.

What else are you hiding, Ada? What is it you don’t want us to know?

Blaeberry Hill Road starts at the High Street, and meanders gently through the countryside beyond it, the houses on each side of the single-track road gradually thinning out until there’s just the occasional cottage, or a lane leading to one of the many farms and other properties that are hidden away in the hills around here. I start off at a brisk walk — mostly to keep myself warm — but by the time I’m halfway up the hill, I’m already starting to flag.

When I was talking to Ruby, I felt like Nancy Drew, or one of the Famous Five, teetering on the edge of some thrilling mystery. Now that I’m here on this rain soaked hill, though, I just feel a bit… well, stupid, really. What was I thinking, coming all the way up here? Ada could have been staying in any one of the houses I’ve passed — or none of them.  She might just have come here on a day trip from Inverness, or somewhere else in the Highlands, for all I know. Even if she is somewhere near here, unless she’s helpfully scrawled the words ‘Ada Valentine woz ere’ in spray paint on a wall, I’m not going to know it. And what business is it of mine, anyway?

Oh, ffs, Ada, why don’t you just sod off and die?

My own words come back to me like a boomerang in the face, hitting me harder than I ever threw them.

 Oh yeah. That’s why.

I don’t even know why I said it. Why that particular post of hers, on that particular day, should have generated such an unexpectedly murderous response in me.

Yes you do, Scarlett. Of course you do.

I don’t normally send people messages telling them I want them to die. I don’t normally send people hateful messages at all, in fact, which is why I tried to unsend it almost as soon as the words had left my fingertips. That doesn’t mean she didn’t still see it, though. And it doesn’t change the fact that I’m never going to forgive myself for posting it — at least, not until I’ve found her, and apologized. And maybe not even then.

There are some things you can never take back. I know that. I can, however, do my very best to find Ada and try to make amends somehow — assuming that’s even possible — so, with renewed determination, I pull out my phone and compare the view from where I’m currently standing to the photo Ruby sent me.

Nope. Not quite. I need to go higher.

Slipping the phone back into my pocket, I turn and resume my uphill struggle, shrieking in indignation as a red sports car roars past, splashing through the puddles at the side of the road, and sending a spray of murky water up over my coat.

First the poodle pee, now this. Maybe I should take the hint and go back to work, like I should have done in the first place?

I’m less convinced than ever that I’m actually going to find any sign of Ada, but I’ve come too far to back down now, so I continue on my way, not stopping until I reach the very top of the hill, where I turn around, breathing in the sharp November air as I look at the view.

It’s almost the one from Ada’s photo, but not quite. From where I’m standing, I can see the town spread out before me, the colors brighter than ever against the slate of the sky. A fishing boat is making its way towards the harbor, looking like a child’s toy from this distance. I can even see the point on the sea wall where I stood chatting to Ruby, while Jude peed on my feet.

You can’t see any of that in the shot Ada posted. Just a corner of the golden sand of the beach, and some trees in the foreground, which could be any of the ones that dot the landscape around here.

Dammit. This really has been a complete waste of time. What on earth am I going to tell Hamish when I get back?

Unwilling to give up, I turn in a slow circle, looking for clues, the way I used to when I was a little kid, playing detectives with my friends. Back then, the “clues” were things like old cigarette ends, discarded Coke cans and, on one memorable occasion, a fragment of an old shoe. Which proved it, basically. I don’t know what it proved exactly, but I told myself that this motley collection of “clues” (which were by no means just bits of rubbish, so don’t even think it) offered concrete evidence that something was going on.

Here on the top of this hill, though, it seems very evident that absolutely nothing is going on. Unless…

On my second rotation, I catch sight of something through the trees. Something tall and gray that can only be a building of some kind.

Which is even better than an old shoe, isn’t it?

It takes another few minutes of walking for me to find the way in; a narrow, single-track driveway leading off the main road, and snaking through the trees to what is, now I’m closer, unmistakably a house — a pretty big one, too. And, unless I’m very much mistaken, it’s in exactly the right place to be the location of Ada’s photo.

Bingo.

And also pies and peas.

I hesitate for a moment at the entrance before making my mind up and striding purposefully up the drive. If anyone asks, I’ll just say I’m lost. Unless, of course, the person is Ada, in which case…

I’ll think about that if it happens. Which it won’t, because even I know I’m being ridiculous now.

The driveway isn’t very long, and before I know it, I’m almost at the building I’d glimpsed from the road, an odd feeling of déjà vu making me stop abruptly in my tracks.

I know this place.

How do I know this place?

I stare at the old Victorian house, which looks wonderfully Gothic in the drizzle that’s started to fall, with its sharply peaked gables, and even a squat little tower rising up from its center. There are so many windows it’s impossible not to feel like I’m being watched, even though there doesn’t seem to be anyone around, and the skeletal branches of the trees that line the driveway frame the building perfectly with their gaunt fingers. It’s a house right out of a story, and in my imaginary life as a world-famous detective, this is where the mystery would unfold. It’s perfect for it. There’d be a secret room hidden behind the paneling in the library; a message written in the steam on a bathroom mirror; a ghostly face at the window of the little tower.

No, the tower isn’t scary. Not even a little bit.

Wait. How do I know that?

I continue walking — slower now, my feet dragging reluctantly across the gravel — until I’m at the bottom of the shallow flight of steps that leads to the front door, each one sagging slightly in the middle, as if it’s given up on life.

And that’s when I remember.

A hotel. It was a hotel.

I know because I stayed here as a child. We stayed here, rather. Now that the memory has been triggered, it’s like a door’s opened in my mind, and all the things I thought I’d forgotten are packed neatly behind it, waiting for me to pull them out and pore over them again.

Suddenly I’m seven years old again, sitting in the back of my dad’s car while we make the long drive north for the summer, my legs sticking to the leather seats and the radio crackling as it struggles to find a signal in the mountains.

I’m ten, running along the beach with a boy (Finn, I suppose), both of us shrieking as our toes touch the freezing Atlantic.

11, and the boy and I are riding the dodgems at the fun-fair that followed the Heather Bay Gala Day (Definitely not Finn this time, then; he always got sick at the fair…), crashing into each other just for fun.

I’m 12, buying fish and chips from the Wildcat and eating them on the harbor wall while Mum sits beside me, braiding my hair and telling me stories about when she lived here as a little girl.

Then I’m 13, my head leaning against the glass of a window — that window right there, on the second floor of this house — watching and waiting for her to come back. And waiting. And waiting.

But I don’t want that memory. I push it roughly back behind the door it came from, slamming it loudly for good measure. Then I lock it. Twice.

Windsong House. That was what it was called — a house named after the winds that always seemed to surround it, like whispers in the trees. The shrink I saw after Mum disappeared told me my memories of Before were still there somewhere, but that I might never access them. But now here they are in the After, like something I simply left behind after a summer holiday. And I’m not entirely sure I want them.

Tightening my coat around my body like a comfort blanket, I shove the rest of the zombie memories back into the closet they came from, and crunch cautiously across the drive, trying to pull myself out of the past and back to the present. This house was definitely a hotel back in the day — I can even see the lighter patch on the masonry where the sign used to hang — but it’s not one now. It looks like it’s been converted back into the private home it presumably was at some point in the far distant past, but there are no cars in the driveway, and no sign of life behind the dark eyes of the downstairs windows.

And no Ada.

Definitely no Ada.

The fact that she’s not here now doesn’t mean she hasn’t been here, though, so I turn my back to the house and pull my phone out once more.

Yes. This is it.

The house may be nestled in the trees, but its front windows look down to the ocean, over the kind of rolling hills people write poetry about. Or take photos of. This is the exact view from Ada’s photo. The curve of the beach. The line of trees.

I make a mental note to Google the address when I get back to the office, to see if I can find out who lives here now. Then, still seeing no one to stop me, I walk all the way around the house, peering cautiously into some of the windows, but seeing nothing out of the ordinary. From the outside, it looks like it’s come straight out of some kind of dark fairy tale, but on the inside it’s just a house; looking a little the worse for wear these days, with a shabby, unloved kind of feel to it, but still — just a house. It’s almost disappointing to look inside and see things like remote controls and coffee cups instead of the Victorian furniture and priceless oil paintings a place like this deserves.

And no ghosts. Not unless you count my 13-year-old self.

There are no more memories hiding in the darkened rooms, either: not until I reach the conservatory at the back. I’m sure this used to be a restaurant back when we stayed here, but now it’s just another room, filled with potted plants and faded old sofas, a pile of magazines threatening to spill onto the tiled floor.

Nothing about this says Ada to me. It’s not her style of furniture, and not even remotely similar to the bright, modern flat she’s filmed for her followers.

Disappointed, I make my way back to the front of the building, looking up this time, instead of around. I can see the window of the room that used to be mine when we came here, the spot where we used to park the car. I can’t understand why my memory would have somehow hung onto that, but deleted so much about my mum, and that last summer before she vanished. I can’t understand what connection this place has to Ada — if it even does, of course. So far, all I really have to go on is a single photo, which might have been taken from somewhere near here.

That’s it. That’s my only clue. And it’s ended up telling me more about my life than about Ada’s; things I’m still not sure I really want to know.

The old house looms over me and the feeling of being watched intensifies.

You’re imagining it, Scarlett. You’re just freaked out by the memories this place is dragging up, that’s all.

But I’m not imagining it.

Because as I start walking down the driveway towards the road, I can’t resist one last glance over my shoulder. And there it is, exactly as I imagined it when I was thinking about my imaginary life as a detective.

There’s a ghostly face at the window in the tower.

And it’s most definitely watching me.
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Is there a level that lies somewhere beyond ‘terrified’, do you think? Because that’s roughly where I’m up to as I blink up at The Face, which instantly disappears, as if it doesn’t want me to see it.

Or as if it doesn’t actually exist.

I blink again, then rub my eyes for good measure, my heart rate gradually steadying as I realize I’m not in any imminent danger. I think the main thing I’ve learned from this little impromptu adventure is that adventuring is only fun in books, when you have a mug of steaming coffee in front of you — or if you’re in the Famous Five, say, and the smugglers are mostly harmless.

In real life, though, it’s just damp ground, uncomfortable flashbacks, and probably a whole lot of explaining to do when you finally get back to work. Not even a potted meat sandwich or a loyal animal friend to keep you company.

And that’s without even mentioning The Face.

The Face, however, has gone — if it was even there in the first place, and it disappeared so quickly I’m already starting to doubt that.

Surely it’s just my over-active imagination at work again, making me see things that aren’t there?

Surely there are no such things as ghosts?

There aren’t. I know there aren’t. It’s just my mind playing tricks on me, that’s all. It’s probably something to do with the shock of finding myself back in a place I’d almost forgotten, and I take that knowledge as my cue to leave, turning on slightly shaky legs to walk back towards the road and away from the memories I’d rather keep foggy, thanks very much. Before I reach it, though, there’s a crunch of tires on gravel, and I look up just in time to see a police car pull into the drive. A police car with a now-familiar, scowling face in the driver’s seat.

Great. I’ve been peed on by a poodle, sprayed with mud by a Porsche, and now I’m about to be patronized by Dylan Fraser.

That Pies, Peas and Bingo article I was supposed to be writing is looking more attractive by the minute.

“Scarlett.” Dylan gets out of the car, and I wonder for a second if he’s going to handcuff me again. Instead, he just folds his arms across his chest and stares at me, almost as if we’d arranged to meet here, and he’s waiting for me to remember.

“Officer.”

He waits for me to go on, and, when I don’t, he sighs audibly and leans back against his car.

“What are ye doing here, Scarlett?” he asks, sounding like nothing could possibly be less interesting to him than the answer to this question. “I had a report of trespassing. Someone—” he pulls a notebook out of his pocket and pretends to consult it “ — ‘creeping around the property, peering into windows like a bad ‘un’, I believe. Would that have been you, by any chance?”

I swallow nervously. I’d refute the “bad ‘un” slur, but I am technically trespassing. There’s no denying it. Nevertheless, that’s what I find myself doing. Because if there’s a wrong way to go about something, you better believe I’ll find it.

“Gosh, Officer, that all sounds very serious,” I say, with an attempt at a laugh which comes out more like a croak. “I wasn’t trespassing. I was just looking for someone. A… a friend. I thought she lived here.”

“You don’t know where your friend lives? So you were looking in windows for her? Have you been trying all the windows in town, then, or is there something special about these ones?”

A slight raise of the eyebrow. A twitch at the corner of the mouth that could mean he’s laughing at me or just scowling even harder. God, he’s infuriating.

“Could ye not have just phoned her and asked where she lives?” he goes on, reasonably. “Instead of frightening Mrs. Paterson here half to death?”

Startled, I follow the direction of his gaze, and see an elderly woman standing at the now open door of the house behind me. Thin, pale, and with her wispy hair pulled back, she looks like a strong breeze would blow her away.

I think I’ve just found my ghost.

“Mornin’, Elsie,” Dylan says cheerfully, going to greet her. “Or is it afternoon now?”

“Oh, Dylan, thanks for coming so quickly, lad,” the woman says, pulling her cardigan around her narrow frame. “I got a right fright when I saw this yin prowling around. Looking in all the windows, so she was. Well, what was I supposed to think?”

“You did the right thing calling it in, Elsie,” Dylan says soothingly. He’s all charm when he’s speaking to anyone other than me. I’m going to have to try harder not to take that personally. “But you can leave it to me now. I’ll have this cleared up in no time.”

“Wait,” I say, resenting the implication that I’m something to be “cleared up” now. “Wait!”

I go quickly forward, seeing the old woman — Elsie — shrink back slightly as I approach.

“Elsie… Mrs. Paterson, I mean.” My accent is suddenly very English, the way it goes when I’m nervous. I’m sure I see Dylan’s eyebrows come together in a frown at the sound of it. “I’m so sorry to have worried you,” I go on in a rush, addressing Elsie directly, and ignoring the Angel of Darkness by her side. “I would have knocked, but I didn’t think anyone was home.”

Mrs. Paterson doesn’t look totally convinced by this, but the arms clutching the cardigan relax slightly, which I take as a good sign.

“I really am terribly sorry,” I say, giving her my very best smile. “It’s just, I was looking for someone, and I was told she might live here.”

Okay, that’s not strictly true, but close enough.

“Her name’s Ada,” I tell her, hope starting to beat a drum in my chest. “Ada Valentine. Do you know her?”

Elsie hesitates, but then Dylan nods reassuringly at her, and she seems to make her mind up.

“Ada’s the name o’ the lass who’s been staying in one o’ the flat upstairs for  a bit,” she says reluctantly. “It’s one o’ those AirbnB thingummygigs. I have the ground floor, and the rest gets rented out. She isnae in trouble, is she?”

The blood pounds deafeningly in my ears. I’m vaguely aware of Dylan speaking, reassuring Elsie that no one is in trouble here (I wouldn’t be so sure about that, if I were you…) but I can barely hear him over the clamor of my thoughts.

I’ve found her.

I’ve actually found her.

And in a place where I’d have least expected her to be.

If you’d told me an hour ago that I’d find myself speaking to someone who knows Ada today, I’m sure I’d have been able to produce a long list of questions I’d have wanted to ask. Like where the hell is she?, for starters. (And maybe is her hair really that shiny? as a follow-up.) Now that I’m standing here, though, my head feels so jumbled that all I can do is gape at the woman awkwardly.

“Have… have you seen her lately?” I manage at last, my own voice sounding like it’s coming from very far away. “Do you know where she is?”

Elsie looks at me suspiciously. It’s hard to blame her, under the circumstances, I suppose.

“I think she went camping,” she says vaguely, looking at a point somewhere over my head. “Aye. Aye, that was it. Wild camping, she called it. It’s all the rage with the young ones, apparently.”

Dylan and I exchange glances. He’s probably thinking November is a strange time to go camping around here. I’m just surprised to hear that Ada liked camping at all, “wild” or otherwise. She certainly didn’t mention it in any of the approximately 967 Instagram Stories she posts every day. Used to post, that is.

“Are you sure, Elsie?” I ask doubtfully. “It’s just… she seems like more of an indoor girl to me, you know?”

I think of Ada’s cream sofa with the pristine cushions; of her extensive skincare collection and the manicured nails that never seemed to chip.

Was all of that just a lie? Or is this the lie? This idea of her suddenly rocking up in my adopted hometown — a coincidence that I still can’t quite bring myself to believe in — and deciding to stick around to go camping, of all things?

“That’s what she said. Why? I thought ye said she wasnae in any trouble?”

“Don’t worry, Elsie,” says Dylan soothingly. “The only person in trouble right now is Scarlett. Now, why don’t you go back inside now? It’s freezing out here.”

He fusses around for what feels like an interminably long time, helping the woman back into the house and refusing her repeated offers of tea. At last, though, the door closes behind her, and he turns to face me.

“Would ye like to tell me what that was about?” he asks, his expression carefully neutral.

“No. I wouldn’t,” I reply childishly. “Because it’s none of your business.”

That’s another lie. I’ve reached a stage now where I actually would quite like to confide in someone about Ada and my suspicions about her. Someone to spread out all the pieces like a jigsaw puzzle and help me figure out how to put them back together. Because, let’s face it, it’s becoming increasingly obvious that I’m not going to be able to do it myself.

I’m not going to do it with Dylan Fraser either, though. That much is also pretty obvious, so I just fold my arms across my chest and try to resist pouting like a child. I’m not sure I manage it.

“Actually,” he says frostily. “It’s very much my business when a member of the public calls me to report a potential crime taking place. I’m going to have to insist on an explanation, Scarlett. You can’t just come prowling around someone’s house like this. You know that. Or you should know that, anyway. I take it you’re chasing up some kind of ‘story’. Is that it?”

He puts a sarcastic emphasis on the word story, and I give him my best George-from-the-Famous-Five scowl.

“I already told you what I’m doing here,” I point out. “I’m looking for my friend, remember?”

“Right. The ‘friend’ you don’t seem to know anything about. Like where she lives, or whether she likes camping or not. That friend.”

He’s enjoying this, I can tell.

“That’s the one,” I say, desperate to get this over with so I can get back to the important business of obsessing over everything I’ve just learned. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have to get to work, and I’m sure you must have a missing sheep or ancient curse or something to investigate, so—”

“Yeah, nice try, Scarlett. You’re going to have to do better than that. Now, why don’t you try telling me why you’re really here?”

Dylan’s defensive posture almost perfectly mimics mine as we face each other on the steps of the house, neither of us wanting to be the one who backs down first.

“Who’s Ada Valentine?” he asks, a little more softly. “Why are you looking for her?”

I stare at him incredulously. I can’t believe I’ve found the one person in Heather Bay who apparently hasn’t heard of Ada Valentine.

“She’s an influencer,” I tell him at last. “On Instagram, you know?” I hold my phone up, as if he might not know what social media is. To be fair, he doesn’t exactly look like the type to learn the latest TikTok dance routine, or waste time looking at cat videos. He probably doesn’t even like cats, for that matter. And what kind of person doesn’t like cats, I ask you?

“I know what Instagram is, thanks,” he says, deadpan. “Believe it or not, we do have these things up here. What I don’t know is why someone like you would care about that rubbish.”

Knew it.

“Someone like me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

I’m almost exactly echoing back the words he said to me by the loch this morning, and I wonder briefly if my entire relationship with this man is going to consist of each of us making assumptions about the other, then arguing about it.

Not that I intend to have much of a ‘relationship’ with him, obviously. Not if I can help it.

“Just… people in general, I mean.” To my amusement, he actually looks slightly sheepish. “I dinnae understand what folk get out of it; posting every detail of their lives online. Taking photos of their dinner before they can eat it. Selfies.” He says the last word as if it has personally offended him. “It just seems like a waste of time to me.” He shrugs. “Documenting your life rather than living it. Doing things because of how they’ll look, rather than because you want to. It’s just so shallow.”

He gives a theatrical shudder.

“So you’re into all that stuff, then?” he asks, the question laden with judgment. So, you’re a narcissist? he might as well have asked. So, you don’t care about anything other than appearances? So, I’m right to have taken an instant dislike to you?

I want to tell him I kind of agree with him. That people like Ada annoy me as much as they fascinate me, but that when your own life is in chaos, it can be comforting to escape into the apparent perfection of someone else’s, even when you know it’s probably a lie.

I don’t tell him any of that, though. Because it’s important to never let your enemy see your weakness, isn’t it? So, instead, I just shrug and look him in the eye.

“I’m a journalist,” I say firmly. “I’m into all kinds of things you wouldn’t understand. And unless you’re going to charge me with a crime, I’d suggest you let me get back to work.”

It’s a bit of a gamble. Then again, I don’t think you can arrest someone just for looking in a window — or, okay, five or six windows — and Elsie didn’t say anything about pressing charges, so surely not even a jobsworth like Dylan is going to want to take this further?

For the first time today, it seems luck is on my side. After a tense few moments, during which I can tell he’s wracking his brain for an excuse to get the handcuffs out again, Dylan simply shrugs, then steps aside to let me pass.

“D’you want a lift back into town?” he asks, surprising me.

“Er, no thanks,” I say hurriedly, not meeting his eyes. “I think I’ll just walk.”

“Suit yourself.”

He shrugs again, leaving me feeling oddly wrong footed.

I know he didn’t want me in his car any more than I wanted to be in it, so why am I disappointed that it’s not going to happen?

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Dylan says, putting his notebook back in his pocket. “Just… try not to get into any more trouble, Scarlett, will you?” he goes on. “This is the second time I’ve almost had to arrest you today. Let’s not go for a third, okay?”

“Copy that,” I reply brightly, giving him a mock salute, then pretending I was just brushing a non-existent hair out of my eyes when I see the look he gives me in return.

Why do I do this to myself?

“Um, I mean, no problem, I’ll make sure you don’t have to see me again,” I mumble, hoping fervently that this turns out to be true. Dylan’s eyes narrow slightly, but he says nothing, just turns and walks back to his car, me following at a safe distance. He doesn’t look back as he gets in and drives away, but I walk all the way back to the main road before stopping, just to make sure he’s really gone.

I might have promised he wouldn’t have to see me again, but I didn’t promise to stay out of trouble. And now that PC Plod is safely out of the way, I’m going straight back to Windsong House.








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  







What’s Ada doing in Heather Bay?

Because, one thing’s for sure: it’s not camping, whatever she may have told Elsie. I just don’t buy it.

So what’s the real reason she’s here?

I know Elsie probably isn’t going to be able to answer this for me, but I have to try. I have to know where Ada is; that she’s safe. That my stupid, spur-of-the-moment message to her didn’t set in motion a chain of events that will one day end up as a tragic true crime documentary on Netflix: main character, me.

Which means I’m going back in.

I’m going to do it right this time, though. I’m going to knock on the door — like I should have done the first time — and when Elsie comes to answer it, I’m going to politely ask her if there’s anything else she can tell me about Ada, and where she might be. I’ll beg if I have to. I’ll…

… I’ll hide behind this overgrown shrub at the back of the house, like a criminal, because, oh my God, I think I can hear someone.

I peer out from my hiding place, cursing Past Scarlett’s reckless decision to buy a coat as red as her name, and relaxing only when I see it’s just Elsie, who appears from a back door and throws what looks like a pile of paperwork into the industrial sized wheelie bin that’s standing next to it.

Before she goes back into the house, she peers furtively around her (Or, at least, I think she does; it’s quite hard to see from behind this rhododendron, or whatever the hell it is…) before going back inside and closing the door firmly behind her.

Hmmm.

Anyone else would have seen an elderly lady taking out the trash. I, however, was raised on detective novels and made-for-TV dramas, which means I saw someone behaving suspiciously. And now I want to know why: and if it has anything to do with Ada.

It probably doesn’t, of course. This isn’t a detective story, after all. It’s just my stupid life; and I’m starting to think it’s probably for the best that I never did get into investigative journalism, because I really don’t think I’m cut out for it.

Maybe I could take a quick look, though?

Seeing as it’s on my way to the door, anyway?

I’m absolutely not going to do this, obviously. Going through someone’s rubbish would be a new low, even for me — and quite probably illegal, too. All the same, though, when I reach the back door of the house, I find myself pausing by the waste bin before reaching out to open the plastic lid.

Dylan Fraser would love this, if he were here to see it.

The stench from the container brings me abruptly to my senses, and I’m just about to slam the lid closed again when I see it, sitting on top of the remains of a microwave dinner for one.

It’s an envelope.

And I’m pretty sure I can see the letter A scrawled on the front.

I stand on my toes, trying to get closer.

It’s probably nothing. I’m sure it is, in fact. And yet… what if it’s not? What if it’s something? What if whatever’s in that envelope is the one thing that will tell me why Ada came here — and where she is right now?

I’m not prying, I swear. I’m just worried, is all. I just want to know she’s okay. And I know the answer to that probably isn’t going to be found in the bottom of this foul-smelling rubbish bin, but if I don’t at least check, I’m never going to know, am I? I’ve spent enough sleepless nights regretting all of my life choices to not want to add one more to the list, so, after another quick look around to make sure I’m not being watched, I pull myself carefully up by my arms (At least that gym membership is finally paying off…), and lean cautiously forward, reaching down, down… and then suddenly pitching forward and falling headfirst into the rubbish below me.

And here was I thinking that being peed on, then almost arrested, was going to be the worst thing that would happen to me today.

For a moment I just sit there, almost waist-deep in rubbish, waiting for my brain to finish processing this unexpected — and yet entirely foreseeable — turn of events.

One day someone’s going to look up the word ‘karma’ in the dictionary, and there’s going to be a photo of me sitting in this rubbish bin. Because that’s what I get for not knowing when to stop, isn’t it?

Putting one hand over my nose to stop myself gagging, I reach for the envelope with the other, determined not to let this all have been in vain.

The envelope is empty.

Did I really expect anything less?

My stomach lurching with a heady mix of nausea and shame, I drop the envelope in disgust and shuffle into an upright position, trying not to think about all the things I might currently be sitting in. Before I can stand up and pull myself out, though, there’s a crunch of footsteps on the gravel outside, and a head appears over the edge of the bin — a head of thick, dark hair, partially obscured under the peak of a police hat.

So this is the worst thing that’s going to happen to me today, then. Good to know.

I shrink back against the cereal packets and other pieces of rubbish, bracing myself for the blast of anger I know is coming.

“Scarlett.”

“Dylan.”

He stands there looking down at me, as if this is a totally normal place for us to be meeting.

“I know people say the Gazette publishes a load of old trash these days, but I didn’t realize this was where they got it,” he says, smirking.

“Very funny,” I reply, my cheeks flaming. “Look, are you going to help me out of here, or what?”

“Help you out? You mean you’re not trying to recycle yourself?” he strokes his chin in mock confusion. He’s thoroughly enjoying this, I can tell.

The utter bastard.

“I’m not,” I say, with as much dignity as I can muster. “I’m really starting to wish I could, though.”

To my absolute horror, my bottom lip starts to tremble ominously — which is weird, because I never cry. Ever. Or not since Mum died, anyway. What would be the point?

“Come on, Trouble,” sighs Dylan, reaching down into the container. “Let’s get you out of there.”

“I’m absolutely fine,” I tell him, shaking my head. “Seriously, I can manage.”

I’m about to prove this by pulling myself out of the bin the same way I got into it, when a muscular set of arms suddenly wrap themselves around my waist, and Dylan picks me up, effortlessly lifting me out of the container and placing me carefully on the ground in front of him, as if he’s worried I might break.

You know that scene in Dirty Dancing when Johnny lifts Baby over his head at the end? Well, it’s absolutely nothing like that. I mean, obviously. (Well, apart from the fact that I am very dirty…) Nevertheless, that’s the image that flashes into my mind during the apparently endless seconds that he’s lifting me through the air, and by the time I reach the ground, I’ve started to giggle helplessly, in that way that sometimes happens when absolutely nothing is funny, but you’re so overflowing with emotion of some kind that it ends up bursting out of you in the least appropriate way possible.

The emotion I’m feeling is abject shame, mixed with a heavy dose of guilt. What comes out of me, though, is hysterical laughter, and it makes Dylan’s previous good humor shatter like a wineglass on granite.

“What the fuck, Scarlett?” he says. “This isn’t funny. What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m sorry,” I gasp, shame-faced. “I know it isn’t funny, I swear. I’m so sorry. I —”

“What do you think you’re doing back here, anyway?” he goes on, not bothering to wait for the rest of my apology. “You promised me you’d leave. You promised you’d stay out of trouble. And now here you are crawling into a bin? You know I’m going to have to report this, don’t you? You know I can’t just turn a blind eye to it, like I did with the trespassing?”

He’s furious. And, for once, I can’t blame him. I have absolutely no smart retort to this. Not even a really stupid one, like, “You’ve got me bang to rights, officer,” or something else taken out of a TV cop show. I’m totally in the wrong here, and I know it. There’s nothing like a quick dip in a bin to clear your head and show you the error of your ways, is there?

“Are you even listening to me? Do you have nothing to say for yourself?”

The man who made jokes about the trash is long gone, apparently. In his place: Dour Dylan, the village grump.

At least we’re back on familiar territory, then.

Dylan pulls off his police hat and rakes his hands through his hair in exasperation, leaving it standing up in uneven spikes that make him look unexpectedly boyish.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” I say, my voice little more than a whisper. “I’m really sorry. I know I shouldn’t have done it. I just—”

I trail off weakly. I can’t tell a police officer why I ended up in that bin. I’m in more than enough trouble already without telling a man with the power to have me locked up that I might be the reason a woman is missing. Or worse.

He’s watching me intently, his eyes dark and unreadable.

“Just what?” he asks, replacing his hat. His voice still has that edge to it, but there’s something else there too — something I can’t really decipher.

“Come on,” he says wearily, when I fail to respond. “Get in the car. I’ll take you home.”

“Home? You’re not going to take me to the station?” I ask incredulously as he turns to walk away. “Or… jail?”

“You’re not under arrest, Scarlett,” Dylan says without turning around. “Not as long as you tell me exactly what’s going on here, anyway. Then I’ll think about it.”

“I can’t tell you,” I reply, breaking into a shuffling jog-step in a bid to keep up with his much longer strides. “It’s, um… well, a journalist has to protect her sources, you know?”

Dylan snorts.

“Is that right?” he says conversationally. We’re at the car now, and I’m relieved to see it’s the passenger door he holds open for me, not the one at the back, which has a thick layer of perspex separating the passengers from the driver. All the same, the car is an uncomfortable reminder of how close I am to being in serious trouble, and my stomach churns with nerves as I get in and pull the seat belt around me, like the good, law-abiding citizen I most definitely am not.

Dylan makes no further attempt at conversation as he starts the engine and pulls out of the driveway, and I spend the remainder of the short journey wondering if he’s doing it on purpose, in the hope that I’ll start talking, and somehow manage to incriminate myself. I bet they train them to do that.

Silence, however, is far preferable to having to explain myself right now, so I simply stare out of the window, watching the Bay slip past, until we’re finally pulling up outside my house.

“I should really get back to work,” I mutter, unbuckling my seat belt. “Hamish will be wondering where I am.”

“I’ll call him and tell him you’ve been with me,” Dylan says, surprising me yet again. “I’ll say you were interviewing me for that profile he was talking about. You can’t go back to work like that, anyway.”

His dark eyes flick quickly up and down my body, and I flush, remembering that I’ve not only been in a bin today, I’ve also been peed on.

He really is getting to see me at my absolute best, isn’t he?

“Thanks,” I say awkwardly, resisting the impulse to sniff the sleeve of my coat to confirm just how bad I smell right now. “That’s, um, decent of you. Especially, well, under the circumstances.”

“I’m a decent guy, Scarlett,” he says, shrugging. “But I’m not doing it for you.”

Oh. That figures.

“I’m doing it because I want you to tell me the real reason you were snooping around that house,” he goes on, his eyes searching my face as if he’s going to find the answer in it. “Not some made-up excuse about Instagram, or whatever. I want to know the truth. And you’re going to have to tell me if you expect me to lie to your boss for you.”

“I didn’t ask you to lie,” I point out. “You offered. And I’m really, really grateful to you — seriously, I am — but I already told you why I was there. I was looking for Ada Valentine. You don’t have to believe me, but it’s the truth, I swear.”

“Aye, but it’s not the whole truth, is it? You obviously didn’t expect to find this Ada in a rubbish bin. So what was that about?”

He leans back in his seat as if he has all the time in the world; which he probably does, to be fair. It’s not like Heather Bay is a hotbed of criminal activity, after all. My little escapade was probably the most exciting thing that’ll happen here all week — not that it gives me much satisfaction to admit it.

I look at him thoughtfully. I wish it was easier to read him. He doesn’t seem angry anymore, but he is a police officer, and I’m a potential suspect in a case he doesn’t even know he’s going to be investigating soon. I have to tread carefully here.

“We can talk about this here,” he says, interrupting my thoughts, “Or we can talk about it down at the station. I still haven’t decided what to do about you, you know. I guess it depends on what you have to say for yourself?”

The question hangs dangerously in the air, and I have a feeling that I’m balanced precariously on a tightrope. I know I’m definitely going to fall; it’s just a question of which direction I fall in, and what happens when I land.

“I’m worried about Ada,” I say at last, making up my mind. “I think there’s something wrong. I think something might have happened to her.”

Now that I’ve said it, I feel oddly calm. This is what I should have done in the first place. This can be someone else’s problem now. Someone else can worry about crawling into bins and finding clues, and I can go back to my reassuringly dull existence, and that Pies, Peas and Bingo article I still haven’t finished.

That’s assuming I don’t get accused of harassing her to death, obviously.

There is that.

“Okay,” says Dylan, his face registering surprise and then concern as he pulls out his notebook and flicks through it until he finds a blank page. “And what makes you think that?”

“Um, well, it’s her Instagram,” I tell him sheepishly. “She hasn’t posted on it in a few days, and she normally updates it, like, all the time, so I thought—”

The notebook snaps shut. An invisible barrier comes crashing down between us, the fragile cease-fire we’d arrived at in the moments when I thought he was taking me seriously abruptly over.

“She hasn’t updated her Instagram?”

There’s no mistaking his question for mere interest. Either the car gets smaller or Dylan gets bigger. Either way, I have a sudden, desperate urge to escape.

“Are you being serious right now? Are you actually telling me you trespassed on someone else’s property and went through their rubbish because a woman you don’t know hadn’t updated her Instagram?”

“I mean, when you put it like that…”

When you put it like that you only get half of the picture: the half that conveniently misses out the fact that Ada was being trolled before she abruptly stopped posting. Trolled by me. I know it was only one message, but even so, I can’t shake the feeling that the two things — the message and the disappearance — are connected. I can’t stop thinking that I might just have been the straw that broke the camel’s back. And I can’t tell Dylan that, because he literally just threatened to take me to the station for questioning, and I can’t let that happen.

So I just shrug hopelessly, knowing how stupid I must look to him, but unable to do anything about it.

“I can’t believe you, Scarlett,” Dylan mutters, passing a hand over his eyes with the weariness of a man whose patience has been sorely tested. “I can’t believe I’ve wasted half a day on this nonsense. I can’t believe you’ve wasted half a day on this nonsense. Make this make sense, I’m begging you. Because this is not you, Scarlett. It just isn’t.”

“How do you know what’s me?” I reply, stung. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know enough to know there’s something going on here that you’re not telling me,” he says levelly. “And I can’t help you fix it if you don’t tell me what it is.”

You know when you go on a big night out, and you’re feeling pretty good about yourself? You’ve done your hair and makeup, maybe bought something new to wear, and when you look in the mirror, you see the very best version of yourself looking back at you? So you go out, and you have a great time, and then the next morning you wake up to find someone’s tagged you in a photo, and there you are, looking like Lord Voldemort with a hangover?

That’s how I feel right now.

There’s a special kind of horror in being forced to see yourself through someone else’s eyes. Every time I’m tagged in a photo that looks nothing like me, I find myself wondering what to believe: the mirror or the photo. Which is the real me? What do people actually see? I’ve never been able to get to the bottom of that, but as I sit here, in the passenger seat of a police car, it suddenly doesn’t matter, because right now I get to choose. Not how I look in photos (Although that would be nice too, obviously), but how I really am. I get to decide which version of myself I’m going to be from now on, and I am not going to be choosing the version that just had to be hauled out of a rubbish bin.

Nuh-uh.

“I’m really sorry,” I say, taking a deep breath as I turn to face Dylan. “Truly, I am. I just… I think I just got a bit carried away, you know?”

He doesn’t nod. He does not know, it would seem.

“I know what I did was wrong, and… and stupid, and crazy, and… just all the bad things, basically,” I go on in a rush. “But I swear to God, I’ve learned my lesson. I’m never going to do anything like that ever again, I promise. You’ll never see me again, in fact. In a professional capacity, I mean. You’ll probably see me around town, obviously, because it’s a small place, but I’ll stay out of your way because—”

“Go home Scarlett.”

I stop babbling abruptly. Dylan’s mouth is a straight line, as it usually is when he’s talking to me, but there’s the very faintest suggestion of a curve at the corners, which makes me think he’s not quite as furious with me as he was a few minutes ago.

“Go on, get out of here,” he says, leaning across me to open the car door. “Before I say something I’ll regret.”

Taking him at his word, I launch myself out of the car door, almost stumbling in my haste to get away.

“I mean it, Scarlett,” he says, winding down the window and leaning out. “Stay out of trouble. I know that’s obviously going to be hard for you, because it seems trouble is your middle name, but I need you to try, okay? You’re driving me insane here.”

I open my mouth to tell him my middle name is Rose — because my parents hated me, apparently — then think better of it and simply nod my acknowledgment, trying my best to look innocent, even though it’s not something that comes naturally to me.

“And stay away from Instagram,” Dylan calls as he puts the car into reverse and pulls away. “It’s driving you insane.”

“I will,” I promise. When I reach into my pocket for my phone, though, I realize I couldn’t check Ada’s Instagram even if I wanted to.

My phone is missing.

And there’s only one place it could possibly be.








  
  
  Chapter 12

  
  




Me and the boy who isn’t Finn — Sam? Steven? Something else that started with the letter S? — are sitting by the loch, looking out to the little island in the middle — the one with the ruined castle that I always think looks like Kirrin Castle in The Famous Five.

“I bet we could swim out to it,” I say, believing it. I’m 11, and I still think I could probably do anything I wanted, if I set my mind to it. I’ll learn.

“Nah,” says the boy who isn’t Finn, the soft Highland burr of his accent only just detectable. He tries to speak ‘proper’ when he’s with me, rejecting the dialect the kids from town use. I wish he wouldn’t. I like the way his voice sounds, soft and reassuring, but he says I wouldn’t understand him if he spoke the way he does with his friends.

“We couldn’t swim it,” he says, looking out at the castle, his dark hair ruffled in the wind. “It’s further than it looks. And the water’s ice cold. We’d freeze long before we got there.”

“We could steal a boat,” I suggest hopefully. “That’s what The Five would do.”

“The Five would end up having to get arrested by the coastguard,” he says, grinning at me. “And so would we. So it’s lucky we’re not that stupid.”

“It’s lucky you’re not that stupid,” I correct him as we stand up and walk back along the shore to where Mum and Dad have laid out the picnic blanket. “I’d probably just do it.”

I would, too. But that’s the way this unlikely friendship works: I chase after adventures that would have a high likelihood of getting me into trouble; he pulls me back, just in time.

When the summer is over, I’ll go back to London and have to solve my own problems again. But right now it’s still August; the heather is blooming on the hills, the smell of the barbecue Dad’s set up on the side of the loch perfumes the air, and, for once, I’m not alone.




* * *




It’s not a dream, but a memory — I know, because I’ve been lying awake all night, so I can’t possibly have been dreaming — but it flickers and fades the way a dream does when you wake, one moment so vivid you could reach out and touch it, the next gone forever, as if it never even existed.

I pull back the covers, giving up on sleep, and go to stand on the balcony, breathing in the sharp, early-morning air. The clouds are low over the water this morning, and I watch for a moment as one sets sail down the middle of the loch, like an airship.

This is roughly where we would have sat; me and the boy, whoever he was. Me and Mum. These houses wouldn’t have been here back then, and I wonder what the little girl I once was would have thought if she’d have known she’d live here one day.

I wish I could remember more, but I also wish I could remember less. Right now, I’m not sure which one I want more.

On the beach, a group of teenage girls go charging into the water, shrieking with laughter as they go. Wild swimming has become weirdly popular over the last few years, and I look on enviously as they splash each other in the shallows, apparently oblivious to the cold. They’re in bikinis, rather than wet-suits, and I smile ruefully, remembering how I would always try to insist on swimming in my shorts, too shy to let anyone see me.

Another memory. It must be the day for them.

These girls, though, with their long legs and their confidence, seem totally at ease with themselves, in a way that I’ve never managed, even now. I can’t even imagine running into a loch like that. I can’t imagine ever feeling that comfortable, or that free.

Turning away from the sound of teenage laughter, I reach reflexively into my dressing gown pocket for my phone as I walk downstairs, my heart sinking when I remember it’s not there.

Cursing my own stupidity yet again, I rummage through the kitchen drawers for the landline handset that came with my broadband package, then plug it in and call Dad.

“Sorry,” I say as soon as he picks up. “I know it’s early. I just wanted to hear a friendly voice.”

“That bad?” he chuckles. His voice is warm and scratchy with sleep and I’m suddenly so homesick I have to dig my fingernails into my palms to stop myself crying.

“What’s up,” he says. “Tell your old dad so I can fix it for you.”

I smile, still blinking back those tears.

“Oh, it’s nothing really,” I tell him, switching on the kettle to make myself some much needed coffee. “Just work stuff. The usual. Hey, do you remember a boy from around here? Someone I used to hang around with when we came here on holiday?”

There’s a silence from the other end of the phone. Dad doesn’t like talking about Heather Bay and the holidays we used to have here. When I told him I was moving here, he didn’t speak to me for a week — it was one of the few arguments I can remember having with him. He still hasn’t come up to visit, or see the house — which I suppose makes sense. Being here might make me feel closer to Mum, but that’s only because my memories of her  — and of this place — are so hazy. It’s not the same for him, though, and I guess it’s not surprising that he wouldn’t want to come back here, under the circumstances.

“Scott,” he says at last. “I think that was his name. Scotty, you called him. Local lad. Bit older than you. The two of you were good friends, as I recall. Why do you ask?”

Scotty. Yes. That was it. I remember now. And he wasn’t just a ‘good’ friend, he was my best friend. How could someone so important have somehow fallen out of my mind like that?

“I just… I had a dream about him,” I say, not wanting to tell him the truth: that I’ve started to remember some of the things I thought were lost to me for good. “I’d completely forgotten about him. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

“Not really,” he says, after another pause, which feels like it might last indefinitely. “You know what the doctor said about trauma? How it can make you forget things?”

“Yeah, I know,” I mutter, stirring the milk into my coffee. “I just wish I could remember more, sometimes. It’s funny, I’ve never really questioned it until now. Not even living here, where it—”

Where it happened, I think, but don’t say. I don’t need to.

“I think that’s perfectly normal,” Dad says briskly, the subject closed. “You’re busy. You have lots of things to occupy your mind. How’s the job going? Any big scoops to tell me about? How’s that Lexie getting on with her movie star boyfriend?”

I laugh, and tell him about Edna and her Thneeds, Jimmy and his curse. By the time I’m done, it’s almost time for work, and the boy I now know was called Scotty is back to being a distant memory.

Probably for the best.

I say goodbye to Dad, then get out my laptop and open it up, typing a quick message to Ada before I can change my mind.

Hi, Ada.

I’m not sure if you’ll see this (I really hope you will!) but I wanted to apologize for what I said to you last week. It was a horrible thing to do, and there is absolutely no excuse. I don’t expect you to forgive me, or even write back if you don’t want to, but I couldn’t live with myself without saying I’m sorry. And I really am. Please know it had nothing to do with you; it was all about me, and I’m truly sorry for having hurt you.

Scarlett x

Five lines. About twenty minutes work, to put together a message which still hasn’t been read by the time I leave for work — on foot this morning, because I left my car in town when I set off on my ill-fated trip up the hill yesterday. I’m just thinking that it’s probably a good thing I don’t have my phone with me, or I’d just end up checking it every few minutes for a reply, when the crunch of tires on gravel makes me turn around, even though I already know who it’s going to be.

“Lost something?”

Dylan Fraser’s car draws level with me just as a hand reaches out of the open window, a familiar splash of bright red at the end of it.

“Oh my God, my phone!”

I’m so happy to be reunited with my one true love that I momentarily forget how much Dylan and I hate each other and smile widely as I take the phone from him. His mouth flickers slightly at the edges, then he smiles back, his face transformed.

Holy shit. He’s actually really hot when he smiles. Not that it matters, obviously. I mean, I still hate him, I just… hate him a little bit less when he smiles at me, is all.

“But, how did you—? Where—?”

I keep my eyes on the phone rather than looking at him. It’s easier that way.

“I went back to speak to Elsie yesterday after I dropped you off.”

“You… you did what?”

I stop walking in surprise. This I did not expect.

Dylan brings the car to a stop and I force myself to look up at him.

“Aye,” he says, looking as awkward as I feel. “Well, you said you were worried about this Ada, and, ridiculous though it sounded, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t at least check it out, would I?”

I nod, my brain scrambling to process this.

He actually took me seriously. He went back and checked. Someone actually believed me for once.

“And? What happened? Don’t leave me hanging here.”

“Not much.” He shrugs, as if it’s no big deal. “I spoke to Elsie again. She told me the same thing she told you: that Ada went camping. Elsie didn’t think there was anything strange about it. She’s not worried about her. So there’s no big mystery to solve here, Scarlett. I know you probably wish there was, knowing you, but it’s just a woman going camping and deciding not to update her Instagram for a bit. That’s all there is to it.”

I chew the inside of my cheek nervously. I know I should be relieved by this, but I’m somehow not. Because that’s not all there is to it, is there? Ada didn’t just randomly decide to go camping. She left at some point after I sent her that message. And I somehow bet that if Dylan knew what I’d said to her, he wouldn’t be so sure there was nothing to worry about, either.

“And the phone?” I smile shakily, remembering my promise to myself — and to him — to try to stop obsessing over Ada.

“Oh, that. I heard it ringing when I was walking back to the car,” he says. “So I went to check it out, and when I realized it was in the bin, I knew it had to be yours. As if the case wasn’t enough of a clue.”

I look down at the phone, covered in my signature bright red. I have four missed calls, all of them from Hamish. The Instagram logo stares up at me from my home screen, but I determinedly ignore it, putting the phone back in my pocket, where it belongs.

“Jump in, then, Trouble,” Dylan says, nodding at the passenger seat. “You can check your Instagram on the way.”

“On… on the way?” I’m so confused I decide to ignore the barb about Instagram. “On the way where?”

His brow creases.

“To the station?” he says, speaking as if to someone extremely hard of thinking. “What?” I yelp, horrified. “But you said I wasn’t in trouble? You said you’d let me go if I told you why I was at the house, and I did!”

“Ah,” he says, his face clearing. “Of course. You didn’t have your phone, so you don’t know.”

“Know what?”

Whatever it is, I have a feeling I’m not going to like it.

“Today’s the day you’re shadowing me at work,” Dylan says, confirming my suspicion. “For that profile Hamish wanted. Sorry,” he goes on, sounding sheepish. “He brought it up again yesterday when I called him to say you’d been with me yesterday, and I couldn’t think of a way to get out of it. You’d have had to write up the interview anyway, though, so I suppose we might as well get it over with.”

“Right.” I nod woodenly as I get in beside him.

My second ride in a cop car in two days. It’s almost too much excitement.

Excitement, however, is definitely not the word for what I’m feeling right now. Being back in the car with Dylan, in fact, just makes me cringe with embarrassment as I remember yesterday’s shenanigans — and being driven down the High Street in a police vehicle isn’t exactly going to boost my popularity around here, is it?

Sure enough, by the time we arrive at the station, there’s a new post on the @heatherbaygossip account featuring a grim-faced Dylan driving me through town, and someone’s already commented asking what I’ve done this time, as if me being in trouble with the law is a regular occurrence around here.

There’s no update from Ada, though — and no reply to my message either: not that I expected one. Or deserved one.

There’s no time to think about Ada now, though. I have a full day with Dylan Fraser to look forward to. And yesterday’s dip in the rubbish bin is starting to feel like a holiday in comparison.
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The village police station — all three rooms of it — occupies what was once a fisherman’s cottage on the High Street, and when we arrive we find McTavish standing waiting outside it, looking like his cat just died.

“My tractor broke down again,” he says glumly as Dylan unlocks the door of the station and ushers us inside. “Third time this year.”

“Ach, I’m sorry to hear that,” says Dylan. “But—”

“—what’s it got to do with the police?” I finish for him helpfully.

Dylan shoots me a look. Play nice, it says. Copy that, I send back.

“Isn’t it obvious?” McTavish says, looking from one of us to the other in confusion. “It’s Jimmy’s curse. He did this. And I want ye to dae something to put a stop to it.”

“Now, Alfie—” Dylan begins, and I look at him with interest. I knew McTavish’s first name was Alfonso (His grandmother was Italian, apparently), but I’ve never heard anyone call him Alfie before. But Dylan does. Interesting. He must actually have friends, after all.

“Ye know Jimmy doesn’t have the power to curse ye,” Dylan goes on kindly. “It’s just a coincidence. It’s a shit situation to be in, I’ll grant ye that, but I don’t think we can realistically blame Jimmy for it, do you?”

“Aye,” says McTavish stubbornly. “Aye, I do actually. He’s a master o’ the dark arts, that Jimmy. Ye just have to look at him to see it.”

I think of Jimmy, who could not possibly look more like a harmless old man if he tried.

“He’s the devil incarnate, so he is,” intones McTavish mournfully. The fight seems to have gone out of him, though, and he accepts Dylan’s offer of a cup of tea before taking a seat on one of the chairs that serve as a “waiting area” while Dylan disappears into the little kitchen to switch the kettle on.

“I’ll have a coffee, thanks,” I shout after him. “Milk and two.”

“And maybe a slice o’ cake if ye have any,” adds McTavish, before turning to me.

“Did ye get a chance to have a think about my other problem, Scarlett?” he asks eagerly. “The one about Mary McNamee?”

“Sorry, McTavish,” I say guiltily as I take my coat off and hang it on a hook behind the door. “I haven’t had time. I’ve been a bit busy.”

“Aye, I heard ye’d been up at the Windsong,” he replies, disappointed. “I heard it fae—”

“Shona,” I finish for him. “Of course you did. Hey, McTavish. I don’t suppose Shona’s said anything to you about Ada Valentine, has she? You know, the influencer?”

I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier. If anyone knows anything about Ada and her visit to the Bay, it would be Shona McLaren, Heather Bay’s answer to Perez Hilton. Before McTavish can answer me, though, the door separating the office from the kitchen opens, and Dylan reappears, carrying three steaming mugs, plus a plate of chocolate chip cookies, which he’s balanced precariously on top. I give McTavish a warning look and a shake of the head as I remember my promise to Dylan — and myself, for that matter — not to spend any more time thinking about Ada.

Dylan looks at me with suspicion, but I smile innocently back at him, so he says nothing as he puts the plate down on his desk, where McTavish and I fall on it like starving wolves.

“Oh my God, this is amazing,” I say a few seconds later, through a mouthful of cookie. “Where did you get these?”

“I made them last night,” Dylan says defensively. “It’s an old recipe of my Nan’s.”

“You? You made this?” I raise my half-eaten cookie in the air, to make sure we’re talking about the same thing. “By yourself? With, like, your hands?”

“Aye, I did,” he says, clearly needled by my questioning. “Men can bake too, you know.”

McTavish nods seriously.

“Oh, I know,” I say quickly. “It’s just… you? I assumed you just got into your coffin after work, to avoid the full moon, or whatever. It’s hard to imagine you doing something as wholesome as baking.”

“You’re getting your werewolves and vampires mixed up,” he says. “It’s werewolves that need to avoid the full moon. Vampires have to avoid daylight, so I can’t be one of those, can I?”

“You could up here,” I reply stubbornly, glancing at the slate gray sky out of the window. “It’s not like we get a lot of sunlight.”

“He could be a Wulver,” puts in McTavish helpfully. “A Wulver’s a man wi’ the head o’ a wolf. Like a werewolf, but less scary. I think they only live in the Shetland Isles, though, although I suppose Young Dougie might beg to differ.”

I almost choke on what’s left of my cookie.

“Okay, that’s it,” I say, once the coughing has subsided. “One of you has to tell me what happened to Young Dougie. I know perfectly well he wasn’t taken by a…… a Wulver, or the Loch Keld Monster. So what was it? Really, I mean?”

Dylan and McTavish exchange glances, then shrug in unison.

“I best be away, then,” says McTavish, putting his empty mug back on the desk, and pocketing another cookie. “I’ll leave ye to it. Mind and reply to that problem when ye get a second, Scarlett.”

I shake my head in disbelief as he opens the front door, giving us a cheerful wave as he disappears through it. I’m sure I can hear him whistling We Don’t Talk About Bruno as he strides off down the street.

Unbelievable.

McTavish’s departure should leave us with more space in the tiny, one-room office, but instead it seems to have shrunk, forcing Dylan and I even closer together. I clear my throat uncomfortably, and he shuffles some papers on his desk as the silence between us grows larger, filling every inch of the little room and making me want to open a window, just to see if I can let it out.

“Why do you do that?” I ask, when the silence becomes too big to ignore.

“Do what?” He looks up, his dark eyes registering confusion.

“Change the way you speak. When you’re talking to McTavish, you’re super- Scottish. But when it’s just me, you’re all proper all of a sudden.”

His cheeks turn faintly pink underneath his stubble.

“So you can understand me, I suppose,” he shrugs. “The dialect isn’t always easy for outsiders. I like to be clear. Less chance of misunderstandings that way.”

“Aha! So you do consider me an “outsider” then!” I say triumphantly. “I knew it!”

I have no idea why I’m so gloaty about this. It’s not like I actually want to be an outsider, after all. Not when I’ve spent my entire life trying not to be one. So it can only be that I want to get one up on Dylan; not that it’s working, mind you.

“I’m not the one who keeps saying that,” he says easily, leaning back in his desk chair and putting his hands behind his head, totally relaxed. “You are. Why are you so determined to convince yourself that no one wants you here, Scarlett? It’s like you’re deliberately trying to sabotage yourself.”

“Okay, Doctor Freud,” I reply, stung. I pick up another cookie to give myself something to do with my hands. They really are incredibly tasty. “So, you’re a police officer, a baker, and a psychiatrist now? Any other talents I should know about?”

“I can complete a Rubik’s cube in under 20 seconds,” he says dryly. “But look, there you go again with the sarcasm, proving my point. Has it occurred to you that if you feel like an outsider here, it might be because you don’t exactly go out of your way to make friends?”

I take a large bite of my cookie to buy myself some time before I answer this.

“I do have friends,” I say at last, licking my fingers. “I have Hamish, for one. His wife, Janice. And… Emerald? Maybe?”

Okay, that’s stretching it slightly. Emerald and I get along fine, but it’s mostly because she once claimed to be me when she was cleaning my house and the hot new Laird turned up at the door unexpectedly. And, I mean, I can’t blame her, really. I’d probably have done the same in her shoes — like I said, he was hot. But feeling guilty is almost a hobby for Emerald, so ever since then she’s felt the need to be super nice to me, the way people are to very elderly people, or someone they know is dying.

“So, that’s two ‘friends’,” Dylan says, placing unnecessary emphasis on the word “friends.” “You’ll have to beg my pardon, Scarlett. You’re obviously a social butterfly, right enough.”

“McTavish doesn’t hate me,” I say, sounding slightly desperate, even to my own ears. “Or Jimmy.”

“McTavish doesn’t hate anyone,” points out Dylan. “And Jimmy’s as mad as a brush. Madder, even.”

“Well, what about you, Mr. Popularity?” I say, pulling a seat up to the other side of his desk and pulling a notebook out of my bag. “How many friends do you have, then?”

“Is that a question for your profile?” he asks, amused. “Is it for the My Little Pony magazine? Are you going to ask me what I want to be when I grow up as well? Or what star sign I am?”

He smirks. I hate him.

“You know it’s not a good idea to piss off a journalist, right?” I point out, clicking my pen importantly. “Your reputation is in my hands right now. I’d be careful if I were you.”

Dylan eyes me from across the desk, as if he’s trying to work out whether I’m joking or not. I clear my throat and tap the pen impatiently against the blank page.

“Okay,” he says at last, his tone wary. “I’ll play nice if you will. What d’you want to know?”

“I guess we’ll just start with the basics,” I say uncertainly. “Name, age, location. That kind of thing.”

“Oh, like a Tinder profile?” he says, perking up slightly.

“Do you have a Tinder profile?”

I’m not sure why the thought of this bothers me. I take another cookie to distract myself.

If he does have a Tinder profile, he should definitely mention what a great baker he is. Women would fall at his feet for these cookies alone. If he wasn’t such a raging asshole, obviously.

“Nah,” he says, reaching for one himself. “I wouldn’t put any of my personal details online. I don’t think it’s safe.”

His comment makes me think of Ada, who might not be safe right now. My stomach lurches painfully, making me wish I’d held back on the cookies. I pick up my coffee mug instead, and take a sip to steady my sudden nerves.

“So… no girlfriend, then?” I say, pretending to consult my notebook, as if this is a question I already had written down in it. “Or boyfriend, maybe? Life partner? Soulmate?”

Soulmate? Where did that come from?

“Just, er, standard interview questions, you know?” I add, clicking my pen again. “Our readers will want to know if you’re available.”

Kill me. Please.

“Will they?”

His eyebrows shoot up almost to his hairline in disbelief. To be fair, I’m almost as surprised as he is to hear those words come out of my mouth. And twice as surprised to find I really do want to know the answer.

“Well, I guess you can tell them no to all of the above then,” he says softly.

I scribble dutifully in my notebook, wondering what, exactly, he means by that.

No, he doesn’t have a partner? Or no, he’s not available?

And why do I care?

“Right. So. Moving on. Let’s… let’s start with your origin story, then,” I say, hoping my mouth isn’t planning to trip me up again with another stupid question about soulmates.

“My ‘origin story’?” He chuckles. “I’m not Spiderman, Scarlett.”

“I can see that,” I reply pointedly. “More like Darth Vader. Most villains have some kind of reason why they turned out the way they did, though, and I want to know yours.”

I’m joking — well, at least about the ‘villain’ bit — but Dylan’s face takes on an odd, closed look that reminds me of a door slamming; and makes me want to prod further.

“I have no ‘origin’ story,” he says shortly, all traces of good humor gone. “Just the same kind of story everyone else has. School, friends, university, job. That’s it. All very ordinary, I’m afraid. Sorry to disappoint you.”

He doesn’t look remotely sorry, though, which is strange, really. I didn’t think my “villain” barb was that bad — was it?

“No one’s story is ‘ordinary’,” I insist, watching as he starts shuffling the same set of papers he’s already reorganized at least three times now. “No one’s. Everyone has something in there that makes them who they are, even if it’s just the way they take their coffee, or… or the fact that they have a weird painted stone on their desk. What is this, by the way?”

I pick up the stone in question, which looks like any other random pebble from the beach, except it’s covered in red paint that’s been gradually flaking off, to the point where it’s impossible to tell what the picture or word on it was once supposed to be.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, a memory stirs, then settles, like someone rolling over in their sleep.

“Give me that.”

Before I can prod the sleeping memory giant awake, Dylan reaches across the desk and grabs the pebble from my hand, his eyes fierce as he stuffs it into his pocket.

Whoa. That was… weird.

“One of your Horcruxes, was it?” I ask, breaking the uncomfortable silence that follows this random act of strangeness. “Look, I get it. It must be tough, dividing your soul and pouring it into inanimate objects. Still, if that’s what it takes to guarantee your immortality, I guess —”

“Stop it, Scarlett.”

The words are hard, but the tone is soft, and there’s a smile lurking somewhere behind his eyes that would really annoy him if he knew about it. I allow myself to relax slightly.

“Sorry,” Dylan says sheepishly. “I just don’t like people touching my stuff, is all. Peace offering?”

He pushes the plate of cookies — or what’s left of them — towards me, and I take the last one, sighing happily as I stuff it into my mouth. I don’t buy his excuse for a second. I mean, if you “don’t like people touching your stuff”, you wouldn’t leave the “stuff” in question on your desk, would you? In your office. In the local police station, where anyone who walks in could be tempted to touch it. So either it’s just me he doesn’t like touching his stuff (Which is definitely possible, don’t think I’m discounting it), or that flaky old stone is part of Dylan’s origin story. An important part, too, by the looks of it. And whatever that story is, he’s now made it absolutely imperative for me to find out.

So, how do I do that, I wonder?

I finish the cookie and pick up my notebook again, clearing my throat importantly.

“Well,” I say brightly. “Will we get back to the —”

Before I can get any further, the door to the street bangs open, admitting a tangy sea breeze, and Old Jimmy the farmer, his cheeks flushed and his eyes wild with alarm.

“Officer,” he shouts, catching sight of Dylan, who jumps up as if he’s been caught doing something he shouldn’t. “I need yer help. It’s Edna — they’ve taken her!”
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“I knew something like this would happen,” Jimmy says, still agitated even after a strong cup of sugary tea and the old HobNob I managed to unearth from the station’s tiny kitchen. “I just knew it.”

“Something like what, Jimmy?” Dylan asks gently. He’s left his desk, and is crouched by Jimmy’s seat, looking at him as intently as if it’s the theft of the crown jewels the farmer’s here to report, not just a lost sheep. “I know you’ve said Edna is missing, but what exactly is it you think’s happened to her?”

“Well, it’s the government, o’ course,” says Jimmy indignantly. “They’ll be behind this. Edna’s valuable, ye ken. They’ll be wanting tae clone her, like they did wi’ yon Dolly. She could change the face o’ the farming world forever, could Edna. And that’s why that woman—”

“Woman? What woman?” Dylan reaches into his pocket for his notebook. I’m not sure whether he’s doing it just to humor the old man, or if he’s actually talking him seriously, but Jimmy looks at him gratefully, and Dylan goes up a grudging notch in my estimation.

He really is good with people. Other than me, I mean.

“I saw a woman speakin’ to Edna,” Jimmy says. “Just before she disappeared. She would hae been sent by the government, I’m tellin’ ye.”

“Okay,” says Dylan cautiously. “And where was this? I’ll need to know Edna’s last known location, and a description of this woman, if she was the last person you saw with her.”

Jimmy tells us he last saw Edna at the far end of the High Street earlier today, being petted by a woman with blonde hair, wearing a bright yellow padded jacket.

“I thought she was just a tourist,” he says, shaking his head. “But then I nipped intae the pub for a cheeky wee pint, and when I came back oot, Edna was gone.”

His lower lip trembles ominously, and I have to suppress the urge to step forward and give him a very un-Scarlett-like hug.

“Try not to worry, Jimmy,” Dylan says, passing him a tissue from a box on the desk. “I’m sure Edna will turn up. Sheep sometimes go for a wander, you know that.”

“Like the one that came to my door yesterday morning,” I put in. “It must have been miles from the rest of its flock.”

“Ach, that was Maureen, right enough,” Jimmy says dismissively. “Maureen’s always gettin’ up tae high jinks. She came back that night lookin’ like butter wouldnae melt. But Edna, she never leaves ma side. If Big Ian hadnae banned her fae the pub last month, she’d have been with me there as well. She likes a pint, so she does.”

Dylan and I exchange glances. It’s true that Jimmy’s rarely seen without his faithful sidekick (Who I don’t believe for a second is drinking beer with him, by the way…). But still, she is a sheep. Surely it’s not that unusual for them to wander off?

“Don’t worry,” says Dylan again, getting to his feet. “I’m sure she can’t have gone far. Why don’t you go and have another look around town, while Scarlett and I… er, come up with a plan?”

Jimmy goes shuffling out of the door, looking every one of his one hundred and forty-seven years — or however old he is — leaving Dylan and I alone again.

Under normal circumstances, I’d be making some kind of wisecrack here about how all the Heather Bay Police force does is hunt missing sheep (I can feel some sheep-related puns struggling to get out already, in fact), but I find I don’t have it in me. Jimmy may be madder than a box of frogs, but he loves that sheep of his, and I can’t help but feel sorry for him.

Plus, there’s nothing worse than losing something — or someone — and never finding out what happened. Trust one who knows.

“I’m surprised you don’t have a sarcastic remark to make about this,” says Dylan, as if reading my mind.

“I was going to ask if you’re going to make one of those investigation wall things,” I admit reluctantly. “You know, with photos and stuff, all connected with string, like on detective shows?”

“A Crazy Wall?”

“That’s the one. I’m not saying that to be sarcastic, though,” I go on in a rush. “I’ve just always really wanted to make one of those walls.”

And to solve the mystery that goes along with them. Even if it does relate to a sheep.

“I don’t think we’ll need a Crazy Wall to find a missing sheep, somehow,” he replies, sitting back down at his desk. “And we won’t need a box of donuts either, so don’t even ask.”

“You might need to be taken off the case, though,” I say hopefully. “On TV, detectives only ever solve the mystery once they’ve been taken off the case.”

“Or retired.”

“Or turned to alcoholism.”

“Or teamed up with a pain in the ass journalist with something to prove.”

We smile at each other tentatively, then both look away at the same time, and with the same amount of embarrassment.

Didn’t we agree to be enemies? And now we’re joking about becoming a team? Is it April Fool’s Day already?

“Are you really going to try to find Edna, then?” I ask, perching on the edge of the desk and trying not to think about that tentative moment that felt a bit like friendship. “You weren’t just saying that to get him to leave?”

“Aye, I’ll try to help him,” Dylan says, shrugging as if it’s no big deal. “I mean, I’d put money on the sheep turning up of her own accord, which is why I’ve sent him back out to look for her before I call out the search parties, but it’s been reported to me as a potential theft; I have to look into it, at least.”

“But it’s also because you want to, though, isn’t it?” I prompt, picking up a random bulldog clip from the desk, then hurriedly dropping it again in case this, too, turns out to be weirdly precious to him. “Jimmy’s plight has started to melt your heart of stone. For the first time in your life, actual human emotion has begun to creep in. I’m right, aren’t I? Admit it.”

“Och, don’t try to pretend you don’t care too,” Dylan scoffs. “I can see right through you, Scarlett. I know that underneath that prickly exterior of yours, there’s a heart of… well, there’s a heart, anyway. Maybe just a tiny, blackened one, like an old grape that’s rolled under the fridge, but still. It’s a start.”

I want to make a smart-ass retort to this, but something’s been niggling at me since I heard Jimmy talk about his last sighting of the sheep, and all of a sudden, I know what it is.

“Wait,” I say, pulling my phone out of my bag, and scrolling until I find what I was looking for. “Jimmy said the woman he saw with Edna had blonde hair, and was wearing a yellow jacket, right? Well, take a look at this.”

I hold out the phone, which is open to Ada’s last Instagram post. In it, Ada stands looking out at the sun setting over the sea, her back to the camera, and her blonde hair blowing attractively over her bright yellow puffer jacket. Everything happens for a reason, she’s written underneath it. My jaw tightens at the sight of the hated platitude.

Try telling that to my Mum, Ada. Or anyone else who had something terrible happen to them, for no reason that could possibly be good enough.

But it’s not the caption I’m thinking about right now. It’s the photo. It’s Ada herself, in fact. Ada Valentine, who just so happens to meet the exact description of the woman Jimmy saw with Edna.

“Do you see it?” I ask eagerly, thrusting the phone in front of Dylan’s face. “It’s her, isn’t it? The woman who took Edna. Um, allegedly, I mean.”

“Oh God, not this again,” Dylan groans, passing his hand over his eyes in a gesture of world weariness. “I thought we’d agreed that you’d try to forget about this Ada Whatserface? But now you’re accusing her of being a sheep thief? Have I got that right?”

He’s not impressed with my detective skills, I see. But I press on regardless.

“Come on, Dylan,” I say, showing him the photo again. “You have to admit it’s strange, right?”

“What? That there could be more than one blonde woman in town with a yellow jacket? Are you listening to yourself, Scarlett? Are you actually listening to yourself?”

He doesn’t sound angry, exactly, but he’s not pleased with me either. That much is very, very clear. I hesitate, not wanting to antagonize him further. When he says it like that, I’d have to concede that my theory sounds just a little bit far-fetched.

“There must be dozens of women with blonde hair and yellow jackets in this town,” Dylan goes on, matter-of-factly. “And the one Jimmy saw might not even be from here, anyway. She could be a tourist. I know we don’t get as many of them at this time of year, but there are always a few. So if your plan is to just go around accusing all the blonde women you see of stealing Edna, I think it’s best if you leave the detective work to me, if you don’t mind.”

I bite my lip to stop myself from replying to this and look back down at Ada’s Instagram feed.

“Why do you care so much about this woman, Scarlett?” Dylan asks softly, startling me. I was so absorbed in my own thoughts, I’d almost forgotten he was there. “Why were you so desperate to find her?”

I look up from my phone warily. I can’t tell him the whole truth, but I can at least tell him part of it, and he’s watching me so intently that, all of a sudden, I realize I want to. Or in someone. And Dylan Fraser is the only one who asked, so…

“My mum went missing too,” I say stiffly. “She was never found. So people suddenly disappearing is… it’s a bit of a thing for me.”

I think about the week I moved here, when I was in the middle of organizing my stuff in the new house, when I realized I hadn’t heard from Dad in a while. When he still wasn’t answering his phone a few hours later, I abandoned my unpacking and got the next train back to London, arriving in such a state of panic I could barely tell the taxi driver the right address. Of course, when I got there, Dad was absolutely fine — his phone had broken, he said, and he hadn’t got the replacement yet — but my nerves were so shot I ended up staying with him for a while, delaying my move just so I could be absolutely certain he wasn’t going to disappear on me.

Like Mum did.

Most people don’t know what to say when I tell them about Mum. They get all awkward and embarrassed, and I always end up wanting to apologize, as if I’ve done something wrong. Which is why I normally keep this particular nugget of information to myself.

Just this once, though, I’ve allowed myself to confide in someone, and I brace myself for what I know comes next. The horrified expression. The regret for having asked. The way his expression will change, and the moment he stops seeing me as simply Scarlett, and starts seeing me as Poor Scarlett — The Girl Whose Mum Disappeared.

I’ve always hated Poor Scarlett, so I’m beyond relieved when Dylan does none of the things I’ve learned to expect, and instead just nods in that serious way of his.

“Well, that certainly helps explain it,” he says, as if we’re discussing something as simple as the weather. “That explains a lot.”

Our eyes meet, and something unspoken passes between us.

Do you want to talk about it?

No.

I wait for him to press on, anyway. To tell me how sorry he is — or, worse, to start prodding me for all the gory details, as if my tragedy is some kind of made-for-TV drama he wants to catch up on — but he surprises me again by somehow instinctively knowing I’ve said all I want to say about this topic.

For now.

There’s another slow beat of silence, then Dylan reaches forward and picks up the keys of the station.

“Come on then, Trouble,” he says. “Let’s go and find ourselves a sheep.”








  
  
  Chapter 15

  
  




It’s four hours later, and there’s still no sign of Edna.

Thanks to Dylan and the short, motivational speech he makes at the war memorial, it seems like half of the village has joined in the search, much to the relief of Jimmy, who’s had to retreat to the pub to calm himself down.

“I havenae seen anything like it since yon Lexie burned down the village hall and blamed it on Emerald,” says Tam, who normally drives the Heather Bay bus, but who has apparently decided his passengers can find their own way to their destinations today. “The whole village turned out then too, to try to put out the fire.”

“That’s very inspirational, Tam,” I reply, not knowing quite what to say to this.

“Aye, there’s nothin’ like a good burnin’ tae bring folk together,” says Tam cheerfully, before wandering off to rejoin the search. I tag along behind Dylan, who’s leading another small group of searchers, but by the time dusk starts to settle on the town (Which is early at this time of year), and we’ve all regrouped back in the town square, Edna is still nowhere to be found.

“Right, everyone,” shouts Bella McGowan through a megaphone I’m sure she’s borrowed from Jimmy. “I’ve just had a text from Emerald Taylor. She says everyone’s to come along to The ‘39 for a feed. It’s on the house, apparently.”

There’s a murmur of appreciation at this, which I can’t help but join in. The ‘39 is by far the best restaurant in Heather Bay. Sitting on the banks of Loch Keld, about half a mile from my house, it’s part of the distillery of the same name, and it’s owned by Jack Buchanan, local landowner (For which read: rich), and the man I would probably have married by now if Emerald hadn’t got in first.

Still, a free meal is a free meal, right?

“It’s strange,” Dylan frowns as we get back into the police car for the short drive to the restaurant. “I was sure she’d have turned up by now.”

“Do you think she really has been stolen, then?” I ask, the image of a blonde woman who looks exactly like Ada Valentine flashing into my mind. “I mean, I’m pretty sure the government wouldn’t have much use for her, but sheep rustling’s a thing, isn’t it?”

“It is,” agrees Dylan, steering the car out onto the High Street. “But it’s normally done by organized gangs at night, not by lone women in broad daylight, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

I consider this. If the woman — Ada — Jimmy saw with Edna really did take her, then she presumably didn’t think it through very well, did she? All the same…

“So, you’re definitely not interested in speaking to A… to the woman Jimmy saw?” I venture, not daring to look at him.

Dylan gives a theatrical sigh.

“If I happen to see someone meeting that description, then aye, I’ll speak to her,” he says, sounding much more like his usual prickly self. “But as a potential witness, not as a suspect. I don’t think Edna’s been stolen. I think it’s more likely she’s just wandered further afield than we’ve been able to search, and that’s going to be a problem for Jimmy, because we can’t exactly start combing the mountains for a sheep, no matter how valuable he says she is.”

I fall silent as the implication behind his words hits me. We’ve left the town now, and are driving towards the loch, the silvery water gleaming in the fading light. Behind it, the mountains rear up; beautiful but deadly to those who get lost up there. I might only have lived in the Highlands for a short time, but even I know how dangerous these peaks can be. It’s not long since Emerald Taylor had to be airlifted off Westward Tor, the highest of the southern range, but there are countless stories of hikers who weren’t so lucky over the years. I know my mum wasn’t one of them — she disappeared near the coast, not in the hills — but, even so, the thought that Edna might be out there somewhere, and never be found, makes my blood run suddenly cold.

“We can’t just give up, Dylan,” I say urgently, twisting in my seat to face him. “We have to find her. We can’t leave her out there. Jimmy would never be able to cope if she doesn’t come back. If he never finds out what happened to her.”

This is ridiculous. Pull yourself together, Scarlett, this is a sheep we’re talking about, not a person. It’s not Ada. It’s not your mum. You have to let it go.

That’s what I expect him to say. Instead, he remains silent as he pulls into a parking spot outside The ‘39, and switches off the engine.

“I want to find Edna as much as you do, Scarlett,” he says at last. “But we have to be realistic about this. We’ve searched for hours today. We’ve covered a fair old distance, and we haven’t found her. If she’s not near town, she has to be in the hills, or in the forest, and those places are going to be much harder to search, especially with a storm coming in.”

He looks out of the car window and up at the sky, which looks exactly the same as it always does to me.

Tell me you’re not an outdoors girl without telling me you’re not an outdoors girl.

“Sheep go missing all the time,” he says gently. “It’s very sad, I know, but it’s too dangerous to expect people to go out into the hills looking for them. I just can’t do it, Scarlett, I’m sorry.”

“What about mountain rescue?” I ask stubbornly. “That’s what they’re there for, isn’t it? Or… doesn’t Jack Buchanan have a helicopter? Couldn’t we ask him to—”

“Scarlett.”

“You never know, he might do it. He’s put on food for the searchers, maybe he’d want to—”

“Scarlett.”

His tone isn’t unkind, but it has a sense of finality about it that I really don’t like, and as he turns to face me, I’m not able to hide my disappointment.

“Hey,” Dylan says gently, his eyes registering concern. “Don’t be upset. She could well just turn up on her own, you know. She probably will, in fact. Look at Maureen. Or Pauline. Or Geraldine, or whatever nonsense name Jimmy has for those beasts of his. She came back, didn’t she? Well, maybe Edna will be the same. She’s a terrible singer, but she is pretty sharp. For a sheep, anyway.”

His hand twitches as if he’s going to reach out to comfort me, then he changes his mind at the last second.

“You can’t fix everything, Scarlett,” he says quietly. “I know it would be nice if you could, but—”

There’s no need for him to finish that sentence, but, more importantly, I don’t want him to. Suddenly, not hearing the end of that sentence is my main priority in life, so I cut him off by opening the car door and getting out into the drizzle. I feel a bit bad about it — I mean, the guy was trying to be nice, after all. But he was also trying to tell me something I don’t want to hear, and my usual method of dealing with things I don’t want to hear is to completely ignore them.

Because that’ll work. Not.

“Are you coming, then?” I say, leaning back into the car, and trying not to sound too irritated.

Dylan simply nods understandingly (I bet he’s still thinking about what I told him about Mum and making allowances for me. I knew I shouldn’t have let my guard down with that…) and gets out to join me.

“Okay,” he says, sounding a bit like a man who’s just been condemned to death. “Let’s get this over with, then.”

Charming.




* * *




The ‘39 is normally pretty quiet at this time of year, but tonight it’s packed, the usual, sophisticated clientele replaced by a bunch of sheep-hunting villagers in waterproof clothing. The moisture we’ve brought in with us from outdoors has started to steam up the windows, and there’s a bit of a wartime spirit — or what I imagine to be one, anyway — about the place, all of us bonded together by our common goal: finding Edna. Even McTavish is here, which, considering how salty he still is about Jimmy and his curse, is really saying something.

The food Jack and Emerald have provided for the search party is laid out, buffet-style, on a long table at one end of the room. It’s just standard fare, like pasta and chips, rather than the restaurant’s usual haute cuisine, but we all fall on it hungrily, because, as Tam the bus driver rightly observes, we can’t help Edna if we’re starving, can we?

Dylan and I grab plates of food then sit down opposite each other at a table by the windows, which are the floor-to-ceiling type which basically turn the restaurant into a large glass box perched above the loch. I have to hand it to Jack and his team; it would be incredibly romantic — if only my companion and I actually liked each other.

After everything that’s happened today, though, it’s like we suddenly don’t know how to act around each other. Just two days ago, we confidently declared ourselves enemies for life. But then there was the conversation in the car, the strange fact of me opening up to him about Mum — which I never, ever do — and the way he had to stop himself from reaching out to me when he saw I was upset.

Something has changed between us. It’s subtle, but undeniable. And it makes it almost impossible for us to sit and have a meal together, like some weird parody of a couple on a date.

“So,” says Dylan stiffly, once the silence between us has become too big to ignore. “You never did tell me what brought you to Heather Bay. No offense, but you seem more like a London girl to me.”

This is another subject that falls under the Things I Don’t Want to Talk About banner, but I seize upon it gratefully, relieved to be talking about something, rather than just awkwardly pushing my pasta around the plate and trying to avoid making eye contact with the man opposite me.

“Oh, I am,” I reply honestly. “I’ve lived in London my entire life. Well, up until I moved here, anyway.”

“That’s quite a change of scenery. You don’t like doing things by halves, do you?”

“Nope. Not my style.”

I pause to take a bite of my pasta.

“We always used to come here on holiday when I was younger,” I go on, ignoring the knot that always appears in my stomach when I think about the Before. “My parents and I, I mean. My cousin Finn — well, you know Finn, obviously — lived here with my aunt and uncle, so we’d come up to visit them every year. We’d stay at the Windsong. I only just remembered that when I went there yesterday, actually.”

I frown, the delicious pasta suddenly turning to cardboard in my mouth. I’m half expecting Dylan to make some kind of jibe about my little escapade up on the hill, but he just nods, his silence giving me the confidence to go on.

“I don’t remember much, to be honest,” I say, a little wistfully. “But the memories I do have are some of the happiest of my life. From… well, from when my mum was still here. I know it’s probably weird to want to come back to the place she disappeared — my dad thinks it is, for sure — but I guess it’s just where I feel closer to her. I know that’s stupid.”

“It’s not stupid,” says Dylan softly. “It makes a lot of sense, actually. Do you… do you think you’re maybe hoping you’ll find her? If you stay close to the place she vanished?”

I blink rapidly before answering him.

“No. I mean yes. I mean… I don’t think there’s any chance of that,” I say, refusing to meet his eyes. “It’s been almost twenty years. If she was going to turn up, it would’ve happened by now. That’s what Dad says, anyway. And I guess he’s right. Mum’s not coming back: I’ve accepted that. But Edna still could. Which is why we need to keep on searching for her, Dylan. We can’t just give up after a few hours. What kind of detective duo would we be if we gave up without even making a Crazy Wall? Or getting you put off the case?”

I’m doing my very best to lighten the mood before we stray into Poor Scarlett territory here, but Dylan obviously isn’t a man whose mood can be easily lightened.

I should have guessed that about him.

“Ach, I should never have let you join in this stupid search,” he says bitterly, putting his cutlery back down on the table. “It was thoughtless of me. I’m sorry, Scarlett, I really am. This must bring back so many memories for you. Your mum. There must have been a search like this for her, when—”

He pauses, delicately, and I allow myself to look at him.

“That’s just it,” I say, wondering why I’m about to tell him this, but plunging ahead anyway. “It doesn’t. Bring back memories, I mean.”

I look over his shoulder at the castle in the loch. It looks like it’s floating there, the island beneath it fading into the blackness of the water.

“I don’t really remember anything about that time,” I admit, fiddling with the edge of the tablecloth. “The shrink I saw after it happened said that was normal — just its way of protecting itself, I suppose — but it’s pretty weird not being able to remember something so important. Really weird, actually.”

“What do you remember?” he asks carefully.

The sun has set by now, the castle on its island replaced by an inky nothingness that makes me feel suddenly cold.

“I remember the night she vanished,” I tell him, surprising myself. “Or bits of it. She’d been arguing with Dad, I think. We were at the lighthouse — you know, the one at Juniper Point?”

Dylan nods, and I stop, the memory rushing at me like something that wants to do me harm.

Not arguing, but fighting. Not talking, but screaming. Not even looking back as she ran towards the cliffs, her long hair streaming out behind her.

Not coming back.

“There was a storm that night,” I go on slowly, my memory valiantly playing connect-the-dots. “A bad one. The rain started when we were still there. I remember how dark it got; like night. When she didn’t come back, it was assumed that she must have gone into the water. It would’ve been easy enough to do, I suppose. It’s a steep drop, and it would’ve been pitch dark. She probably didn’t even know how close she was to the edge.”

I manage to say this as matter-of-factly as if I’m talking about someone else, and not my own mother.

Don’t worry, she’ll be back soon, Dad said, his face tight with anger as he turned his back on her and started to take down the tent. She always comes back.

But she wasn’t. And now that I’m starting to remember what that felt like, I find myself wondering how I could ever have forgotten.

“You must have been here, though, when it happened,” I say suddenly, looking up at Dylan. “Don’t you remember hearing about it? I mean, you’re right: I guess there must have been some kind of search? It must have been big news at the time?”

“I wasn’t here,” he says, shaking his head with something that looks like regret. “My mum and I left town when I was 15. Quite suddenly, in fact. My dad… well, he wasn’t a good man, let’s put it that way. One afternoon I came home and Mum had packed all of our things while he was at work — or at the pub, more like. We got the bus to Fort William, then the train to Glasgow, and that was that.”

“Oh. Right.”

I really wish I had something more eloquent to say to him. Anything, really, rather than the two stupidly inadequate words that come out of my mouth. But then I look at the closed expression on Dylan’s face as he refills his water glass, and I know he doesn’t want my sympathy. He doesn’t want to be Poor Dylan any more than I want to be Poor Scarlett, and that makes me like him a little more.

“Did you ever see him again?” I ask, when I judge that enough time has passed for this to be an acceptable question. “Your dad?”

“Och, aye,” he says, digging back into the mound of pasta on his plate. “My mam would send me up on the train every so often. And it would start off just fine, but after a few days he’d be back propping up the bar of the local pub, and I’d end up sleeping on one of my mates’ floors until it was time to go back home. After a while, I just stopped bothering.”

“And… now?”

“Dead,” he says bluntly. “A few years ago now. Liver failure, unsurprisingly. That’s why I came back here, actually. He left me his house. And his debts, as a matter of fact.”

He says it as if it doesn’t matter, but the clipped, matter-of-fact way he’s talking about it tells me it definitely does. He’s just trying to hide it — and I know because I do the same thing myself.

“I’m sorry,” I say weakly, unable to think of a more appropriate response.

“Don’t be,” he replies, shrugging. “That’s life, isn’t it? People die, sheep go missing, bad things happen all the time. There’s not a whole lot you can do about it.”

“I don’t think you believe that for a second,” I tell him boldly. “You’re a cop, after all. You presumably have at least some interest in stopping the bad things from happening? Don’t you?”

“D’you want some more pasta?” Dylan asks, ignoring my question as he gets up from the table. “I’m starving after all that fresh air.”

I shake my head mutely and watch as he makes his way over to the buffet, nodding and smiling at the other diners as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.

I think I just found out what Dylan Fraser’s origin story is. And now I really want to know the rest of it.

It’s only as he reaches the buffet table and starts helping himself to a generous heap of pasta that I realize I didn’t actually tell him when Mum went missing.

So how did he know he wasn’t here?
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I’m just trying to figure out how to ask Dylan how he knew when my mum disappeared (Other than just blurting it out, which is what I’ll probably go for…) when there’s a disturbance in the force, and I turn around to find Emerald hovering awkwardly behind me.

“Hi Scarlett,” she says, sounding a bit like she’s been practicing this line in her head before speaking. “How’s the food? Is there anything else I can get you?”

I smile up at her. I actually like Emerald, but ever since the incident when she briefly pretended to be me — for reasons that still don’t make a lot of sense to me, even though she’s tried to explain them at least 171 times now — she’s always been a little wary of me, as if she’s expecting me to bring the whole thing up again, and tell her I’m furious about it.

I’m not, though. I never was. Like I said, I’d probably have done the same thing if I was her; and she might be catastrophe-prone, but she’s always entertaining, so, seeing Dylan deep in conversation with Jimmy over by the buffet, I gesture towards his empty seat with my fork, my mouth still full of pasta.

“It’s amazing,” I say, swallowing at last. “Thanks for doing this, Emerald. It’s really good of you.”

“Oh, it was Jack’s idea,” she says, sinking wearily into the seat. “We heard about Edna and we wanted to help. Jack thought food was probably the best way to do it.”

“He thought right,” I tell her gratefully. “It’s been a long day.”

“I bet.” She tucks a lock of her long red hair behind her ear, and glances down the room curiously.

“Is that Dylan Fraser you’re with?” she asks. “I didn’t know you knew him.”

“Oh, I don’t,” I assure her quickly. “And I’m not with him either, really. I’m supposed to be interviewing him for the paper. But this whole Edna thing went down while we were right in the middle of it, so I tagged along. Do you know him?”

“He went to the same school as me and Lexie,” she says, nodding. “He was a bit older, though, so he didn’t really have much to do with us.”

My shoulders tense at the mention of Lexie Steele, who’s still not talking to me after all the news stories I wrote about her last year. I’m spared the trouble of responding, though, by Dylan, who chooses that moment to reappear at the table, closely followed by Jack Buchanan himself, who’s got his sleeves rolled up, as if he’s been helping in the kitchen.

“Oh, here, let me give you your seat back,” Emerald says to Dylan, jumping up. There’s a scrapping of chairs as they swap places, and once it’s over, I realize Dylan’s staring at Jack with the same hostile expression he normally reserves for me.

So I’m not the only person in town he can’t stand, then.

“Um, Jack, have you met Dylan Fraser yet?” Emerald says, having picked up on the change in atmosphere. “He’s taken over from Young Dougie after… well, you know.”

Jack smiles pleasantly and holds out his hand to Dylan, who shakes it as if he’s worried it might be contaminated. He just manages to stop short of wiping his hand on his trousers afterwards, and I lean back in my chair, sensing a story.

Well, well. This is unexpectedly interesting.

“I think we spoke on the phone a while back, actually,” Jack says, apparently oblivious to the fact that he’s made a new enemy. “There was an issue at the distillery that you were looking into for me?”

“I passed that on to a colleague back in Glasgow,” he says coolly. “So, no, we don’t know each other.”

And we never will,  his tone implies. I resist the impulse to reach for my notebook and take some notes.

“Er, okay. Are you settling in okay? How are you liking the job?”

Jack makes a valiant effort to steer the conversation back onto more normal grounds, but Dylan isn’t having it.

“Aye, well, it would be a lot better if it wasn’t for all the crazy drivers in their sports cars tearing up the roads and putting everyone’s life at risk,” he replies, his stare clearly — and not totally unfairly, it has to be said — accusing Jack of being the crazy driver in question.

There’s a tense silence, during which I try to kick Dylan under the table, only to get Emerald’s ankle instead. She looks at me, wounded, and I briefly consider kicking myself, too.

It would be fair to say this is not going well.

“Jack’s driving has been much better, lately,” Emerald says defensively, and before Dylan can release the sarcastic reply I can see hovering on his lips, I jump in to try to rescue the situation.

“Did you know Jack is the owner of this restaurant, Dylan?” I ask brightly, frantically trying to send one of those play nice with the guy who just bought you dinner signals with my eyes. “So he’s the person who donated all this lovely food to the Edna effort. Wasn’t that nice of him? Mmm, it’s so yummy!”

I pick up my fork and pretend to be scooping something off my now empty plate with it, while everyone watches, probably wondering why I’m addressing the local policeman as if he’s a toddler who’s refusing to eat his dinner unless his mum pretends it’s a choo-choo train.

“Aye,” Dylan says reluctantly. “Very nice. Appreciate it.”

He nods stiffly, and, after a moment, Jack returns the gesture.

Truce.

Well, kind of.

“So, will you be heading back out to search tomorrow again?” asks Emerald, bravely rising to the challenge of changing the subject. “Or will the weather be too bad, do you think? Dad says there’s a storm brewing.”

“Aye, I think so, too,” Dylan replies, glancing out of the window behind him. “And Edna could be anywhere by now, so unless it holds off for a few more days, I’m afraid it’s not looking good for her, more’s the pity.”

“You don’t have any leads?” asks Jack, who’s obviously been watching the same detective shows as me. “Jimmy said he thinks someone might have taken her?”

“No,” says Dylan decisively.

“Yes,” I put in immediately. “We do have a lead, actually. Jimmy saw Edna with a woman. A blonde one, in a yellow jacket. Like this.”

I pull out my phone and show them the photo on Ada’s grid; just, you know, in case they don’t know what a yellow jacket is.

“We don’t know that jacket’s anything like the one the woman Jimmy saw was wearing,” Dylan begins, but, to my surprise, Emerald reaches over him and takes the phone from me, looking at it curiously.

“Hang on,” she says, looking at Jack excitedly. “Wasn’t this woman in here yesterday? Remember the one who asked for directions? The server didn’t have a clue, so she came to get me instead. I remember this jacket. It’s a bit hard to miss it.”

Jack looks obediently at the photo, then shrugs noncommittally.

“I’m not sure,” he says. “She’s got her back to the camera in this. All we can see is her jacket and hair. How do you know it’s the same person?”

“Exactly,” says Dylan, with the air of a man who’s being forced to temporarily side with his mortal enemy in order to see off an even greater threat. 

I take the phone from Emerald and scroll through it until I find one of Ada’s many selfies, which I show them both.

“That’s definitely her,” Emerald says. “Wait. Isn’t she that influencer Mum’s always going on about? The one who makes the green chicken?”

I nod. Dylan scowls. 

“I’ve told you, Scarlett, there’s literally nothing to suggest this woman was involved in Edna’s disappearance,” he says firmly.  “This is ridiculous.” “Actually, wait a minute,” says Jack, his brow creasing as he takes the phone from Emerald. “I think I do remember this woman. Or I remember you mentioning her, anyway, Emerald. Wasn’t she trying to get to Puffin Cove?”

I strongly suspect he’s just saying this to try to get one over on Dylan, but I smile at him gratefully. Dylan, however, definitely isn’t smiling.

“Puffin Cove?” he asks doubtfully? Are you sure? It’s a very long hike to get there, especially in this weather.”

“What’s Puffin Cove?” I ask, looking from Jack to Emerald, and finally landing on Dylan. “Or where is it, rather?”

“It’s a beach, a few miles north of here,” says Emerald, looking worried. “It’s beautiful, but not exactly accessible. You can only get so far by car, then you have to go the rest of the way on foot. Some hardy souls like it because it’s so remote, but I’ve always thought it looks a bit bleak, personally.” She pulls the long cardigan she’s wearing around herself, protectively. “It’s not really somewhere I’d choose to go at this time of year.”

“No, me neither,” says Dylan grimly. “No one in their right mind would try to get there at this time of year. You must have misheard her, Emerald.”

“If she says the woman was going to Puffin Cove, then that’s where she was going,” Jack says hotly, leaping to his girlfriend’s defense. I hardly hear him, though, because Dylan’s words are still ringing in my mind.

What if Ada wasn’t in her right mind when she decided to hike to Puffin Cove? What if she was upset about something? Like a nasty message she got from a troll, say? Or from me, more accurately?

“She’d have had to hike all the way there,” Dylan says, looking like he’s personally offended by the idea. Or by the person presenting the idea, more like. “And camp overnight, too. You can’t get there and back in a day.”

“People camp there all the time,” Jack points out. “It’s still quite popular in summer.”

“Only in summer, and only if you count three people and a dog as ‘popular’,” Dylan replies, as if he’s determined to contradict everything anyone says. I can feel the sense of connection I had with him earlier slipping away by the second. “Not in winter, and definitely not in this weather. So if this woman of yours really did go there, I’ve a feeling it’s not just a sheep we’re going to have to be searching for.”

“Bit pessimistic, don’t you think?” Jack counters. He has his arm around Emerald’s waist now and is looking at Dylan as if he’s considering challenging him to a duel. “She could be an experienced hiker, for all we know. She might go there all the time. I was thinking of taking Emerald there, actually.”

Emerald looks horrified at this.

“Then you’d be as stupid as this hiker is, then,” replies Dylan bluntly. “Let me know when you’re going, will you, so I can have the search party on standby.”

Shots fired.

“I’m perfectly capable of walking to a beach, thanks,” says Jack hotly. “So I don’t think we’ll be needing your help, thanks, officer.”

“I’m certain that’s where she said she was going,” Emerald interjects hurriedly, before Dylan can return fire. “She said she’d get a taxi as far as she could, then hike the rest of the way. I remember now. I gave her McTavish’s number — he’s still driving for Uber on the side. You could check with him and find out whether she called him or not?”

Dylan shrugs dismissively.

“I could,” he says, reaching for his police hat, which is sitting on the table, and putting it back on, as if to indicate he was done trying to reason with us all. “But I can’t see any reason to. It’d be foolish to try to hike that far with a storm coming in, but it’s not illegal, so it’s not really my place to try to stop her. Anyway, thanks for the meal, but I best be getting on; I still have paperwork to deal with back at the station. I’ll give you a lift home, Scarlett.”

With that, he turns and heads for the door, leaving me to smile apologetically at Emerald and Jack, who look totally nonplussed. I’m not exactly thrilled to have been ordered home by Dylan, but I don’t fancy walking back along the unlit road that winds round the banks of the loch, so I grab my coat and follow him out, waiting until we’re safely back in the car before I turn to him, annoyed.

“What was that about?” I ask as soon as the car door closes behind him.

“What was what about?”

He puts the car in gear and reverses out of the parking spot, his eyes carefully avoiding mine.

“That,” I say, gesturing vaguely with my hands. “You and Jack doing your best to prove who can be the biggest dick. Oh, you won, by the way,” I add. “And that’s not a compliment before you start feeling flattered.”

Dylan says nothing, but he adjusts his hands slightly so they’re exactly on 9 and 3, then pulls out onto the loch road, heading for my house.

“Well?” I demand, determined not to let this go. “Are you going to tell me what you’ve got against him? Is it that you think he’s an outsider, too, like me? Because I know his family has always owned most of the land here, but he didn’t move back until a few years ago, did he? Is that it? Or… oh my God. Is it Emerald? Are you into her? Are you jealous of him?”

I think of the way he reacted when he was introduced to Heather Bay’s richest man. Jack did his best not to rise to Dylan’s bait, but the tension between them was undeniable, and I think I’ve worked out what it was about, too.

Emerald. Again. I should maybe have taken a stronger stand on the whole “impostor” thing when I had the chance.

“I’m not jealous of Jack Buchanan,” Dylan says testily. “And I’m not ‘into’ Emerald, either. I hardly even know her. I just hate drivers who speed, that’s all.”

“And rich people?” I venture boldly. “And ‘outsiders’? And Sassenachs? You hate quite a lot of people, don’t you? Doesn’t it get exhausting?”

We’re almost at the house now, and Dylan stays silent, his jaw set and his knuckles tight, until he’s pulled up outside the house and puts the handbrake on, with an extra hard yank, as if to demonstrate the safety of his own driving.

“I don’t hate anyone,” Scarlett, he says at last, turning to look at me. “No one at all. Not Jack Buchanan, not rich people, not ‘outsiders’. Not even you, no matter how hard you try to push me that way.”

The police car seems to shrink around us again, and I’m uncomfortably aware of how closely placed the two front seats are. And how inconveniently attractive he is, if you’re willing to ignore the glaring personality flaws. I’m not willing to ignore them, just for the record, but that doesn’t mean I can’t briefly pause to appreciate his strong hands on the steering wheel, or the dark eyes fringed with indecently thick lashes.

That shouldn’t really be allowed, should it? For him to look so good, but be so utterly infuriating at all times, almost as if it’s on purpose. Earlier today, I thought we were starting to get over our initial dislike for each other, but his behavior at the restaurant tonight was so unrepentantly twattish that it will take more than a sexy pair of hands to make up for it.

And I don’t want to like him, anyway. Because he’s annoying. And because something about him makes me want to keep on spilling my guts to him about mum, which is… weird.

“You do hate me,” I insist weakly. “And I hate you back. That’s the deal, right?”

Dylan sighs wearily.

“Whatever makes you happy, Scarlett. I aim to please.”

He definitely doesn’t, but I let that one slide.

“What would make me happy would be finding Edna,” I say firmly. “Tomorrow. I’ll come to the station, and we can start from there? And you can maybe try your best not to insult anyone this time?”

Dylan shakes his head, his hands still clenched on the steering wheel.

“I told you,” he says, refusing to meet my gaze. “It’s not going to be safe to search the hills in this weather, and that’s where she must be by now. We’d be crazy to even try.”

“Then I guess I must be crazy,” I say obstinately.

His eyes flick towards me, their message clear.

“I guess you must,” he says, just in case I didn’t get it.

When I get out of the car, I make sure I slam the door as hard as I possibly can.








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




The first item on my agenda the next morning is to call McTavish and ask him if the woman Emerald saw actually did get in touch with him. First, though, I need to speak to Hamish and make sure he’s okay with me following up this Edna story, so I go straight to the office, ignoring the vaguely hostile glance I get from Katie as I head for Hamish’s desk.

“Aye, of course we’ll be doing something on the search for Edna,” my boss says when I ask him if I can head straight back out as soon as I’ve called McTavish. “I’ve already had Jimmy on the phone. He was in a right state, poor soul.”

“I’m not surprised,” I reply, remembering Dylan’s pessimistic views of our chances of finding the missing sheep. “It was weird seeing him without her by his side yesterday. He must feel like he’s missing a limb.”

“Well, if you think you can get us something more on it,” Hamish says, “I’ve no problem with you being out of the office. Mind ye’ve got that Pies, Peas and Bingo piece to write too, though.”

“On it,” I tell him, crossing my fingers behind my back. “Let me just make a quick call, then I’ll be off.”

I sit down at my desk to call McTavish, but before I can dial the number, something catches my eye.

There on my desk is a cookie. A large, perfect, chocolate-chip cookie, which looks exactly like the ones Dylan gave me yesterday.

“Did you leave this here?” I ask Hamish accusingly. He shakes his head, shrugging, and Katie pointedly turns her back on me when I ask her the same question, so that leaves only one suspect.

Dylan.

Did he seriously come in here and leave me a cookie?

I pick it up and take a tentative bite.

Oh my God, it’s good.

Which means it’s definitely one of his.

Which means…. I don’t even know what it means. A peace offering, I suppose. A very tasty, completely irresistible one.

That’s not fair.

I polish it off in a few more bites, then dial McTavish’s number, determinedly pushing Dylan and his cookies to the back of my mind. I have no time to think about that now. I have a sheep and an influencer to find, and Dylan’s made it clear that he’s not interested in helping me with either, so I guess I’m on my own. Even more so when McTavish fails to pick up the phone when I call him.

Dammit. Looks like I’m going to have to go and see him, then.

I say a quick goodbye to Hamish and pretend not to notice the evil look Katie gives me as I sweep past her at reception on my way out. I drove to work this morning, knowing I might need the car for later, and it doesn’t take me long to drive to the McTavish farm, which is a slightly ramshackle collection of buildings grouped around an old stone farmhouse on the outskirts of the town. McTavish started running a taxi service in his spare time a couple of years ago, to make some much-needed extra cash, and his rusty old Volvo is parked outside one of the barns, McTavish himself standing next to it with…

Oh, for fuck’s sake, not again…

…Dylan.

“What are you doing here?” I say without preamble as I march up to them, my heeled boots sinking into the mud which covers the farmyard. At least I hope it’s just mud.

“Good morning to you, too,” says Dylan, his mouth a thin line of annoyance. “And I could ask you the same thing.”

McTavish coughs ostentatiously, clearly not wanting to be caught in the middle of an argument, and I turn to smile at him, deliberately turning my back on Dylan in the process.

“Hi, McTavish,” I say, rummaging in my bag for my phone. “Sorry to bother you. I was just wondering if you’d seen this woman? Emerald said—”

“Hang on,” interrupts Dylan, reaching over my shoulder and plucking the phone from my grasp. “I thought we agreed you were going to drop this nonsense and leave the police work to me?”

I scowl at him furiously.

“‘We’ didn’t agree anything,” I point out, reaching for my phone. “I don’t think we’ve ever agreed, actually. About anything. And you said you weren’t interested in trying to find Ada — Edna, I mean — so it looks like I’m going to have to do it for you.”

“I did not say I wasn’t interested,” he retorts, holding the phone out of my reach, so I’m forced to stand on my toes to try to grab it. “Stop putting words into my mouth, Scarlett. You work for the Gazette, not The Sun. I said it was too dangerous to go searching the mountains, that’s all. And I was right, too; just look at the weather.”

It’s true that it is windier than usual. The clouds were so low this morning that I couldn’t even see the mountains from my balcony, and the sky is an ominous shade of gray that makes it impossible to tell where the sea ends and the clouds begin.

But it’s the Highlands. It’s often like that here, so I simply hold out my hand for the phone, unimpressed.

“Thanks for the weather report,” I say. “Now, can I have my phone back, please? I’ve got things I have to do, even if you don’t.”

“I’ve actually got things tae do as well,” McTavish interjects, but Dylan ignores him, holding my precious phone above my head and grinning in a way that makes me want to rugby tackle him for it.

“Give it to me!”

“Take it.”

He dangles it at arm’s length, forcing me to do a set of little jumps as I try to reach it.

“For God’s sake, man,” McTavish says wearily. “Just give her the phone, would ye? Ye’re both here to ask me the same thing, anyway. There’s nae need to have a stooshie about it.”

“What?” I stop jumping and look at Dylan through narrowed eyes. “You’re here to ask McTavish about Ada? Are you serious?”

“I’m not here to ask about Ada,” he says defensively, his dark eyes flashing. “I’ve told you, I don’t care about this influencer nonsense of yours. I’m just following up on the lead Emerald gave us — gave me — on the woman in the yellow jacket. Just on the off chance that she saw where Edna went.”

“Aha!” I cross my arms triumphantly. “So you do think it might be important — you were just too pig-headed to admit it last night. I knew it!”

Gotchya.

“I don’t think it’s even remotely important,” Dylan insists stubbornly. “I think it’s very unlikely to tell us anything at all, in fact. I’m just doing my job, that’s all. Which is what you should be doing too.”

“Oh, you… you…”

I can’t think of a word bad enough for what I’m thinking about him right now, so I abandon the attempt to articulate myself in favor of lunging suddenly for my phone, a low growl I didn’t know I was capable of making coming from my mouth as I go.

Dylan jerks abruptly back, revealing reflexes that would be quite impressive if I had time to notice them. Unfortunately for me, though, the mud under my heels is much slippier than I’d bargained for, and instead of simply grabbing the handset at the speed of light, like I’d intended, I go flailing forward, my feet flying out from under me, and the throaty growl turning into a high-pitched squeal as I topple face-first towards the mud.

The ground comes flying up to meet me, my hands coming up instinctively to protect my face.

I brace for impact, but instead, there’s just a soft jolt as a pair of hands reach out, grabbing me just in time to stop me crashing to the ground.

Please let it be McTavish. Please, God, let McTavish be the one who caught me.

“Shit, that was close. Are you okay? Scarlett? Look at me.”

It’s not McTavish, obviously.

Instead, I look up, and find myself staring straight into a pair of soft brown eyes, which, now that I’m seeing them up close, are actually more gold than anything else — and really quite beautiful, actually.

Good job I’m already lying down.

“Are you okay?” he asks again, and I struggle my way out of his arms and onto my feet, cringing as I look down at my coat and see the mud splattered over the front of it.

The dry cleaners will be having an excellent week, thanks to my newfound ability to ruin coats.

“I’m fine,” I tell him, rubbing briskly at the mud, and succeeding only in spreading it even further. My cheeks are hot with humiliation and I don’t want to look up and see him laughing at me, so I keep on rubbing while I try to regain my composure.

“Thanks, by the way,” I mutter at last, still not looking at him.

“Welcome,” he replies indifferently.

“That was right romantic, so it was,” McTavish sighs from somewhere off to my left. “The way ye just leapt forward to catch her, Fraser, all in a panic. It was like ye thought ye were savin’ her life.”

“My hero, I’m sure,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm as I straighten up at last. “What would I do without you, Officer Fraser?”

“Well, you’d either have a broken nose, or you’d still be stuck in a rubbish bin,” Dylan retorts, his cheeks flushed slightly. “So a wee bit of gratitude wouldn’t go amiss, don’t you think?”

“A rubbish bin?” asks McTavish. “What’s that ye say?”

“Look, I said I was grateful,” I say testily. “And I am. I might be ‘crazy’ according to you, but at least I’m not rude, like some people I could mention.”

“That’s no way to talk about Jack Buchanan,” he replies, smirking.

God, he’s infuriating.

I raise my hands to my mouth and pretend to be stifling the scream of frustration I’d dearly love to utter, and McTavish steps between us, like he’s about to referee a boxing match.

“I’d love to stand and watch you two argue all day,” he says, “But I have to pick up Bella and take her to the bingo, so ye can either come with me, or ye can get back in yer cars and go home. Up to you.”

With this, he gets into the driver’s seat of the Volvo and switches on the engine. Dylan and I look warily at each other before both leaping forward at the same time.

“Shotgun!” I yell, scrabbling for the passenger side door.

“Home,” Dylan orders, slamming it shut again. “Or work, or wherever else you can go right now to get yourself out of my hair. I mean it, Scarlett. This has nothing to do with you, and you’re not getting in on it.”

“I’m covering the story about Edna, and the effort to find her,” I point out, trying not to think about the way his body’s pressed against mine as he continues to hold the door closed from his position behind him. “It’s in the public interest. And I still haven’t finished my profile on you, either. This could be your big chance to make yourself look competent for once.”

I feel, rather than see, him consider this. Then the driver’s window comes down, and McTavish’s head appears through it.

“Neither one o’ ye’s getting shotgun,” he says firmly. “But if ye dinnae make up yer minds soon, I’m driving away without either o’ ye.”

And that’s how I come to find myself squeezed up against Dylan Fraser in the back seat of McTavish’s car, as we drive down the hill back to town.
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Dylan and I spend over an hour with McTavish, during which he delivers around half a dozen passengers to various locations around town and provides us with an encyclopedic level of knowledge about each of them.

And here was I thinking Shona McLaren was the biggest gossip in town.

“Aye, I did give this lass a lift,” he says at last, when he brings us back to the farm to collect our cars, and I finally have a chance to show him the photo of Ada on my phone. “Right pretty, she was. No’ a patch on my Mary, mind you, but still, a fine lookin’ lass.”

“We don’t even know this woman is the person we’re looking for,” Dylan says for what must be the twentieth time. “This all feels suspiciously like a wild goose chase to me, but if you could just tell me where you dropped her off, McTavish, I can check it off my list.”

“The car park for the Darroch range,” McTavish says immediately. “Said she was goin’ to hike to Puffin Cove. I tried to tell her it wisnae a good idea at this time o’ year —” he shakes his head disparagingly — “But she wisnae for listening. Said something about ‘The Devonia’, whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

Dylan frowns as he scribbles something in his notebook. I reach into my bag, thinking I should probably do the same, but the word McTavish just uttered is rattling uncomfortably around in my head, and I close my eyes instead, trying to summon the memory it seems to hold.

The Devonia. Where have I heard that before?

“And what was her name, this woman?” Dylan asks, bringing me abruptly back to the taxi.

“No idea,” McTavish shrugs. “I dinnae ask.”

“Aye, but she’d have booked on the app, surely? What name did she use?”

Dylan looks up at him, his pen poised above the notebook, but McTavish just looks confused.

“The app? What app?”

“The Uber app? It’s what people use to book a car?”

McTavish chuckles.

“Does this look like an official Uber to ye?” he asks, nodding towards the back window of the vehicle, where the word “Uber” has been scrawled on a piece of cardboard and taped to the window.

“Ach, I dinnae bother wi’ all that nonsense,” he goes on, looking suddenly worried. “Everyone in Heather Bay knows me. They just phone me if they want a lift somewhere, or else they stop me in the street. This blonde woman o’ yours, she flagged me down outside the town hall. I’m no’ in trouble, am I? I mean, I suppose I could get the app if I had to. It seems like a right faff, though.”

“You’re not in trouble,” Dylan assures him, snapping the notebook closed with a sigh. “Well, not with me, anyway. I don’t know what Uber would have to say about it, but that’s for them to worry about, I suppose. Can I take it this means you don’t have a card reader either, then? Or anything at all we could use to find out who this woman is?”

McTavish shakes his head.

“She paid cash,” he tells us. “Gave me a nice tip, too. I hope she’s okay. Ye dinnae think she’ll be in any danger, dae ye?”

We all look out of the car window at the sky, which now looks like a giant bruise, purple and black merging above us. The rain is falling steadily, too, and I give an involuntary shudder as I think of Ada trudging along some lonely mountain trail on her own.

This is not looking good for her — or Edna, for that matter.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Dylan says decisively. “I very much doubt she’ll have gone far in this. Probably changed her mind and turned back not long after you dropped her off, McTavish.”

“Well, let’s go and check,” I say, un-clipping my seat belt. “If it was Ada, then we know where she’s been staying. We can just drive up to the Windsong and speak to her. McTavish could take us, in fact. Couldn’t you McTavish?”

McTavish nods obligingly and I re-fasten my seatbelt, suddenly anxious at the thought of coming face to face with Ada at last — if she’s even there. Dylan, however, holds up a hand to stop me.

“No point,” he says shiftily, refusing to meet me in the eye. “I, er… I went there this morning, just before I came to see McTavish. She wasn’t there. Elsie said she hasn’t seen her since before she set out on her camping trip. She said she was starting to get a bit concerned, actually, which is why I came to see McTavish, here.”

I stare at him, open-mouthed.

Last night, he didn’t seem even remotely interested in either Ada or what she might be up to. But, first thing this morning, he asked two different people about her: which tells me a whole different story about where his mind is with this case.

“What’s going on?” I ask suspiciously. “Why are you really doing this? You said you weren’t going to check any of this out yesterday. You said it was ‘nonsense’. Twice.”

“And it probably is,” Dylan insists, still not looking at me. “But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t check it out, and I had a bit of time to kill this morning, so—”

“So you went to the Windsong to speak to Ada,” I finish for him. “And when she wasn’t there, you came to speak to McTavish, to find out if he’d dropped her off somewhere.”

“Aye, I did. What of it?”

He has the grace to look a little embarrassed to have been caught doing the exact thing — or things, plural — he’d said he absolutely wasn’t going to do. But I’m denied the pleasure of feeling even slightly triumphant about this because he’s just confirmed that Ada’s still missing. My heart suddenly feels like it’s trying to find a way out of my chest.

“Dylan, we’ve got to try to find her,” I say, my voice squeaky with sudden nerves. “She could be in real danger. She could be—”

“I have to get back to the station,” he says abruptly, opening his car door. “Thanks, McTavish, you’ve been really helpful. I’ll be in touch if there’s anything else.”

He gets out, ducking in the wind that almost blows him off his feet. The car door slams in my face when I try to follow him, and I pull my coat around me as I clamber out, my hair instantly blowing itself into a tangled mess.

Shit. Looks like there really is a storm blowing in, after all.

McTavish drives forward, taking his car into one of the barns for shelter, and I walk unsteadily over to where my own car is parked, the wind buffeting me as I go.

“I’ll see you back at the station, then?” I yell over to Dylan, who’s getting into the police car on the other side of the yard. My words, however, are whipped instantly away on the breeze, and he either doesn’t hear me, or chooses to ignore me.

Probably the latter, knowing him.

“Fine,” I mutter to myself as I sink into the driver’s seat, grateful to be out of the cold. “Have it your way. But if you think you’re getting rid of me that easily, I’m afraid you’re in for a surprise.”




* * *




“We have to call Mountain Rescue.”

I walk into Dylan’s office at the station a few minutes later and hang my coat behind the door before taking a seat opposite his desk.

“Er, hello to you, too, Scarlett.”

He can only have got here a few minutes before I did, but Dylan’s already deep in a pile of paperwork, which he looks up from with his characteristic scowl when I interrupt him.

“Mountain Rescue,” I repeat, leaning over to push the phone on his desk towards him. “Call them. Now.”

Those golden eyes darken as he looks from the phone, then back to me.

“Since when did you become my boss?” he asks, making no move to pick up the receiver. “And isn’t there something you’re forgetting here? Like your manners, for instance?”

He’s a fine one to talk about manners after his little pissing contest with Jack Buchanan yesterday — not to mention the way he goaded me into falling face-first into the mud earlier — but I really want him to make the call, so I smile pleasantly and refuse to take the bait.

“Okay, fine: can you please call mountain rescue and tell them about Ada?” I say, trying not to sound like I’m begging, even though I absolutely am. “Please Dylan,” I add plaintively. “It’s important.”

Dylan picks up a pen and fiddles with it awkwardly.

“Look, Scarlett, I know you’re worried,” he says gently. “I do understand that, trust me. But it’s just… my hands are tied here. I can’t raise a missing person’s report for someone who hasn’t been reported missing. It would be totally irresponsible, especially—”

“—in this weather, yes, I know,” I finish impatiently. “You might have mentioned the weather a couple of times now. But that’s exactly why we need to find her. Can’t you see that? Because the weather’s only going to get worse now, and Ada could be in trouble if it does. We have to do something, Dylan. I have a really bad feeling about all of this.”

He twirls the pen thoughtfully before answering me.

“I’ll make a few calls,” he says at last. “See if there’s anything I can find out. But I can’t call out Mountain Rescue based on a feeling, Scarlett. That’s not how it works. Surely you can understand that?”

“But Elsie—”

“Elsie said she was concerned about her being out in this weather,” he says firmly. “Not that she thought Ada might have come to harm. And, right now, there’s absolutely nothing to suggest that she has. Besides, Elsie is just a neighbor. She barely knows Ada. She didn’t even have a number for her, so it’s not like she can report her missing just because she doesn’t like the look of the weather. You probably know more about her than Elsie does.”

He smiles as he says it, but I’m not remotely comforted. 

This is the problem with people like Ada. Thousands of people think they know them, but no one actually does. Thanks to her endless videos and photoshoots, we all know the exact layout of Ada’s flat, but not where it is. We know how she takes her coffee, and what size shoe she wears (UK 5, just in case you’re wondering), but not who her next of kin is, or even if “Valentine” is her real last name. 

She’s all over the internet, but she’s impossible to find. Maybe because she doesn’t want to be found.

Look, Buchanan was right,” Dylan says grudgingly. “For all we know, Ada could be a seasoned hiker. She could be perfectly at home in those mountains, and the storm’s still holding off for now. According to the forecast, we have a good 24 hours before it hits. That’s plenty of time for her to get back safely, and, for now, we have to assume that’s what’s going to happen.”

He gets to his feet.

“Cookie?” he says, the corners of his mouth rising in an approximation of a smile. I nod, suddenly awkward as I remember the peace offering he left on my desk this morning. I should thank him for that. Or acknowledge it, at least. By the time he comes back from the kitchen though, another heaped plate of deliciousness in his hand, my mind’s on other things.

“What’s The Devonia?” I ask as he sits down. “McTavish said Ada mentioned something called The Devonia. I feel like I’ve heard that name before?”

“I thought that too,” he says, sitting back down and pulling his keyboard towards him. “Here, let me check.”

He taps away at the computer for a minute or two, while I let the cookie I’ve just helped myself to melt on my tongue.

“Nothing,” Dylan says, looking up from the screen. “Or not that I can find, at least.”

“Not even on the Gazette’s website?”

“Nope. Not even there.”

I suppose this isn’t too surprising. The Gazette didn’t even have a website until 2010, so unless this Devonia, whatever it is, happened after that, there’s probably not much chance of it being mentioned online. Nevertheless, I type the word into Google, myself, frowning with frustration when it comes up with nothing.

“I know I’ve heard it before,” Dylan says. “I just can’t think where.”

He leans back in his chair, rubbing thoughtfully at the stubble on his chin. Now that he’s not being an asshole, he’s back to being inconveniently attractive, and I can’t help but resent him for it.

This is not the time, Scarlett. And, actually, it’s never going to be the time to find Dylan Fraser attractive, got it?

“Got it,” I mumble through a mouthful of cookie. Dylan glances up at me, confused.

“I’m sorry? You’ve got what?”

“Er, I’ve got an idea,” I say, frantically scrabbling for one. “The Gazette archives. They go back to when the paper was founded, back in the 20s. Finn let me see them once. Maybe there’d be some mention of this Devonia there?”

This is actually quite a good idea, to be fair. Maybe I work better under pressure than I thought I did.

“Maybe.” He looks doubtful. “Not that I’ve got time to check,” he adds, picking up the pile of paperwork again. “I’ve got all of this to deal with, and Jimmy’s left 15 messages on my voicemail since this morning. I really should get back to him.”

“What can you tell him, though?” I ask quietly. “We’re still no closer to finding Edna than we were yesterday, and Jimmy’s not going to be happy if he thinks you’re calling off the search, is he?”

Dylan shifts uncomfortably in his chair.

“I’m not calling off the search,” he insists. “It’s not my search to call off. Tam’s out there now with a group of volunteers. It’s less than we had yesterday because, well, you can only interest people in a missing sheep for so long, really. I don’t know how Jimmy’s going to cope if I have to tell him that, though.”

“Ada might not know anything about Edna,” I go on, sensing his resolve weakening. “But she might.”

Before Dylan can voice his objections to this, I jump back in again with both feet.

“Please, Dylan,” I say softly. “I know it’s not much of a lead, but it’s all we’ve got. Can’t you at least try to follow it up? For me? Pretty please?”

He hesitates, and I lean back in my seat, pretending to look out of the window behind me.

“I think that’s Jimmy I see now, actually,” I tell him casually. “Looks like he’s on his way here. He looks quite annoyed. Like he might unleash a curse at any second.”

My little white lie does the trick. Within seconds Dylan is on his feet, a chocolate chip cookie clenched between his teeth as he quickly puts his police hat back on.

“Come on, then,” he says resignedly, holding the door open for me. “But only if you agree to let this whole thing drop when we don’t find anything. Which we won’t.”

I nod immediately.

“Absolutely,” I say, my fingers crossed tightly behind my back. “Scout’s honor.”

We will find something, though.

I have a feeling.
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The Gazette’s archive occupies what I’m pretty sure used to be an old garage tucked behind The Wildcat, and, like everything else in the vicinity of the restaurant, it, too, stinks permanently of fish and chips.

“I thought you said this was all on microfiche?” Dylan asks, gazing around at the towering piles of yellowed paper that are stacked precariously around the little room, apparently at random.

I nod at the microfiche machine that’s been crammed into a corner of the room. It’s covered in a thick layer of dust, and the plug is missing.

“It is,” I admit sheepishly. “It’s just… not exactly accessible in that particular format right at this second, is all. Sorry. Finn told me there were plans to digitize it all at some point, but, well, it doesn’t look like that’s happened yet.”

Dylan shakes his head as he steps forward to inspect the closest pile of newspapers.

“These are from the 1970s,” he says despairingly, flicking through them. “It’ll take us the rest of our lives to go through them all.”

He takes a step back towards the door, and I rush forward to stop him.

“It’ll be quicker with two of us, though,” I point out hopefully. “And it’s not like you have any more pressing business to attend to, do you? Other than Edna, who we can’t really do much about right now, it’s basically just Jimmy and his curse on McTavish. And who needs that?”

I think of the pile of paperwork on his desk; the one he’d said he needed to catch up on.

“I’ll buy you a coffee from The Wildcat,” I add desperately. “My treat. Just help me look through these for as long as it takes you to drink it, then you can go, and I won’t even blame you. Deal?”

I hold out my hand, and he looks at it with suspicion.

“Deal,” he sighs, shaking it reluctantly. “Now get out of here before I change my mind.”

* * *




I buy Dylan a coffee and a donut — because all cops love donuts, right? — and by the time he’s done with them both, he’s so deeply engrossed in a newspaper from around a decade ago that he’s forgotten all about his threat to leave.

“Look at this,” he says, handing me a clipping. “Isn’t that Emerald?”

I take the piece of paper and stifle a laugh at the sight of Emerald in a puffy concoction of a dress, looking terrified as she’s driven down the High Street on the back of a decorated lorry.

“This must be from the Gala Day, the year she was Queen,” I say, handing it back to him with a smile. “She ended up burning down the town hall, apparently. Or Lexie did, anyway. Imagine!”

“Aye, I remember,” Dylan replies. “It was the talk of the town for years after it. It’s a miracle no one was hurt. McTavish lost his teeth, but that was about it.”

I look up at him curiously.

“I thought you weren’t here when all of that happened?” I say. “Hadn’t you moved to Glasgow by then?”

“I was back visiting my da’,” he says, frowning at the memory. “The Gala Day was prime drinking time for him. What have you got there?”

He nods at the pile of papers on my knee, and I pick up the top one and start flicking through it.

“It’s from 1939,” I tell him, scanning the pages with interest. “The start of the war. It’s fascinating. I… oh my God, look! This man looks just like you!”

I hold up the page to show him the photo, which shows four young men in soldiers’ uniforms, their arms slung around each other’s shoulders as they smile for the camera. They all look impossibly young and hopeful, and I wonder what happened to them; if they ever came back, and what kind of stories they had to tell if they did.

The one in the middle is the one I thought looked like Dylan, and the more I stare at the grainy black-and-white image, the surer I am of it. The photo is fragile and faded; the paper yellowed with age. But the head of dark hair is identical to the one sitting opposite me right now, and I may not have seen Dylan smile very often, but I still see echoes of his dimples in the young man on the page.

“Aye, that’s my grandpa,” he says, going back to the article about Lexie. “My ma has the original at home somewhere.”

“And the men with him?” I squint at the faded caption underneath the shot. “Officers McTavish, Fraser, Buchanan, and Steele, of Heather Bay,” I read aloud.

“Wow.” I sit up a little straighter, almost spilling the takeaway coffee I’ve long since forgotten about. “McTavish and Buchanan? Are these—? Did your granddad know Jack and McTavish’s, then? And Lexie’s, too?”

Dylan nods curtly.

“It’s a small town, Scarlett,” he says, matter-of-factly. “Everybody knows everybody. It’s always been the same.”

“These men don’t just look like they know each other, though,” I insist, looking more closely at the photo. “They look like they were friends. Good ones, too.”

“Doubt it,” Dylan says tersely. “Well, Grandpa and Old McTavish, maybe. Possibly Steele. They wouldn’t have been friends with the Laird, though. Take it from me.”

“Why?” I’m still staring at the photo, fascinated by this unexpected link to the past. “Because he was rich, you mean? That doesn’t mean he wouldn’t have been friends with them, though. You really need to think about brushing that chip off your shoulder, you know. It’s making you lopsided.”

“I don’t have a chip on my shoulder,” he snaps, sounding exactly like a man with a chip on his shoulder. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, so just drop it, okay?”

“Okay, okay.” I roll my eyes as I replace the newspaper in the pile. “I just think it’s cute, is all. You, McTavish, Jack, and Lexie, all bound together by the ancient ties of your families. Ooh, you know what you should do? You four should get together and recreate this photo. Wouldn’t that be cool? I bet Hamish would print it in the Gazette. If you could get the original from your mum, we could—”

“I said drop it. I’m not joking, Scarlett.”

He isn’t, either. That much is obvious from the way his knuckles have turned white as he grips another old newspaper.

Why has an old photo got him so riled? I wonder if this is why he was so rude to Jack Buchanan last night?

There are a lot of questions I could ask right now, but not even I’m stupid enough to pursue something Dylan so clearly doesn’t want me to pursue, so I file it away for later, and simply nod at the paper in his hand.

“You’re going to damage that if you’re not careful,” I tell him. “What is it, anyway?”

The photo he hands me is a few years older than the one he showed me of Emerald as Gala Queen, but the little girl in it is unmistakably Lexie Steele, aged about 10, and holding a trophy that’s almost as big as her head. Local Girl Named Miss Western Highlands for 3rd Year Running, says the headline beneath it.

“Lexie the Pageant Queen,” I say, grinning. “This must have been around the time I used to come here on holiday, actually. Hey, I wonder if I ever bumped into her on the beach or somewhere around town? Wouldn’t it be wild if it turned out we’d all played on the beach together? Me and Lexie and Emerald?”

I run my finger over the photo wistfully. I know for sure that Lexie, Emerald, and I weren’t childhood friends, even for a day. I might have forgotten a lot, but I’d have remembered that. Mostly because it would’ve been so unusual for me to have even one friend, let alone two of them.

“Maybe you did,” Dylan says, watching me from his position on the floor of the little room. His earlier mood has evaporated, and now he just sounds thoughtful; interested, even. “Can you really not remember?”

“I’m starting to,” I confess, gazing down at the photo of Lexie so I don’t have to look at him. “Just bits and pieces, but still, it’s more than I’ve remembered so far. Nothing about Lexie and Emerald as kids, though, I’m sure of that. I didn’t… well, I didn’t really have many girlfriends when I was young.”

And for that, read ‘none at all’.

“So you had boyfriends, then?” He’s smiling now; gently teasing me to steer the conversation away from the Poor Scarlett direction it was surely headed in, and I’m surprised by a sudden rush of gratitude towards him.

“It might surprise you to hear this,” I say, gesturing down at my high-heeled boots and painfully expensive dress, “But I was a bit of a tomboy when I was younger. I was the bane of my mother’s life, in fact.”

A memory of her laughing as she tried to work a comb through my hair, tangled with saltwater and sand. Plastic buckets and spades piled up by the door, wet swimsuits drying on the radiator in the hotel.

“I didn’t have boyfriends,” I go on, talking fast before more memories can surface like this one, “But I did have a boy who was a friend.”

“Oh, aye?”

“His name was Scotty. We used to play together on the beach. I’d completely forgotten about him until a few days ago, then I had this dream about him, and it started to come back to me.”

“What did you remember?”

“Nothing concrete. It’s a feeling, more than anything else. A feeling of happiness. I think I was happy then. I wish I could remember it more clearly, but then, at the same time, I’m scared of ruining it. Of finding out I’m wrong, and I wasn’t happy at all. I’m scared that if I remember too much about that time, it might break me. Like, my brain decided to hide most of it because it knew I wouldn’t be able to handle it. Does that make sense?”

He nods.

“I think that explains a lot. You went through something unimaginable. I get it.”

He hesitates for a moment.

“Are you sure you don’t want to know more, though?” he asks softly. “You don’t want to fill in the blanks? Because that doesn’t sound like the Scarlett I know.”

“You don’t know me, though,” I protest, but he just shrugs.

“It’s a lot to lose,” he says simply. “That’s all I’m saying. A whole lifetime of memories. Not just about your mum, but about everything. And you can’t have the happy without the sad, Scarlett. That’s not the way it works. You have to have all of it, if you’re going to have anything at all.”

We sit silently among the memories in the little room; all those fragments of people’s lives and stories, just filed away and forgotten, growing dusty and yellowed with age. But still here, nonetheless. Still waiting to be dusted off and uncovered. Memories waiting to be unlocked.

“Pass me those, will you,” I say, making a decision.

Dylan hands me the stack of newspapers I’m pointing to. For a second, he looks as if he’s about to say something, then he thinks better of it and turns away, going back to his reading, while keeping one eye on me all the time.

Taking a deep breath, I flick through the papers until I reach the year I turned 13, and keep going until I get to August.

August. The end of the summer. Those last, lazy days before school went back. Only I don’t remember going back to school that year. Everything after that day is just a blur, and as my fingers flip through the yellowing pages of the Gazette’s back issues, I’m wondering if this could be the thing to bring it into focus, at last.

“Scarlett.” Dylan’s voice is soft, sympathetic. It’s bordering on Poor Scarlett, in fact, but I don’t have time for his pity, so I just split the pile of paper roughly in two and hand him half.

“Here,” I say, trying to sound like this is a completely normal thing to be asking him to do. “Check these, will you? For The Devonia, I mean. There has to be something—”

“The Devonia. Right.”

Dylan isn’t stupid. He knows I’m no longer looking for The Devonia. I’m not even looking for Ada now, or Edna. No, I’m looking for Mum. Because she must be here, in the pages of this newspaper. She went missing while we were here, on holiday. She was from here originally. The Gazette would have written something about it. Maybe even a lot, if I’m lucky.

Or would that be lucky? Do I really want to read a newspaper account of my mum’s disappearance? Or is it just going to hurt me, even more than I’m hurt already?

“Are you sure about this, Scarlett?”

Dylan knows. That’s why he’s looking at me like that — as if I’m something fragile that might break at any second. I’m not, though, and I square my shoulders and look him in the eye to prove it.

“Yes,” I say bluntly. “I’m sure, Dylan. Help me with this. Please?”

He turns silently back to his search, and I turn back to mine. But even though, between us, we flick through every single paper from the month that Mum disappeared, there’s not one single mention of her.

Absolutely nothing at all.
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“Here, drink this. It’ll help.”

It’s fifteen minutes later, and to be totally honest, the coffee Dylan ran to fetch me from The Wildcat hasn’t helped that much, in spite of the copious amounts of sugar he’s added to it, but I know people like to provide hot drinks in times of crisis, so I pretend to sip it, anyway.

“I’m fine, honestly,” I tell him, putting it back down on the floor beside me. “Don’t worry about me.”

“You’ve had a shock,” he insists, picking it back up again and trying to hand it to me. He’s hunkered down beside me on the floor, and, if we’re being honest, he looks more like he’s the one who’s had the shock. There’s a line of concern carved between his dark eyebrows, and he’s looking into my eyes in a way that feels almost indecently intimate considering we’re supposed to be sworn enemies. Anyone watching us right now would think he was going to kiss me.

“Careful, Officer Fraser, you’ll have me thinking you actually like me if you keep on worrying about me like this,” I say quickly, as if he might be able to read my thoughts.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” he replies, sitting back on his heels and shaking his head.

“Do what?”

“That. What you just did. Say something sarcastic so you don’t have to say what you’re really thinking.”

“I don’t do that at all,” I protest, but he just holds the coffee out silently, and I take it meekly as he straightens back up again.

“It’s not really a shock, as such,” I say, sipping the sugary liquid. “I just don’t understand it. It doesn’t make any sense. How can there be nothing?”

Dylan looks at me warily, then scratches his head in confusion.

“It’s strange, I’ll give you that,” he admits. “Are you sure you have the right dates? Could it have been earlier in the summer? Later? A different year, maybe?”

“No, I’m sure. That’s one of the few things I am sure about. You tend to remember the moments when your life gets totally turned upside down, you know?”

The Before. And then The After. But what about the middle? The in-between bit that’s still just a jumble of fuzzy, far-off sound, like a radio that hasn’t been tuned in properly? What about that?

“Maybe there’s an issue missing,” he says, starting to flick through the newspapers again. “That has to be it.”

“Maybe,” I say doubtfully. I really want there to be some reasonable explanation for this, but I somehow doubt this is it. I checked the papers carefully. So did Dylan. There was absolutely nothing; and I already know The Gazette didn’t have a website back then, so there’s no point checking there, either.

“Or maybe they just didn’t cover it?” Dylan says once he’s as sure as he can be that nothing’s been missed. “I mean, people disappear all the time. Much more often than you’d think, I bet. Maybe they just didn’t think it was newsworthy?”

I shake my head.

“I work for this paper, remember? They cover everything. Literally everything. We were asked to send a photographer to a birthday party for someone’s cat last week.”

“Nice,” says Dylan. “I love cats.”

There’s a long pause before he speaks again, and, when he does, he’s using the same careful tone I’ve heard him use with Jimmy — and occasionally McTavish, when he’s being particularly unreasonable.

“I think you should talk to your dad,” he says seriously. “I know you don’t remember much about what happened, but he obviously will. Maybe you should talk to him, now that these memories are starting to come back. He’ll be able to fill in the blanks for you.”

“Wow, that’s a great idea, Dylan. Why didn’t I think of that?” I say sarcastically, neatly proving his earlier point.

“Well, why don’t you?”

Dylan refuses to be rattled, and I sigh in defeat. It’s a fair question, I suppose. It’s just… I don’t really know the answer.

“Dad doesn’t like talking about… about what happened,” I tell him, shrugging like it’s no big deal. “He changes the subject every time it comes up. He’s always been the same.”

And also, I’ve never really wanted to ask him. I’m too afraid of what he might say.

“Well, what about your aunt and uncle?” he goes on, undaunted. “Finn’s parents? Or Finn himself, even? I know he’s in Glasgow now, but you could call him. Do his parents still live here?”

“Not anymore,” I reply, aware that I’m managing to come up with a problem for every solution, as dad says, but not knowing how to stop myself. “They emigrated years ago. Australia. I’ve hardly seen them since they left. It would be a bit weird for me to call them up now and be all, “Hi, Auntie Lucy, I know I haven’t called in years, but can you please tell me all about your missing-presumed-dead sister?” And Finn’s… well, he’s not exactly my number one fan right now, let’s put it that way.”

“So, what, you’re just going to let it go?” Dylan’s eyebrows almost disappear under his police hat. “Just accept that you’re never going to really know what happened to your mother? That doesn’t sound like you.”

“Yeah, well, tell you what, why don’t you try growing up without a parent?” I retort sullenly. “Then you can get back to me on the correct way to deal with that, seeing as you’re such an expert.”

I realize what I’ve said as soon as the words are out of my mouth.

“Sorry,” I mutter lamely. “I didn’t mean—”

“You’re not the only one who’s had a shit life, Scarlett, you know that?” Dylan interrupts. “My dad might not have disappeared, like your mum did, but God knows there were times I wished he would. Like when he used to beat my mum black and blue, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.”

His face is rigid with suppressed emotion, and I’m so ashamed of myself I almost start crying again.

“Dylan, I’m really sorry,” I say quietly. “I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t even mean it. I know you haven’t had it easy either. I guess you were right about the sarcasm thing. Sorry. Again.”

I reach out and place a tentative hand on his arm. When he moves, I think he’s going to shake me off, but, instead, he puts his arm around my shoulder and pulls me clumsily towards him until I’m tucked under his arm like a doll, my head resting on his chest.

“It’s not a competition,” he says into my hair. “Although, if it was, I think you would win. I’m sorry too, Scarlett. At least I know what happened to my dad. I can’t imagine what it must be like not knowing that.”

There’s nothing I can say to that, and his lips on my hair are making it hard for me to think straight anyway, so I say nothing, and allow myself to relax into him a little more. His chest is hard under his police uniform — as is the arm around my shoulder — but I’m not sure I can remember when I last felt this safe. Or the last time someone held me like this, for that matter.

I have to be careful. I can’t get too used to this, because he’s not my friend, he’s my enemy. Remember?

Right now, though, Dylan Fraser doesn’t feel like much of an enemy. Right now, he feels like the safest place in the world, and I’m going to have to concentrate really hard to stop myself noticing the way the muscles in his arms tense when he shifts position slightly.

“I just wish I’d gone after her,” I mumble into his shoulder. “That day at the lighthouse, when she stormed off. I should have gone after her. Then she might still be here now.”

My voice breaks on the last word, and Dylan’s arm tightens around me.

“It’s not your fault,” he says softly. “You were just a kid, Scarlett. What could you possibly have done? How could you have stopped whatever happened?”

“I could have. She was arguing with dad. What if it was about me? What if all of this was my fault?”

I blink rapidly, determined not to cry. I will not cry on his shoulder. Even though I really want to.

“Believe it or not, not everything’s about you, Trouble,” he says gently. “And even if it was, so what? She still made the decision to run off. You didn’t do that for her. You couldn’t have, no matter what she was arguing about.”

I consider this. I’ve always assumed Mum’s disappearance was something that happened to her. It’s never really occurred to me that it could have been something she chose. I shiver at the thought, and Dylan pulls me closer, his chin still resting on top of my head.

“There was a storm that night,” I tell him, my voice shaking. “I remember that now.”

The rain lashing against the hotel window. Tree branches waving wildly in the gale. Dad telling me to stay in the room while he went out to look for her. Then waves crashing against the harbor wall, and wet clothes clinging to my skin.

The memory almost takes my breath away, and I struggle out from under it to find that the hand on my shoulder has found its way to my hair, as Dylan twirls a lock of it through his fingers. The gesture is strangely intimate, and I suddenly need to change the subject; to put all of this talk of Mum to the back of my mind, where it belongs, and to haul myself back to the present, where I don’t have to wonder if everything that happens is somehow my fault.

Well, other than Ada, obviously. That still could be my fault. And I’m supposed to be focusing on fixing it, rather than sitting here crying over my own personal tragedies, and letting a handsome police officer play with my hair.

“We should probably get back to this,” I say reluctantly, gesturing to the stacks of newspapers that are strewn around the room. “The Devonia isn’t going to find itself, is it?”

“It doesn’t need to,” says Dylan, sounding smug. “I’ve already found it.”

He abruptly releases me and gets up to pick something off the floor. I try my best not to think about how disappointed I am not to be touching him any more as I reach out to take the newspaper he hands me, looking eagerly down at the article it’s open to.

It’s an article about a boat called The Devonia, which washed up on the cliffs near Puffin Cove, having last been seen a few weeks earlier.

That’s it. That’s all there is. Just a few lines at the bottom of a page. The  owner of the boat could not be contacted for comment, it says. Case closed.

Apparently.

We’ve found The Devonia. But, for some reason, I’m much less excited about it than I thought I would be.

“So, it was a boat,” I say, frowning. “Why would Ada have been interested in a boat?”

I wrack my brains, trying to remember if she’s ever mentioned sailing. Other than that time she went on a booze cruise in Ibiza, though (Sponsored, naturally), I come up with a complete blank on that one.

“Surely it won’t still be there, anyway?” I ask Dylan. “In Puffin Cove, I mean?” I consult the date on the front of the newspaper. “This was twenty years ago. Wrecked boats don’t stick around that long, do they?”

Dylan shakes his head.

“I’d be surprised if it had,” he says. “I’ve never heard anyone mentioning a wrecked boat being out there.”

“Couldn’t we find out who owned it?” I suggest hopefully. “Don’t boats have to be registered or something?”

“Not all boats, no. I can double-check that once I’m back at the station, but, going by the description, I don’t think this boat would have been required to be registered. And even if it was, it was twenty years ago, so—”

He continues talking, but I’m no longer listening, because something else has just leapt out at me.

Twenty years ago. The Devonia washed up twenty years ago. Mum went missing twenty years ago.

I wonder…

I scan the article one more time, searching for the date the boat was last seen, my heart almost stopping when I read it.

I know this date. It’s the one thing I know I’ll never forget. Because it was the last time I saw my Mum.

This boat — The Devonia — was last seen on the same night my mother disappeared.

It could be a coincidence, of course. Coincidences happen all the time. Like the coincidence of Ada Valentine being in Heather Bay at the time I decided to message her, for instance.

But I don’t think this is a coincidence. In fact, I’m sure it isn’t one.

“Dylan,” I say, sounding oddly calm considering that I’m not even sure I’d be able to stand up right now. “Dylan, I think my mum might have been the person who took The Devonia.”
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It makes perfect sense.

A boat is stolen on the same night a woman goes missing from the nearest town. It seems obvious to me she must have taken it; even Dylan agrees that it’s at least possible, and the fact that this new piece of information doesn’t actually get me any closer to knowing what happened to my mother doesn’t stop me wondering what else I might be able to find out if I just look hard enough.

I know exactly where I’m going to start, too.

I’m going to Puffin Cove.

“You are not going to Puffin Cove,” Dylan says firmly as we leave the newspaper archive and head back towards the Gazette office. “That would be absolute insanity, and you know it.”

“But now we have even more reason to think Ada might be there,” I argue, knowing as I say it that it’s not going to make the slightest difference. “She was looking for The Devonia, McTavish said. The Devonia washed up on Puffin Cove. So that’s where Ada is, too.”

The question of why, exactly, Ada was apparently looking for the boat I’ve just discovered might be connected to my mum, meanwhile, is another thing altogether. It’s a thing I’m not going to be able to answer until I find Ada, though, so I swat it away like a fly that keeps buzzing around my head, and hope that it stays away — for now, at least.

One mystery at a time, Scarlett. That’s how Nancy Drew would’ve done it.

“We’ve been through this, Scarlett,” Dylan sighs in exasperation. “We’re not going after Ada. We have no reason to think she’s in any danger.”

He doesn’t have a reason to think she’s in danger. I, however, know about the message she got before she left. Because I’m the one who sent it to her. And if I’m the one who made her feel like she had to run away, then you better believe I’m going to be the one who brings her back. I might not have been able to help Mum, but I can help Ada — and one thing I know for sure is that I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t at least try.

So that’s what I’m going to do.

I’m just not going to tell Dylan, is all. I know he’ll only try to stop me, so I walk the rest of the way to the office in silence, jiggling my car keys in my pocket impatiently as I go. Now that I have a plan, I feel much better. I can do this. I can find Ada. And while it would be a whole lot easier if Dylan would just agree to help me, I think I know him well enough by now to know he’s not going to let himself be persuaded. He’s stubborn like that.

Well, I can be stubborn, too. Just you watch me, Officer Fraser.

“Promise me you’re not going to do anything stupid?” Dylan says, looking at me with suspicion as we stop outside the office door. “I’m serious, Scarlett. You can’t go out there. If anyone has to go after Ada — and I’m still not convinced anyone will — it’ll be properly trained professionals, not a journalist with a weird fixation on someone she’s never met.”

Ouch. He had that one in the barrel, didn’t he?

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I tell him, “but you don’t need to worry. I still have my article about Edna to write, then I’m going straight home for an early night. Hey, I don’t suppose there’s any update on that, is there? The search for Edna, I mean, not my underwhelming social life?”

I reach into my bag for my notebook, feeling suddenly guilty. Yesterday, finding Edna seemed like the most important thing in the world. Today, though, I’ve been so wrapped up in my own stuff that I’ve barely even thought of her.

Dylan shakes his head, and my heart sinks.

“I checked in with Jimmy while I was getting your coffee,” he says. “The search has been called off for today; the weather was too bad. I’ll call him when I get back to the station, but I honestly don’t see what else we can do at this stage.”

He rubs his eyes wearily, looking worried. I really don’t envy him the task of telling Jimmy his beloved sheep is quite probably never going to be found. And I don’t envy Jimmy being the recipient of that news, either; I know all too well how much that’s going to hurt.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him, feeling hopelessly inadequate. “That… that really sucks. I wish there was something I could do.”

“Well, there isn’t,” he says firmly, holding the office door open for me. “So don’t even think about it.”

“Thanks for earlier, by the way. For listening to me, I mean. I haven’t really talked about this stuff — about mum, and what happened — to anyone before. Just in case you hadn’t gathered that much.”

I’ve been rehearsing this in my head all the way here, but it still comes out sounding painfully awkward; not that Dylan seems to have noticed.

“You’re welcome.”

He’s still holding the door open, and I have to pass close to him to get through it. I’m not sure what makes me do it, but I pause halfway through the doorway, my eyes level with his broad chest.

“Well, ‘night then,” I say, tilting my face to look up at him. Those golden brown eyes of his latch on to mine, and, for just a millisecond, I’m tempted to lean into him again, like I did in the newspaper archive. For comfort, you understand. Just for comfort. Because it felt nice being held by someone, even if that someone was… well, him. Then there’s a loud clattering sound as the wind blows an empty Irn Bru can down the street, and I come abruptly to my senses.

“‘Night, Trouble,” he says, releasing the door and stepping away. “And try not to get into any, will you? Trouble, I mean?”

I give him a quick wave before turning to walk up the stairs that lead to the office.

I’m just going to have to hope he didn’t notice that I didn’t make any promises.

* * *




Back in the office, Hamish’s already finished for the day, and the advertising trio are all in what they call “the meeting room”, but which I’m pretty sure is a converted cupboard, so I go straight to my desk, glad of the silence. It doesn’t take me long to type up my article on the Edna effort — the Pies, Peas and Bingo piece will have to wait for another day — then I shut down my computer, and throw my bag over my shoulder.

Friday night. Which means there’s no work for the next two days — and what better way to spend the weekend than hiking to a remote beach in the rain, to find an influencer who may or may not be missing? Other than, well, all the other things I could be doing with my precious time off work, obviously?

Right now, though, there’s nothing more important to me than finding Ada. And, to be honest, I wasn’t joking when I complained to Dylan about my lack of a social life. Since I moved to the Highlands, weekends for me have been mostly about Netflix binges and doom scrolling through Instagram, while waiting for Monday morning to roll around again.

Social media is what got me into this mess, though, so as soon as I’m home from work, I put my phone firmly to one side and start gathering everything I’m going to need for tomorrow.

Waterproof jacket. Boots with a strong grip. Thermals. I may still be a city girl at heart, but I’m also a dedicated shopper, and, fortunately for me, I bought all of this stuff when I moved here, imagining I might join a local hiking club. That never happened, but I still have the clothes for it, and I’m sure there were some camping things among the stuff Finn asked me to store for him when he moved to Glasgow, so I rifle through my cupboards until I finally find it, stacked haphazardly under the stairs.

Result.

I hadn’t even bothered to look at this stuff when Finn brought it round, but it turns out there’s both a tent and a sleeping bag here, which makes me feel like I’ve won the lottery, until it occurs to me that I’m going to have to figure out how to assemble the thing.

Damn.

That’s another mystery I’ll have to solve some other time, though. For now, I head back into the cupboard, emerging triumphantly a few minutes later with an old backpack and a cardboard box, which I place on the floor and open up curiously.

In a mystery novel this box would turn out to contain a compass, a map with a red X showing where the treasure is buried, and one of those knives that have lots of different attachments, including one that gets stones out of horses’ hooves. (Okay, maybe not the compass and the knife. I wouldn’t know how to use those any more than I know how I’m going to assemble the stupid tent. I definitely wouldn’t turn my nose up at a treasure map, though.)

The contents of this box, however, turn out to be just a random collection of memorabilia from my old room at dad’s place, including a photo of me and mum that I place quickly to one side, a troll doll, and a large pebble, worn smooth by time. I pick it up, enjoying the way it slots into my palm, as if it was made for it. The cold stone soon warms up in my hand, and I squeeze it softly, finding the solid weight of it strangely comforting.

Where did I get this? And why did I keep it?

Before I can answer either of these questions, I’m distracted by the backpack, which stares at me accusingly, reminding me that I still have work to do if I’m going to be ready to leave tomorrow. Getting to my feet, I start opening cupboard doors and digging through the fridge. I know the Famous Five always took things like ginger beer and bags of barley sugar with them when they went camping, but my fridge contains only Prosecco and cheese, while the cupboards are a testament to my take-away habit.

It’s almost as if the universe is trying to send me a sign here, isn’t it?

Solemnly promising myself I’ll be going on a health kick as soon as I get back, I make up some cheese sandwiches, and put them carefully into the backpack, along with everything else I can find that’s both portable and still vaguely edible. After a few seconds’ thought, I add a couple of large bottles of water, then spend a frustrating twenty minutes trying to cram the sleeping bag and tent in with them, before giving up and strapping them to the top of the bag instead.

Then I stand back and look at my handiwork, wondering what I’ve forgotten. Now that I have the time to actually think about this, I’m suddenly terrified. It’s all very well deciding to go for a hike in the middle of the day, when the sun’s shining and there are lots of people around, but now that I’m actually about to do it, it’s a whole different story. A stupid story. A potentially dangerous story.

But I just can’t let Ada go; not after what happened to my mum. Despite what Dylan said in his attempt to comfort me, I know I’m going to spend the rest of my life thinking that if I’d followed her, she’d still be here now. I’m damn sure I’m not going to make that mistake again. I didn’t follow Mum, but I will follow Ada. Even if it’s stupid. Even if it’s dangerous. Because I’d rather be stupid than have to live with any more of this guilt.

No one in their right mind would try to get there at this time of year, says Dylan’s voice in my head, sounding as smugly self-confident as ever. If anyone has to find her, it’ll be the professionals.

The “professionals”, though, didn’t manage to find Mum, and they aren’t coming to rescue Ada, either. Because they don’t think there’s anyone to rescue. Dylan’s still convinced that Ada will be back before the storm sets in. I, however, am much less sure of that; and if I’m right, then I might just be the best chance she’s got of making it back safely.

And if that isn’t a terrifying thought, then I don’t know what is.

I’ll sleep on it, I decide. And if she still isn’t back by morning… well, I guess I’ll decide what to do then.

When I wake up the next morning, though, the only thing that’s changed is the weather. Ada’s Instagram still hasn’t been updated. The message I sent her still doesn’t have a response. According to the @HeatherBayGossip account, Edna is still missing, and Jimmy is flinging curses around left, right and center. #PrayersForMcTavish

(Oh, and my Pies, Peas and Bingo article is still largely un-written, according to Hamish, who emailed me at some point last night about it. I’m not sure what he’s expecting me to do about it over the weekend, though, and my dramatic rescue of a woman no one even knew was missing will make a much better story anyway, so I feel only slightly guilty about ignoring that one.)

The weather, though, has inexplicably improved. This is the plot-twist I really wasn’t expecting, but when I open up the bedroom curtains and find the rain has finally stopped and the sky miraculously cleared, I can’t help but feel a little bit smug about it.

Looks like Dylan Fraser doesn’t know everything, after all. Storm my ass; it’s a perfectly nice morning. Well, for the Highlands, anyway.

I open the sliding doors and walk out onto the little balcony, shivering in the early morning chill. At this time in the morning, there’s no one around, and the wind seems to have died down at last, leaving gentle ripples on the surface of the loch, which is illuminated by the weak sunshine that’s struggling to fight its way through the clouds. It’s the kind of bright, autumn morning people like to use the word “crisp” to describe, and it’s also the kind of morning on which it’s impossible to imagine anything going wrong.

It’s the perfect morning for an adventure, in other words.

Which means there’s absolutely nothing stopping me going to Puffin Cove today. 

Not even Dylan Fraser.
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The first problem occurs when I discover I can’t even pick up my backpack, let alone carry it.

Muttering expletives under my breath, I open up the bag and remove one of the water bottles and some of the snacks I’d packed last night. Well, it’s Scotland, after all: it’s not like there’s going to be a lack of available water sources, is it?

After a moment’s thought, I remove the other bottle and replace it with a smaller flask which I can refill along the way, before pulling out some of the clothes I’d crammed in at the last minute, just in case I needed a change of outfit.

I’m really glad Dylan isn’t around to hear me say that. I have a feeling serious hikers don’t use the word “outfit” to describe what they’re wearing somehow.

I am not, however, a serious hiker. I don’t think I could call myself a hiker at all, actually, and that fact has never been more apparent than it is as I cautiously fold myself into the car, so bundled up in thermals and waterproofs that I can barely drive the thing.

I’m really glad Dylan isn’t around for this, either. That goes without saying, though.

Last night I spent a bit of time on the Internet, figuring out the best way to get to Puffin Cove. For once, luck was on my side, and I managed to find a couple of travel blogs about the place, plus a TripAdvisor review for the car park, which I’m 98% certain was written by McTavish. (“No toilet facilities,” reads the review, “So I had to pee behind a bush.” Good to know.)

Armed with this information, and congratulating myself for having squeezed a toilet roll into my backpack after reading the review, I’m feeling quite optimistic as I pull into the little car park and haul my bag out of the boot.

The blog posts I’d read made the hike sound quite easy, really. One of them even managed to do it in a day, and be back in time for last orders at the pub, so I’m starting to think Dylan and Emerald were just exaggerating when they talked about how tricky it can be to get to this place. Dylan hasn’t lived in this part of the world for years, after all, and Emerald once had to be rescued from the top of Westward Tor, which I’ve climbed at least… well, once… so it’s not like she’s exactly the world’s foremost authority on hiking, is she?

With this thought to bolster me, I put on the backpack and, feeling a bit like Frodo off to cast the One Ring into the depths of Mordor, I set off.

At first, the walk is actually pretty easy. Instead of the rugged terrain I’d imagined myself having to crawl over on hands and knees, there’s a well-trodden zig-zag footpath, with signs every so often to reassure me I’m headed in the right direction. The views, meanwhile, are nothing short of spectacular, and I find myself stopping often to snap some photos, none of which even come close to capturing what I’m seeing.

Let’s hope Ada had better luck with the photos; if she did, her Instagram might actually be vaguely interesting for once.

By now, Heather Bay is far behind me, and the landscape down below consists of loch after shimmering loch, some with little islands in the center, and sandy coves dotted around their edges. Behind them, the mountains loom, craggy and a little foreboding.

It’s easy to see why people want to write poetry about this place. I’m actually starting to understand the appeal of hiking.

A few miles into the walk, the path I’m on narrows to a track just wide enough for one person to walk along. I’m deep in the Darroch Mountain range now, and well above sea level. The incline has been so gradual that I’ve barely noticed it, even with half of the contents of my house on my back, but suddenly the path, which has been winding through a valley, opens out to a view that would’ve made me stop in my tracks if I hadn’t been planning to do exactly that.

From where I’m standing, the ground abruptly drops away, making me grateful I’m not afraid of heights.

Or not very afraid of heights, anyway.

Off in the distance, the sea is a dishwater gray, and much further away than I’d thought it must be by now, which is odd, because I must have been walking for at least ten hours by this point? At least.

Rolling up my sleeve — and all the layers underneath it — I check the time on my watch.

Three hours. I’ve only been walking for three measly hours. I lower my bag to the ground to give my already aching back a rest, while I suppress the urge to scream at the sky in frustration.

I know from my obsessive checking of Google Maps last night that there’s a bothy a few miles from here that’s almost exactly halfway to the Cove. I’ll be able to shelter in it if I can’t get my tent up, and the thought gives me the motivation to walk for another few hours, until the rain stops and the sky turns a freshly laundered shade of blue.

I stop again, putting my bag on the ground, then sitting on top of it for a rest. By my reckoning, I have less than an hour now until the sun starts to go down, and I’m out here in the dark. Alone. Without so much as a faithful animal companion or a potted meat sandwich to keep me company, let alone a convenient farmhouse with a cheerful farmer’s wife who insists on putting me up for the night, before sending me on my way in the morning after a lavish breakfast.

Damn. Looks like the adventure books I used to love so much were lying to me the whole time. Trust me to have to risk life and limb on the side of a mountain to find that out.

Standing up, I scan the horizon hopefully for any sign of life, but there’s nothing to see for miles — not even a solitary mountain goat — and although this is exactly what I expected (I might be a city girl, but I do know how to use Google), I can’t help but feel a little panicky at the thought of being so far from civilization, especially with night about to fall.

When I’d imagined this part of the journey, I’d pictured myself sitting by a roaring fire, toasting marshmallows, before snuggling into my cozy tent for the night, a bit like Bear Grills, only better dressed. The thing is, though, I have no idea how to start a fire out here in the wilds, when it’s been raining for hours and everything’s soaked. Plus, I didn’t even bring any marshmallows, even if I did know how to toast them.

This is probably not a good time to confess I’ve never actually been camping before either, is it? Didn’t think so.

The sun is beginning its descent towards the horizon, lending a brief golden haze to the surrounding landscape. I’ve been out here for a full day now, and, much as I’d like to stop for a rest, the sense of unease that started to creep up on me at the thought of nightfall only increases as the light seeps from the sky.

Why did you come all the way out here, Ada? What was so important about Puffin Cove that you had to get there? And what does The Devonia have to do with it?

I mull all of this over as I walk, and I’m just starting to wonder if I’ve somehow managed to take the wrong path and will be trudging along like this forever when I reach the crest of a hill, and find myself looking down at a valley. At the very bottom, there’s a small loch, and halfway down the hill is a tiny stone cottage — if you can call it that.

The bothy.

It’s real.

And I’ve actually managed to find it.

Whooping with elation, I break into a jog, my own momentum carrying me down the hill a little faster than I’d intended. Up close, the bothy is even less welcoming than it looked from a distance, but the door is unlocked, and I push it open, grateful to be indoors at last, even if it is almost as cold in here as it was outside.

I know from last-night’s research — and also from a rambling conversation I once had with Old Jimmy in the pub — that bothies like this one are basic shelters which are free for anyone who needs them to use. Most are old shepherd’s huts, or the like, and they’re normally left unlocked, so that passing hillwalkers can use them.

This one, thankfully, is completely empty, so I have the place to myself, rather than having to squash myself in with a group of strangers for the night. That’s the only piece of good news, though. This, it turns out, is the most basic of bothies, with just one room, which has a stone fireplace at one end for the fire I don’t know how to build, and a couple of raised wooden platforms, which I guess I’m supposed to sleep on. There’s no toilet (remind me to leave a TripAdvisor review), but there is a little spade propped up in one corner of the room, which, if the blog posts I read last night were correct, is there to allow me to dig my own, at a respectful distance from the building.

It’s all fun and games until you have to shit in a hole you dug yourself, isn’t it? As experiences go, this one is right up there with the time I landed in a rubbish bin. And that’s saying something. 0/10 - would not recommend.

It may not be the last word in luxury, however, but this little stone shelter is still a much better option than trying to erect Finn’s tent in the dark, so I swallow my disappointment and use the last of the failing light to pull the sleeping bag out of my bag, arranging it on one of the platforms, and placing some of the food I haven’t eaten yet next to it, along with the water bottle, which I’ve been refilling every time I pass a stream.

Then I sit down to wait.

I’m not sure what I’m waiting for, to be honest. Morning, I suppose. Or to be eaten alive by whatever it was that claimed Young Dougie — whichever comes first.

No. I mustn’t think like that. And I definitely mustn’t think about Young Dougie, who’s probably sunning himself in Tenerife or somewhere like that, rather than decomposing in the belly of some mythical beast, like I’ve been led to believe. No, I will not be taken in by these tales. I am not that gullible.

I’m exhausted from my long hike, so I crawl into my sleeping bag and shuffle around inside it, feeling like the Very Hungry Caterpillar when he makes his cocoon.

I know I’m unlikely to get much sleep on this pallet bed — and I am Very Hungry, as it happens — but there isn’t much else to do on my own in the dark, so I shuffle around, trying to find a slightly more comfortable position, before checking the time on my phone.

5pm.

It’s only bloody 5pm.

I should probably have spent a bit less time thinking about what I was going to wear for this trip, and a bit more time considering the fact that the sun sets by 4:30pm at this time of year, shouldn’t I?

I play around with the phone for a few minutes, hoping it might pick up some kind of signal, but nothing loads, and I’d have no way of charging it again even if I could use it to distract myself, so I turn it off and am immediately plunged into the kind of pitch darkness that makes it hard not to think about all the horrors the daylight keeps hidden. Like the Loch Keld monster, for instance. And serial killers. And all the movies I shouldn’t have watched in which young women go off somewhere alone, never to return.

And Young Dougie.

No. I’m not thinking about Young Dougie. I’ll think of… puppies. And… other baby animals. And—

Dougie, Dougie, Dougie.

Gah.

I pull the sleeping bag over my head, but it does nothing to silence my own inner voice, which goes jabbering on relentlessly.

I should have brought a torch. And some more food. And one of those portable camp stoves people use to cook on in the wilderness. And maybe just one single iota of good sense, because, seriously, Scarlett, what the fuck were you thinking?

“What the fuck was I thinking?” I mutter aloud, my voice shattering the silence of the little cottage. “Why on earth did I think this was a good idea?”

“Because you’re a fucking idiot, that’s why,” comes back the unexpected answer from the door of the bothy — an unmistakably male voice that makes me almost wet myself in terror. I freeze inside the sleeping bag, my legs trembling so much it’s a good job I’m lying down, because there’s no way I’d be able to stand up right now.

This is it. This is how I’m going to die. Alone on a mountainside, wearing a sleeping bag and fifteen layers of thermals.

I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out, and when I tentatively open my eyes, I see a dark shape standing in the doorway of the bothy, the bulky figure illuminated by the faint light of the moon from outside as it fiddles with something in one of its terrible claws.

An axe?

A gun?

An image of Young Dougie being eaten by a werewolf flashes through my mind. Then the figure in the doorway lets out a loud, unmistakably human sigh, before the small room is suddenly illuminated. I throw a hand up in front of my face, momentarily blinded by the light from the torch the monster’s holding — so not an axe or a gun, thankfully — and when I lower it again to face my destiny, it takes me a few seconds to make sense of the horror standing before me.

The good news is it’s not a werewolf, or a vampire, or even the Loch Keld monster — which, to be fair, would struggle to get out of the water, I suspect.

The bad news is that it’s something much worse than any of those things.

It’s Dylan Fraser.
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“What are you doing here?”

When I look back on this moment, I’m going to wish I’d come up with a better opening line. Like, “Of all the bothies, in all the Highlands, you had to walk into this one,” say. But, right now, I’m so surprised to see him that a vaguely accusatory, “What are you doing?” is the best I can manage. All things considered, I’m not surprised when Dylan totally ignores the question and crosses the room to the fireplace.

“Why haven’t you lit a fire?” he says, his body language clearly transmitting his disgust. “There’s enough kindling here to get one started. Why were you just sitting in the dark?”

“I… was just about to get around to it when you turned up,” I lie, not wanting to admit I was too tired to do anything other than just crawl into my sleeping bag. “Why are you here, anyway? Did you follow me?”

Dylan rummages in the huge backpack he’s carrying, and, within a few minutes, there’s a roaring fire in the grate, and the little room is bright enough for me to easily be able to see the scowl on his handsome face.

“No, I didn’t follow you, Scarlett,” he says at last, pulling a rickety wooden chair out from under the table that’s crammed into a corner of the room, and placing it in front of the fire, so he can sit down. “Well, not exactly.”

“Not exactly? What does that mean?”

I edge closer to the fire, desperate to let its warmth thaw me out, but reluctant to get any closer to my arch-nemesis.

“I wasn’t stalking you, if that’s what you mean. I had a horrible feeling you’d try to come out here after this Ada you’re so obsessed with, so I went to your house first thing this morning to check. When you weren’t there, I drove out to the Darroch car park, and, sure enough, there was your car. Imagine that. It’s almost like you just totally ignored everything I said to you about not doing this exact thing.”

His dark brows come together in a frown under the thick wool hat he’s wearing, along with what looks like much more professional walking gear than what I’ve managed to pull together. It’s the first time I’ve seen him in anything other than his police uniform, and it’s a bit like when you’re a child and you spot one of your teachers in the “wild”.

Your very sexy, but totally out-of-bounds teacher. Who you really shouldn’t be thinking about like that.

“Oh. You had a ‘feeling’,” I say weakly. “I thought we were supposed to just ignore those?”

“Don’t joke with me, Scarlett,” he snaps, pulling his chair closer to the fire. “I’m not in the mood for it, okay? I’ve just spent hours of my weekend walking for miles in the rain, to make sure you’re safe. You seriously don’t want to start something with me right now. Trust me.”

I swallow back the retort I was about to make, and go to crouch in front of the fire, unable to resist its warmth any longer.

He wanted to make sure I was safe.

And he literally crossed a mountain range to do it.

This is a lot for me to process, so I wisely remain silent as I sit down and warm my frozen hands in front of the flames.

“I didn’t know you’d follow me,” I say at last, not daring to look at him. “I didn’t ask you to. And the storm you kept going on about didn’t even happen, anyway; it was just a bit of rain in the end, hardly worth worrying about.”

“That wasn’t the storm, Scarlett,” Dylan says, exasperated. “The storm hasn’t hit yet. It probably still will, though, so actually, yes, it was worth worrying about. You are worth worrying about. Do you have any idea how dangerous these mountains can be? Anything could happen to you out here. Anything.”

“You didn’t think anything would happen to Ada,” I point out. “You said there was absolutely nothing to suggest she was in any kind of trouble.”

“Ada’s not you,” he says sullenly. “And there is nothing to suggest she’s in any kind of trouble.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do, actually,” he says, surprising me. “I did a bit of digging last night when I got back to the station. Found her address in Brighton. Spoke to her housemate on the phone.”

“You… what?”

I’m not sure which part of all of this I want to address first: the fact that Ada has an address in Brighton, and a housemate to go with it, or the fact that Dylan Fraser actually went to the trouble of finding this out, after basically calling me insane every time I mentioned her name.

Or the way he said I was worth worrying about.

Did he actually mean that?

“Yup.” Is it just me, or does he sound ever-so-slightly smug? “I called her last night. Ada did say she was going camping, it turns out, but the housemate wasn’t remotely worried about her. Said she disappears like this all the time. She always turns up after a few days, apparently. So I’m sure she’s fine. Really.”

“I’m fine too, though,” I protest feebly. “So there was really no need for you to come out here after me. None at all.” Even to me, this statement is woefully unconvincing. I’d rather wear a chicken suit to a wedding than admit it, but I’m actually glad he’s here, especially now that it’s pitch dark outside and I can’t stop thinking about the plots of every horror movie I’ve ever seen. Any company is better than none, right? Even the company of a man who’s very obviously unimpressed with me right now.

“I don’t think you’re fine, Scarlett,” Dylan says, so quietly I barely catch the words over the crackling of the fire. “I don’t think you’re fine at all. I’m worried about you. Not just because you’re out here on your own, but because of this bizarre fixation you’ve got on finding a woman who hasn’t even been reported missing. You’ve got to admit, it’s strange.”

I chew my bottom lip thoughtfully. I have no intention of admitting any such thing, obviously, because my ‘fixation’, as Dylan so charmingly calls it, isn’t remotely strange, as far as I’m concerned.

“So you’re saying Ada’s a missing person who nobody misses at all?” I quip, going for distraction over honesty, as usual.

“Scarlett. I mean it.”

His brows are still lowered, and he has the expression of a man who will take no nonsense.

Okay, so he’s not a Dixie Chicks fan, then. Got it.

“I’m not fixated on her,” I say slowly. “I’m worried about her, Dylan. And I have good reason to be.”

“I know.”

I freeze on the spot, my heart doing its best impression of a hummingbird’s wings.

He knows? How does he know? Has he tapped Ada’s phone or something, and found out about the message? Oh my God, he has, hasn’t he?

“Look, I can explain,” I begin, panicking, but Dylan holds up a hand to stop me. “You don’t have to explain, Scarlett,” he says kindly. “I understand.”

“You… you do?”

Okay, this is definitely not the reaction I was expecting to the revelation that I’m an Internet troll who may or may not have pushed a woman to her untimely end.

“Of course. I mean, I haven’t been through what you’ve been through, obviously, but it doesn’t take a psychiatrist to figure out how what happened to your mum has affected you, does it?”

Oh. Mum. He’s talking about Mum, not Ada.

“I blame myself, partly,” he goes on, looking at me with an intensity that makes me want to look away. “All this stuff with Edna. It was bound to be triggering for you. I said it during the search for Edna, and I should have kept on saying it when you started looking through those newspaper archives for stuff about your mum. It’s not about Ada for you, is it? It’s never been about Ada.”

I open my mouth to deny it, but, for once in my life, there’s no smart answer hovering on the tip of my tongue.

Ada is what started all of this; that is true. It’s not Ada I’ve been thinking about, though, as I hiked through the mountains today. It’s Mum. Mum’s the person I’ve been imagining walking this way before me, the red sundress she was wearing the day she disappeared standing out against the gray skies. And, of course, there’s nothing to suggest she did come here before me. Or not the way I have, at least. I have no idea where she went that day, that’s the sad truth of it. If my theory about The Devonia is right, though, I could have an idea where she ended up; which, strangely enough, seems to be the place Ada was headed for, too. Which is why I need to get there myself.

“Why did you try to contact Ada?” I ask. “If you didn’t think she was in any danger?”

“Curiosity, partly.” He shrugs, as if it’s no big deal. “But mostly so I could reassure you that you didn’t have to go after her. So you wouldn’t do something like this act of insanity, I suppose,” he says, waving his hands to indicate the bothy, the mountain range, my life. “I should’ve known there’d be no stopping you once you’d got an idea into your head.”

He rubs a weary hand over his eyes. The fire crackles merrily, and I sit there watching it, wondering how much I should tell him.

“It’s not just Ada, though,” I say at last. “You’re right about that. It’s not just about her. It’s also about Mum. The whole thing with the boat—”

I trail off, feeling even more stupid than I usually do when I’m around this man.

“The boat isn’t going to be there, Scarlett,” he says gently. “Neither is your mum. If there was a connection between the two of them, then it would have been investigated at the time. You won’t be the first person to have thought of it. You know that, right?”

“Couldn’t you check?” I ask, the bird in my chest starting to flutter again. “There must be a file on it, right? Maybe you could—”

“I can’t, Scarlett.” His tone is apologetic. “I’m sorry. I can’t go around opening up old police files just out of curiosity. It’s not allowed. I could lose my job.”

“You got Ada’s phone number,” I say. “That must have been much more difficult than just reading a file.”

“I had a reason to try to get in touch with Ada,” he says, looking just a tiny bit guilty. “There had been … concerns expressed for her welfare. Not particularly credible ones…” He shoots me a look. “But still. Enough to justify it. I can’t go poking around in your mum’s files, though. You’re just going to have to trust that everything that could have been done was done at the time. The Cove will have been searched. I’m sure of it.”

“There could have been something they missed,” I say stubbornly. “Something that wasn’t obvious.”

“That only you’ll be able to find? That’ll still be there twenty years later? Come on, Scarlett, you know it doesn’t work like that. Not even in those detective shows you’re so keen on.”

He just added the last sentence to try to soften the previous ones, I know, but my eyes are still stinging with tears which I’m determined not to shed.

If Dylan’s right — and I know he is — then there’s nothing for me to find at Puffin Cove. Not Ada, not Mum; probably not even the remains of The Devonia itself, which will be long gone by now. This really is a wild goose chase I’m on — and the fact that I’ve managed to drag someone else along with me, unintentionally or not, just makes it all the worse.

I think briefly of my message to Ada, and how important it was to me to find her and make sure she wasn’t as damaged by it as I know I would’ve been.

But Ada isn’t me, as Dylan’s just pointed out. According to her flatmate, she often goes off by herself, and she always comes back, just like she’s probably going to come back this time, too.

Ada doesn’t need me to save her. And, as hard as it is to admit it, Mum is long past saving.

Which just leaves me.

I take a deep breath as I stare into the fire.

“Dylan,” I say in a small voice. “I think I want to go home now, if that’s alright with you.”
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“Here, eat this. You must be starving. I bet you haven’t brought any decent food with you either, have you?”

I’m not sure the tin of stew Dylan produced from his backpack and heated up can really be described as “decent food,” but he’s not wrong about how hungry I am, so I take it gratefully, and we sit in front of the fire while we eat, the crackle of the flames making the place feel almost cozy.

Almost.

“We can’t head back tonight,” Dylan says, producing a half-bottle of whisky from his bag and passing it to me. “It’d be too dangerous in the dark. We’ll set off first thing tomorrow, though; that way we should be back before the storm hits. Have some of that. It’ll help warm you up.”

I open the bottle and take an experimental sip of the whisky — which is not from The ‘39, I can’t help but note. It’s horrible, just as I expected, but it does warm me up, so I take another, before handing it back to him.

“Sounds good to me,” I say, trying not to think about the fact that staying here tonight will mean sleeping under the same roof as Dylan Fraser. I still don’t really believe in this storm he keeps saying is coming — and if it is on the way, it’s certainly taking its time about it — but the thought of venturing out into the inky blackness beyond the bothy doesn’t exactly fill me with enthusiasm either, so I guess I’m just going to have to suck up the discomfort.

“I’m sorry for making you feel like you had to come out here after me,” I say awkwardly, figuring that if I’m going to be uncomfortable, I might as well do it right. “It honestly didn’t occur to me that you’d do that. Or that anyone would even notice I’d gone.”

Forget Ada: I figured I’d be the missing person no one missed at all.

And yet, here he is.

Dylan’s amber eyes find mine in the firelight, and he stares at me for longer than is really comfortable.

“Well, I noticed,” he says bluntly. “And I know I’m the last person you’d want to come and rescue you, but—”

“You didn’t ‘rescue’ me,” I interrupt, bristling slightly. “I’m not some Disney Princess, you know. I can look after myself; and I was doing it perfectly well too, just in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Scarlett, I’ve seen the snacks you’ve got lined up next to your sleeping back,” he replies drily. “You’ve got two Curly Wurlies and a bag of Monster Munch. That wasn’t going to get you very far, was it?”

“That’s not all I brought,” I defend myself. “I made sandwiches, too. And other stuff. I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself, you know. I’ve been doing it for a long time now. And I might never have come out hiking on my own, before, but I think I’ve done pretty well, really. I didn’t need to be ‘saved’.”

“And here was I, thinking you were just a typical city girl,” he snorts, taking another sip of whisky.

“Well, here was I, thinking you were just a typical country bumpkin,” I retort, sticking my tongue out childishly.

“Princess.”

“Neanderthal.”

“Sassenach.”

His tone is teasing, but the word brings me up short, tugging frantically at my memory. It must just be because he’s said it to me before. Or because I watched a few too many episodes of Outlander before I moved here, perhaps.

I shake off the nagging feeling of déjà vu, and take another sip of whisky, glad to be back on more familiar territory with the man in front of me. That whole, “You’re worth worrying about,” thing he came out with earlier really threw me. He was definitely angry with me at the time, and yet… and yet he said it as if he didn’t hate me. As if he actually had been worrying about me. And then he said it again, when he brought up what happened to Mum.

I’m worried about you, Scarlett.

I don’t think you’re fine.

I shift uncomfortably on the wooden chair I’ve dragged over to the fire, placing it as far away from Dylan’s as I can get away with, without offending him.

“Anyway,” I say, searching frantically for a change of subject. “It was stupid of me to come out here, so I really am sorry. Rest assured, I’ll be leaving the mountains alone from now on.”

“And Instagram?”

“And Instagram,” I agree emphatically. “I’m done with that too. I think I might just delete it from my phone, actually, so I’m not tempted to send any more offensive messages to anyone.”

Shit.

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I want to take them back. I can’t believe I just said that without thinking. And I don’t think I can blame the couple of sips of alcohol I’ve had either, which mean’s this one’s all on me.

How stupid can one person be?

Maybe he won’t pick up on it, though?

“Messages?”

Gah.

“Um, what?”

I do my best to feign innocence, but Dylan isn’t fooled for a second.

“You said you didn’t want to be tempted to send any offensive messages,” he prompts, looking at me speculatively. “What d’you mean?”

He turns and delves back into his apparently bottomless backpack — is this guy Mary Poppins or what? — and I take advantage of the fact he’s got his back to me to wrack my brain for an answer that doesn’t involve me sending Ada that message.

This is bad. This is very, very bad.

After a couple of seconds Dylan resurfaces, and hands me one of his amazing chocolate chip cookies, which he’s wrapped carefully in tinfoil, to preserve it for the journey. I sit there looking down at it, my eyes suddenly swimming with tears.

He brought me a cookie.

But that’s not all he did, is it?

First, he went to my house to check on me. To make sure I was safely at home. Then, when he realized I wasn’t, he went home, and he wrapped up this cookie for me. Just because he knows I like them.

Oh, and then he walked for miles to get to me before the storm hit, and make sure I was okay. There’s that, too.

It’s the cookie that gets to me, though.

I picture him standing in his kitchen, getting it out of a cupboard and then looking for something to wrap it in. Thinking about me. Worrying about me. Wanting to do something nice for me, even though I most definitely don’t deserve it. I think about him putting it carefully into his bag and setting out to find me, and suddenly I can’t even see the damn cookie any more.

Dylan Fraser being nice to me is the plot twist I didn’t see coming, and now I’m in the thick of it, I’m not sure how to handle it.

One thing I do know, however, is that I am not going to cry in front of him. Not right after telling him I’m a capable, independent woman who absolutely does not need to be rescued, thanks. So I blink back the tears before he can see them, and bite into the cookie as if I’m taking revenge on it.

“Everything okay over there?” Dylan asks mildly. “Is the cookie that bad?”

“No. No, it’s great actually. Thanks,” I mutter through a mouthful of chocolate. “You could sell these, you know.”

“Ach, I think I’ll stick with the police work,” he says, looking pleased. “Speaking of which, you were saying something about messages?”

And there it is. I should have known he wouldn’t just forget about it, or let it drop. He’s just going to keep on asking until I tell him the truth, and, all of a sudden, that’s what I want to do.

I want to tell the truth about Ada, and why I followed her out here. Not so I can be forgiven for it, but because it’s just too much for me to carry on my own. Ada, Edna, Mum… they’ve somehow all become tangled up in my mind, and I just need someone to help me find the thread that will pull them all apart again and let me go back to how things were before all of this happened. If I had time to think about it rationally, I’d probably come to the conclusion that the local police officer maybe isn’t the best choice of confidante. But right now I’m not thinking rationally — I don’t think I’ve done that for a while, actually — so I swallow the last of the cookie, then turn around until I’m facing him.

“Can I tell you something?” I ask quietly. “And will you promise not to hate me for it?”

* * *




“But why? I don’t understand why you’d say that to her.”

Dylan and I are facing each other in front of the fire. He’s put his sleeping bag on the floor for us to kneel on, and I’ve told him everything; from the message I sent Ada, to everything I’ve done since.

Who knew a chocolate chip cookie would end up doubling as some kind of truth drug?

Dylan’s voice is puzzled rather than angry. He didn’t say anything at all as my confession poured out of me, and, when it was done, he simply got up to get the sleeping bag, before sitting back down, almost as if I’d just been telling him about the weather.

But now he wants answers.

And I don’t think I have any that are good enough.

“It was an inspirational quote,” I blurt out. Which is the truth, as it happens, it’s just… not really a truth I can admit without being horribly aware of how stupid it sounds.

“A quote?” His eyebrows raise just a smidge, but the outrage still doesn’t come, which gives me the confidence to go on.

“Yeah. An inspirational one — only it didn’t exactly inspire me in the way she probably expected it to.”

Now that I’m saying it, it sounds even worse than it did in my head. I glance at the fire, wondering if I should just throw myself into it, rather than continuing with this self-incriminating nightmare of a confession. But he’s still watching me carefully, so I take a deep breath and go on.

“‘Everything happens for a reason,’” I tell him sheepishly. “That’s what she said. Under a photo of a sunset.”

Dylan snorts.

“Psychology for simpletons,” he says. “Stupid trite nonsense.”

I stare at him, shocked into silence.

“Um, yeah. That’s… that’s exactly what I think.”

“Tell that to the folk that died in Lockerbie,” he goes on, rolling his eyes.

“Or Auschwitz.”

“Or in 9/11.”

Or my Mum.

He leans forward and does something to the fire which makes it roar even louder.

“I mean, fair enough to hate all that rubbish,” he says, still concentrating on the flames. “But it’s a bit much to hate someone for saying it. Or to wish them dead. Don’t you think?”

He says this as if we’re having some kind of purely philosophical conversation over a pint in the pub. But he’s just voiced a truth about me that I don’t want to face. One that makes me want to shrivel up and die myself rather than having to face the fact that I wished that fate on another human being.

“I know,” I say in a low voice. “I do know that, truly I do. I know there’s no excuse for it. But the day she said it… it was Mum’s birthday. I’d been thinking about her all day, then I saw Ada’s post, and, I don’t know, I just lost it. I’ve never done anything like that before. I’ve never even wanted to. But, like I said, I just lost it, and I’ve felt like seven shades of shit ever since.”

Silence.

“There’s no excuse, no,” says Dylan thoughtfully. “It was a horrible thing to say. Even for you, Sassenach.”

I nod, accepting this. I’m glad he’s not letting me off the hook. I’d have thought less of him if he’d tried to tell me all of this was perfectly fine. Not that I’d have expected that of him, though. Not from the guy who recently took the local Laird to task over his speeding. Nuh-uh.

“I’m just not sure why you think Ada would’ve taken it so much to heart that she’d have immediately run off to do what you told her, though,” he points out reasonably. “I mean, no offense, Scarlett, but have you considered the possibility that you’re just not that important to Ada? To this complete stranger you just happen to follow on Instagram? Or do you still think everything has to be about you all the time?”

I look up at him, wounded. He said that to me before, when I was blaming myself for what happened to Mum. Now he’s saying it in relation to Ada, and I feel like I should be offended, but what I’m actually feeling is relief.

What if I don’t have to feel responsible for everything that happens around me? What if I just let go of all that? What if I could forgive myself?

I shake my head firmly. I can’t forgive myself for what I said to Ada. But, thanks to Dylan Fraser and his unexpected pep-talk, there’s now an outside chance of me accepting I might not have accidentally killed her.

Which would at least be a start.

“Where’d you learn to be so… wise… about this kind of stuff?” I ask him. “Do they teach you that in Police Academy?”

Dylan shrugs modestly.

“Nah, it just comes naturally,” he says, smirking. Then his face suddenly darkens. “Well, it doesn’t, actually,” he admits softly. “I’ve had to do a lot of thinking myself over the years, let’s put it that way.”

“About your dad, you mean?”

He looks at me as if he wants to tell me something, I can see the cogs turning behind those gold-flecked eyes. I don’t know if this is a topic I’m allowed to raise with him, so I’m relieved when the serious look washes off of his face and he just nods, rather than telling me it’s none of my business.

“Aye. I was just a kid,” he says, looking into the fire, “But I still blamed myself for the things he did to my mum. Or for not being able to do anything to stop it, rather.”

“Is that why you joined the police?”

“No, I did that for the donuts. I’d heard they came with the job.”

He grins, and I smile back, grateful for the change in mood.

“I suppose that was one of the reasons,” he goes on. “I like to think I can make a difference to people. Look after them. Or try to, at least.”

I look away, feeling stupid. Of course that’s why he came after me. Not because of me, but because of him, and his — admittedly understandable — savior complex. He might not have been able to protect his mum from his father’s fists, but he can try to protect everyone else he comes across. And that’s what he’s doing with me. I’m not sure why this though disappoints me so much — it’s not as if I like the guy, after all — but somehow it does.

“Where’s your mum now?” I ask, trying to push the disappointment aside.

“Glasgow,” he says, his smile transforming his face. “She remarried a few years ago. Now she’s got three dogs she treats like grandchildren, and she phones me every week to ask when she’ll be getting the real thing. She’s happy. So I’m happy.” I bite back the impulse to ask when his mum will be getting some grandchildren to spoil, and think instead about how he’s actually not as bad as I thought he was. And how alike we are in some ways: both the product of broken homes, both trying our best to make up for it, both… stuck out here in the remote Highlands, searching for someone who isn’t even lost.

Yes. About that.

“Are you going to arrest me?” I ask nervously. “For what I said to Ada?”

Dylan turns his gold-flecked eyes on me, and the sides of them crease with amusement.

“I’m not going to arrest you, Scarlett,” he says gently. “I don’t suspect you of committing any crimes. So I think I’m just going to take you to bed.”
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Dylan’s face is suddenly almost as red as the fire itself.

“SEND you to bed, I mean,” he splutters. “Send you. Er, it’s late. We should probably get some sleep.”

He turns and makes a show of rummaging through his backpack, and I sit there watching him and trying not to laugh. I’m not sure the idea of being sent to bed, like a naughty child, is much better than what he said previously, but his embarrassment is certainly amusing, and I smile to myself as I watch him bustle about the little cabin, efficiently laying his sleeping bag out on the wall opposite mine, and placing his torch neatly next to it, along with a bottle of water and everything else he might need in the night.

I guess he must have been in the Boy Scouts as a child. Or he just really likes being prepared.

I’m still smiling as I reluctantly leave the fire and cross the room to where my own sleeping bag is waiting for me, but the smile leaves my lips as I realize something I’d so far been successfully managing to forget about.

I need to pee.

Like, now.

Now who’s turn is it to be embarrassed?

“Um, Dylan? I need to… you know.”

“What?” He looks at me over his shoulder and I nod urgently at the door of the cabin.

“I need to go.”

“I told you, we can’t go now. We’ll leave first thing in the… oh. Right. Aye.”

His eyes twinkle in the light of the fire as he picks up the little spade and hands it to me.

“Well, off you go, then,” he says cheerfully. “Make sure you dig a deep enough hole, though; about six inches should do it.”

I can’t believe he’s enjoying this.

“I don’t need the shovel, thanks,” I say with as much dignity as I can muster. “I just need to pee.”

“Thanks for the update,” Dylan replies dryly. “Well, don’t let me stop you.”

He pulls open the door and stands grinning beside it. Outside, the blackness is so complete we could be in outer space. I think longingly of my little house by the loch, with its nice, clean toilet and its electric light, that I’ll never take for granted ever, ever again.

Our eyes lock as we stand by the door. Dylan smiles pleasantly, the utter bastard. He knows perfectly well what I’m trying to ask him; he just wants to hear me say it.

“Will you come with me, please?” I blurt out, wishing I hadn’t laughed at him when he said he was taking me to bed a few minutes ago. “I’m too scared to go on my own.”

“Scarlett Scott, scared of the dark?” he says wonderingly. “Surely not?”

“I’m not scared of the dark,” I retort. “Well, not normally. That’s not just dark out there, though, it’s… it’s wild. It’s dangerous.”

“Ah, wild dark. The very worst kind.”

I cross my legs as the need becomes more urgent.

“Please, Dylan. You’re not seriously going to let me go out there alone, are you?”

His face softens.

“Of course not,” he says. “Knowing you, you’d just instantly get lost. Then I really would be having to call out the search parties. Come on, Trouble, let’s get this over with.”

I follow behind him as he leads the way out of the bothy, his torch finding a low bush a few meters away, which he stomps towards, before handing me the light and ostentatiously turning his back. It’s trickier than I might have imagined to hold the torch while struggling out of the many layers of clothing I’m wearing, so I prop it up against a low-hanging branch, then squat down, my cheeks — the ones on my face, I mean — burning as I take care of business, trying not to think about the fact that I’m out in the middle of nowhere, my bare butt exposed to the elements, and Dylan Fraser standing right behind me.

I thought being hauled out of a rubbish bin by him was going to be the low point of this relationship, but every time I think I’ve hit rock bottom, it turns out to be just a trap door.

“Everything okay back there?”

Dylan’s voice cuts through the darkness, and I fumble hastily with my clothes, arranging them as best I can with my frozen fingers before picking up the torch and immediately dropping it again.

The light goes out.

“Scarlett?”

Dylan’s voice comes from somewhere off to my left, sounding worried now.

“I’m okay,” I call back quickly. “I just dropped the torch. Just a second.”

I crouch back down and start patting the surrounding earth, hoping to find the reassuring plastic lump of the torch. There’s nothing there, though, and by the time I straighten up again, I don’t even know which way I’m facing.

“Scarlett, where are you?”

The voice comes from a different direction from last time, and I spin round, searching for it, and doing my best not to panic. All of my senses are suddenly on overdrive, my ears straining to pick up the faint rustling I’m sure I can hear from the bushes, as my eyes struggle to adjust to the dark. Without the light from the torch, the hillside is suddenly a living thing, the darkness rich with menace, and the night air concealing God knows what.

Wild dark. Just like I said.

“I’m here,” I yell back urgently. “Over here.”

I’ve no idea where “over here” is, and Dylan will presumably have even less, but the pitch blackness I’ve been plunged into wraps around me like a blanket, and I’m afraid that if I stand here too long, it might just suffocate me, so I plunge forward, screaming in terror as I run straight into something tall and solid, which reaches out and grabs me, pulling me towards it.

“Dylan!”

The word comes out as a sob, and his arms come around me, holding me close as my heart thuds rapidly against my ribcage.

“It’s okay,” he says soothingly, his lips brushing my hair. “You’re okay, Scarlett. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

His arms tighten around me, and I lean into him, my head buried against the comforting bulk of his chest. I do feel safe now that he’s beside me again, the hillside once again just a hill, the blackness fading as my eyes start to adjust to the light of the stars.

“Thanks,” I say, my voice muffled by his coat. “Sorry about the torch.”

Dylan says nothing, but I feel his hand against my hair, stroking it reassuringly, and I allow my arms to loop around his waist as the tension slowly leaves my body.

“Speaking of the torch,” he says conversationally, “I better try to find it.”

He doesn’t move, though, and I tighten my arms around him, not quite ready to leave the comfort of his arms.

“You don’t have a spare in your backpack?” I mumble back. “Surely Dylan Fraser is prepared for every eventuality?”

“Of course I am,” he protests. “Especially when you’re involved. I’ve got an extra torch and spare batteries.”

“I should have known.”

Our arms are still wrapped around each other and neither of us seems to want to move first. Eventually, though, Dylan clears his throat, and I step reluctantly away, glad it’s too dark for him to see my face properly.

Did I just cuddle Dylan Fraser? And did I actually enjoy it?

“Right,” he says, before I can answer my own unspoken questions, “I want you to stand here, and don’t move, okay? I mean it, Scarlett: do not move. Got it?”

“Copy that,” I reply, giving a little salute he can’t possibly see as he steps away, disappearing into the night. I wrap my arms around myself, my earlier fears creeping back as I find myself alone in the dark again, but it’s only a minute or two before a light flashes on, and I realize the torch I was searching for was right next to me the whole time.

It figures.

“Got it,” says Dylan, coming back to my side and reaching for my hand. “Now, let’s try to get some sleep. I think that’s enough excitement for one day, don’t you?”

I’m not totally sure whether he’s talking about the hike, the dropped torch fiasco, or the hug. But his hand is warm and soft against mine, so I just nod my agreement, and let him lead me back to the bothy, where we zip ourselves into our sleeping bags, then lie there silently, on our opposite sides of the room.

“Dylan?” I say to the ceiling.

“Uh-huh?”

“What happened to Young Dougie?”

There’s a low chuckle from the other side of the room, then a rustling sound as he rolls over onto his side.

“Try to sleep, Sassenach,” he says. “We’ve got another long day ahead of us.”

* * *




I’m convinced it’s going to be impossible to sleep under the circumstances, but all of that fresh air and exercise must have tired me out more than I realized, because the next thing I know I’m waking up to weak sunlight filtering through a window, and Dylan whistling as he boils something that smells suspiciously like coffee over the fire.

“Is there anything you haven’t brought with you?” I ask curiously as I struggle my way out of the sleeping bag, hoping I don’t look quite as undignified as I feel.

“Milk,” he says, handing me a travel mug. “So I hope you like your coffee black.”

“As long as it’s strong, I don’t care what color it is,” I reply, carrying it to the door of the bothy and opening it to peer out. The sun has just started to come up, turning the sky the kind of pale pink which makes my fingers itch to take a photo of it. The color is reflected in the waters of the loch, which sits at the bottom of the valley with barely a ripple to disturb its surface.

Still no sign of that storm, then.

“Thinking about taking a dip?”

Dylan appears and stands beside me in the doorway, leaning casually against the frame as he sips his coffee. His face is covered in stubble, his dark hair is rumpled from where he slept on it, and he’s wearing a chunky knit jumper, which makes him look like a teddy bear.

A sexy, rumpled kind of teddy bear that makes me want to…

No. Don’t go there, Scarlett. You’ve got yourself into enough trouble this week already without starting to fall for the village cop, who clearly thinks you’re unhinged.

And who may well be right about that.

“No chance,” I reply, speaking out of the corner of my mouth just in case my morning breath knocks him out. “The only dip I like to take is in the bath, thanks. Or maybe a tropical swimming pool.”

“Och, you don’t know what you’re missing,’“ Dylan says, his golden eyes fixed on the loch. “There’s nothing like a cold water swim to wake you up. It brings you back to life.”

“And you’ve tried it, have you?”

I don’t know why I’m asking: he’s so obviously the type of guy who’d find it fun to plunge into ice cold water that I know the answer before he even nods.

“Every morning before work,” he says. “A run by the loch, then a quick dip, and that’s me set for the day. I really missed it when I was in Glasgow. There’s nothing like it.”

I look doubtfully at the water, which is gradually changing from pink to silver as the sun continues to rise.

“I’ll take your word for it,” I tell him, wrapping my hands around my coffee mug for warmth. “I think you’re insane, though.”

Dylan looks at me speculatively.

“Dare you,” he says suddenly.

“You what?”

“I dare you to get into the loch. Bet you can’t do it.”

I almost choke on my coffee.

“It’s November,” I point out.

“Aye. It is.”

“It’s freezing.”

“It’ll be cold,” he agrees. “Really cold, in fact. But that’s the whole point of wild swimming, isn’t it? To get cold. Push yourself out of your comfort zone. Test your limits.”

I resist the impulse to tell him that just being here in the hills has taken me as far out of my comfort zone as I’m willing to go. Further, even. My limits have been well and truly tested. The results are in, and the results say nuh-uh to wild swimming.

“I’m quite happy in my comfort zone, thanks,” I say. “I’m surprised to hear you occasionally break out of yours, though.”

I think of the efficiently packed backpack, and the way he lined up everything he’d need for morning by the side of his sleeping bag last night. Nothing about Dylan Fraser suggests that this is a man who likes to break out of anything, let alone his comfort zone. Then I think of the sheer discipline required to make yourself get into freezing cold water every morning without fail, and suddenly it makes a lot more sense.

He might not be a man who lives life with wild abandon, but he is a man who likes to feel like he’s in control of things — probably because he knows what it’s like when you can’t.

I think I get that.

I bet he takes cold showers every morning, too.

“Anyway,” I say, “You need a wetsuit for wild swimming, and not even you would bring a wetsuit on a hike, would you, Mr. Organized?”

“You don’t have to wear one,” Dylan insists. “I don’t.”

“What do you wear then?”

“Nothing.” His cheeks dimple in a smile. Then he winks — actually winks — at me.

My travel mug halts halfway to my mouth. A warm, fluttery, and entirely inappropriate feeling takes root somewhere in the pit of my stomach. I don’t know if it’s from the hot drink, or just the thought of him running into the water naked, but it’s suddenly very hot here in this doorway. In November. With a storm coming.

“Of course, you’d never go skinny-dipping in a loch,” he deadpans, watching for my reaction. “You wouldn’t dare, would you, Sassenach? Too much of a Southern Softie to go for a wee swim outdoors.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” I tell him firmly. “That’s not going to work on me, smart-ass. I’m not falling for it.”

“Shame,” he says, shrugging. “I bet you’d look amazing.”

My mouth falls open in shock, but before I can speak, he turns and walks back into the bothy, returning a few seconds later carrying the rolled-up blanket I’d noticed tied to the top of his backpack.

“In case you change your mind,” he says, handing it to me with a grin. Then he’s off — running down the hillside at a jog, pulling his sweater over his head as he goes.

“Last one in’s a rotten egg,” he calls back up the hill. I just stand there gaping after him. The muscles on his back ripple under the skin as he runs, and, when he reaches the edge of the water, he bends down and kicks off his shoes, before… No. Surely not?

Surely yes.

My eyes widen as Dylan Fraser slips out of his trousers, and then his boxers (Which are tight-fitting and plain black, I note approvingly). The last thing I see before he goes splashing into the shallow water at the edge of the loch is a tantalizing glimpse of two perfectly rounded buttocks which disappear into the water before I can get a good look at them.

Oh. My. God.

“You coming, Sasennach?” he shouts as he re-emerges from the water. I’m relieved to see that he’s fully submerged now, with just the tips of his shoulders above the waves.

I’m not sure my nerves could’ve handled much more than that.

I hover in the doorway of the bothy, the blanket still clutched in my hands. I’m definitely not going in after him, obviously. I know I’ve done some stupid things lately, but that would be insane, and… and yet.

The water shimmers silver in the sunlight. Other than me and Dylan, there’s no one around for miles. I think of the girls I watched from my balcony a couple of days ago, and how much I envied them, even though I knew I could never be like them.

But what if I could?

Maybe I should try breaking out of my comfort zone, just this once? Maybe I’ll surprise myself?

Or maybe I’ll just die from the cold.

I swallow nervously. Down in the loch, I hear Dylan whoop with laughter as he splashes in the icy water. It’s a sound that takes me back to my childhood; a carefree, joyful sound that seems to come from very far away, across years and then decades, a faded memory of a time when I used to laugh like that, as if I didn’t have a care in the world.

Because I didn’t.

A memory. Me and Scotty, splashing in the waves off Heather Bay beach, not caring about the cold. Mum watching us from a towel on the sand, camera clicking away as always. She took so many photos; real ones, that she’d get developed and paste into albums, almost as if she couldn’t trust herself to remember the captured moments unless she stored them somewhere.

Or as if she knew she wouldn’t be here.

I haven’t seen those photo albums for years. I suppose Dad must have hidden them away somewhere, worried that the memories they held would be too painful for me; or for either of us.

But suddenly I want my memories. I feel like I’m owed them. And if I can’t have them right now, I can at least try to make some new ones.

“Fuck it,” I mutter to myself as I step out of both the door and my comfort zone. “You only live once, right?”

And then, before I can give myself a chance to think about it, I run down the hill towards the water.
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It’s so much colder than I could ever have imagined.

“Freezing” is not the word. “Glacial” is a little closer, but if there’s something even colder than glacial, this water is that thing.

I am that thing.

“Careful,” calls Dylan from the water. “Not too fast. You don’t want your body to go into shock.”

If I wasn’t too cold to speak, I’d laugh at the very idea of me going into this loch too fast. It just isn’t possible. But I’m standing up to my ankles in it, wearing only my bra and knickers (Because it turns out Dylan was right; I wouldn’t dare to go skinny-dipping. Or not with him watching me, anyway.), and even my goose-pimples have goose-pimples. My entire body is just one giant goose-pimple, in fact, and not even the blush that started at the soles of my feet as I peeled my clothes off self-consciously by the water’s edge is taking the edge off the chill.

“Not too slow either, mind,” shouts the most annoying man in the world. “You’re going to turn to ice before you’re up to your knees.”

Giving him what I hope is an appropriately icy glare — and not just because of the temperature — I take a deep breath and wade a little further into the water, gasping as it bites into my skin. For a split second, I almost turn back and admit defeat. Then I think about the many hours I’m going to have to spend walking home with this man today, and how much of that time he’ll spend crowing over me if I don’t go through with this.

You can do this, Scarlett. Even if it is just to show him you’re not the — what was it? The ‘Southern Softie’? — he thinks you are.

I’m not entirely convinced by this little pep-talk of mine. It normally takes me a good ten minutes just to get into the heated pool at the gym, after all, that’s how much of a “softie” I am. There comes a point, though, when the air temperature is so cold you start to think you might be warmer in the water than out of it, and even though I know that’s an entirely false promise in this case, something pushes me forward. I think it might just be sheer bloody-mindedness.

I will do this. Just this once. And then never, ever again.

There’s just time for a moment of intense regret, and then I’m plunging forward, my legs kicking out behind me as I start to swim.

I did it.

I actually did it.

The coldness gives way to a rush of elation as I push my way through the water until I’m level with Dylan.

“Well done,” he yells, his smile almost splitting his face in two. “I knew you could do it.”

“That’s not what you said back there,” I retort, puffing with the effort of keeping myself afloat in the icy water.

“Ach, I was just teasin’,” he grins. “You’re tougher than you look. And I knew you couldn’t live with yourself if you didn’t manage to prove me wrong.”

“True,” I say. “Making you look stupid is a powerful motivator.”

Right now, though, Dylan Fraser looks anything but stupid.

Actually, he looks pretty damn amazing.

His dark hair is slicked back with water, making those tawny eyes stand out in his chiseled face. As he splashes towards me, his muscular arms slicing effortlessly through the water, I manage to get a glimpse of his chest, and let’s just say it’s obvious that running and swimming can’t be the only things he does to stay in that kind of shape. No, this guy is built. And, well, naked. Which, to be honest, is probably the main reason I’m not dying of cold right now — if I was blushing any harder, I’d probably make the water boil.

I will not look, I will not look, I will not look.

I tread water, not quite sure anymore whether the goosebumps on my arms are from the cold or from good, old-fashioned lust. Because there’s just no getting away from it, is there? Dylan Fraser is gorgeous. I’ve been trying not to let myself notice it, but now that he’s right here in front of me, in all of his… well, glory… it’s proving to be a hopeless task.

I have noticed.

I have most definitely noticed.

And now that I’ve noticed, it’s suddenly impossible to think about anything else. Not even the biting cold of the loch I’ve just run into after the man, like some kind of lovesick teenager.

Nice one, Scarlett. Way to play it cool.

“Say it.”

Dylan’s voice cuts into my thoughts, and I stop moving so abruptly I almost sink, terrified he’s somehow managed to read my thoughts.

“Say what?” To my relief, my voice sounds almost normal, and any slight tremor in it can easily be chalked up to the temperature.

Or let’s hope so, anyway.

“Say I was right. You’re enjoying this.”

He grins, and I see tiny droplets of water clinging to his dark lashes.

Oh, I’m enjoying it all right.

“It’s okay, I guess,” I say casually.

It is, too. I’ve always been the kind of person who has to force herself to exercise, because I’ve never really understood what people mean when they talk about the endorphin rush they get from it. But I get it now. The water might be colder than Olaf’s toenails — understatement of the century — but it’s also exhilarating in a way that makes my heart thud and my whole body tingle.

Or that could just be… no. That way madness lies.

“Told you so.”

He swims forward, splashing me with icy water, and I shriek, trying to get away from him, while wanting to stay. He laughs, his eyes dancing with devilment, and that memory comes again; another boy, another time, another me. But the same feeling of joy and exhilaration; as if we didn’t know that this moment would pass and everything would be ordinary again. As if we could just stay in it forever.

Dylan moves closer, his eyes fixed on mine. I resist the impulse to look down and make sure my boobs are still being appropriately contained by my wet bra, and meet his gaze, my breath coming faster. When he’s almost close enough to touch, he stops, treading water as his mouth curves upwards in a slow, sexy smile. His lips part.

“We should get out now,” he says, abruptly shattering the moment.

Oh.

Right.

Letting yourself get a bit too carried away there, Scarlett, weren’t you?

“Seriously,” he goes on, glancing up at the sky, which started off blue, but which has been gradually turning white as we swam. “You can’t stay in too long in this kind of temperature. Even if you think you feel okay now, a few minutes is enough. It gets you that way. It creeps up on you, the cold.”

I nod, turning myself around in the water and paddling back to the shore, where my clothes and blanket are waiting for me. The cold isn’t the only thing that’s been creeping up on me, and as I get out of the water, the frigid air biting into me as if it’s alive, I’m relieved he told me to get out when he did. Before I could do something I’m 100% sure I would regret almost immediately afterwards.

I grab the blanket and quickly rub myself down with it, my back to the loch. I might not be able to see him, though, but I can still feel those eyes of his watching me as I pull on my clothes as quickly as I can, desperate to be back indoors, by the fire I hope to God is still going.

“Blanket’s there for you,” I call over my shoulder, dropping it by his discarded boxers. “See you back at the bothy.”

Because hanging around to see you get out would be much more dangerous than anything I’ve done so far on this trip. That’s for damn sure.

With a quick wave in Dylan’s approximate direction, I wrap my numb arms around my body for warmth, and start walking back up the hill, my teeth chattering loudly enough to scare any wildlife that might be hanging around.

I’m about halfway up when I see it, tangled up in a bush, facing the loch, so it wasn’t visible from the bothy.

It’s a piece of neon yellow fabric, exactly the same color as the jacket Ada was wearing in her photo. The one Emerald and McTavish say she was wearing when she left town for Puffin Cove.

And unless I’m very much mistaken, it’s covered in blood.
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“It’s not ‘covered in blood,’ Scarlett. It’s just got a little bit of blood on it, that’s all.”

Back inside the cottage, with the fire gradually thawing us both out, Dylan holds the scrap of fabric up to the window, looking at the telltale red stains. He might sound dismissive, but that line has appeared between his eyebrows again, and he hasn’t had so much as a sarcastic comment or an exasperated eye-roll for me for at least 5 minutes now — which isn’t such a good sign, now I come to think of it.

“It’s not just a little bit,” I insist, pointing at the marks on the fabric. “Okay, it’s not covered, exactly, but it’s not just a spot either, is it?”

“We don’t know it’s Ada’s,” Dylan says at last, placing it carefully on the table and looking at it thoughtfully.

“We don’t know it isn’t,” I counter immediately. “Even if it’s not hers, though, it’s obviously somebody’s. And that somebody is clearly in trouble.”

My stomach lurches uncomfortably. This is exactly the kind of clue I didn’t want to find on this walk. Especially when I’d almost convinced myself that Ada was fine, and that all the things I’d been imagining happening to her were just that — imaginary.

But now I find myself facing the possibility that I might have been right all along. And it’s a victory that gives me no pleasure whatsoever.

The fact that Dylan hasn’t bothered to disagree with me is another bad sign; as is the way he rubs his chin, as if he’s trying to decide what to do.

“You shouldn’t have moved it,” he says, glancing up at me with a scowl. “You should have left it where it was.”

“In… in case it’s evidence?” I say shakily. “Of what? Are you saying the bush is a potential crime scene?”

Dylan chooses to ignore that question as he bends down to rummage in his backpack.

“I don’t like this,” he says, without looking up. “I mean, it’s probably nothing, but I’m going to radio it in, anyway. Just to be on the safe side.”

“Radio? You have a radio? But I thought you were off-duty?”

“Of course I have a radio, Scarlett,” he says, pulling it out of the bag. “What kind of man d’ye take me for?”

Well, there’s the exasperated eye-roll, at least. I guess that’s something.

He takes the radio and steps outside the bothy with it. I stay inside, pacing back and forth in front of the fire, stopping every so often to look out of the window, to where the sky is turning from white to an ominous dark gray.

Not now, storm. Please, not now.

When Dylan comes back indoors, his jacket is damp from the rain that’s started to fall, and his frown-line has intensified.

I look at him questioningly, and he shrugs.

“There’s not much they can do right now,” he says. “The storm’s blowing in. The search and rescue helicopter’s been called out to the Nevis range, and the boat’s out, too. Not that I think they’d send either of them out to a scrap of fabric, in any case.”

“So—?”

The guilt that brought me here in the first place prompts the question; which I’m not totally sure I want to know the answer to.

Dylan goes back to the fabric on the table, which he stares at as if it has all the answers.

“Can you tell anything from the stains?” I ask hopefully. “Could it just be from, I don’t know, a nosebleed, maybe? Something really simple and totally not life-threatening?”

“I’m not Dexter, Scarlett,” Dylan points out. “I don’t know how to analyze blood spatter.”

“Yeah, but you must have seen some?” I say. “From your police work?”

He looks at me warningly. This is obviously not something we’re going to be having a cozy chat about any time soon.

Duly noted.

“Aye. I have. But, like I said, I’m not trained to analyze it. It could be from anything.”

He rubs at his beard again while glancing out of the window at the darkening sky.

“It’s just a few miles to the Cove from here,” he says, making up his mind. “I’ll go and check it out, just to be sure she isn’t there. I don’t expect she is, but I’m going to have to make sure. If I leave now, I can be back before the weather gets worse.”

He crosses the room and starts to re-pack his bag, moving as quickly and methodically as ever. I don’t like the way he kept saying “I” rather than “we” during this conversation, but there’s no way I’m going to stay here on my own — especially now I know Ada might actually be hurt — so, after a moment’s hesitation, I pick up my own bag and start throwing things into it, more or less at random.

“What are you doing?”

I deliberately don’t turn around. I know what he’s going to say.

“Packing,” I reply shortly. “What does it look like?”

“Nice try, Scarlett,” he says firmly, “But no. Absolutely not. You’re not coming.”

“You’re not stopping me,” I tell him, trying to ignore the way my still-damp bra is chafing at my skin.

Oh well, no time to change now.

“I think I am.”

“I think you’re not.”

“Scarlett, listen to me.”

Something in his voice makes me stop what I’m doing and look round at him.

“You can’t come with me,” he says, a little more gently this time. “I can’t let you. The storm’s on the way. You can see that. I need to get to the Cove and back as quickly as I can, and you’ll just slow me down.”

“I will not,” I reply, stung. “I can walk as fast as you can, you know.”

I probably can’t. But I can try. And you better believe I’m not coming this far, just to be left behind at the last minute, like George and Anne in the Famous Five, left to make supper while the boys went out to investigate the light in the old tower at midnight.

I want to be the one to investigate the light in the old tower. And to find Ada. I just want to do something other than sitting here on my own for hours, my imagination working overtime as it cycles endlessly through all the things I don’t want to think about.

I’ve successfully avoided thinking about all of those things for 20 years now. And if Dylan Fraser thinks I’m going to start thinking about them now, then all I can say is that he obviously doesn’t know me at all.

Dylan looks at me searchingly for a moment, then swings his bag onto his shoulder.

“No,” he says again. “You’re staying here, and that’s that. No arguments.”

The master has spoken. Unfortunately for him, though, he’s spoken as if I’m some kind of docile female who’s used to doing what she’s told by the menfolk.

And he is very, very wrong.

As he’s about to find out.

“You’re not my boss, Dylan,” I tell him, pulling on my jacket. “You don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t do. I’m coming with you.”

“For fuck’s sake, Scarlett, would you just listen to me for once in your life?” he says, pulling on his hat angrily. “This isn’t a game, you know. This is serious. And it’s quite possibly dangerous, too. So do what I’m telling you and stay here.”

He tugs the hat down almost to his eyes. Never has a woolen beanie been treated with such contempt. I reach for my own cashmere version and cram it haphazardly onto my curls, defiantly.

“Please,” Dylan adds, in a last-ditch attempt to convince me.

Well, too late, buddy.

“If you don’t let me come with you, I’ll just wait a few minutes then follow you,” I tell him calmly. “Anyway, if she is there, and she’s hurt…” I swallow nervously. “It might be better if there’s two of us there to… well, to help her.”

The frown line is so deep now it looks like it’s been carved into his face.

He hesitates.

“What kind of unlikely crime-fighting duo would we be if you left me behind, anyway?” I say, in a bid to make him smile. It doesn’t work. No smile is forthcoming. He does, however, pause at the door of the cabin, his arms folded defensively across his chest.

“Hurry up then,” he says brusquely. “Better get a move on if we’re going to miss the worst of the weather.”

I hoist my bag onto my back, then lower it again, wincing.

“What is it now?” His tone is impatient. I can’t blame him.

I bite my lip and look up at him apologetically.

“Can I quickly change my underwear?” I say hopefully. “It’ll just take a second, I promise…”

* * *




Twenty minutes into our hike, the rain turns from a drizzle to a downpour. At forty minutes, there’s a low rumble of thunder far off in the distance, and at the sixty-minute mark, we find the second scrap of neon yellow fabric, caught up on the jagged edge of a fallen tree.

There’s more blood this time, and as Dylan stoops to examine it, his mouth set in a thin line, I’m suddenly lightheaded with panic.

She really is hurt. I was right. And if it’s my fault, then…

I can’t even bring myself to finish the thought. Dylan’s face is grim as he straightens back up and beckons me wordlessly onwards, and we pick up the pace, me almost breaking into a jog in an attempt to keep up with his much longer stride.

The rain has lessened slightly now, but the wind has picked up and I have to reach up and cling onto the hood of my jacket to stop it blowing off. Dylan just forges on ahead, as if he doesn’t even notice the weather. He seems to know exactly where he’s going without having to check — unlike me yesterday, with my directions copied from Google Maps.

“I thought you said it was just a few miles,” I complain as we begin yet another steep uphill climb. “Surely we should be there by now.”

“It is just a few miles,” replies Dylan through gritted teeth. “But it’s a few miles through the mountains, not a few miles on the motorway. Surely you’ve been in the Highlands long enough to know every journey takes that bit longer here?”

It’s true. My London friends keep asking me why I don’t just pop down to Edinburgh for the day, or over to Aberdeen, not realizing that the distance on the map means nothing when you’re traveling on winding Highland roads, with absolutely no sense of urgency about them.

But there’s an urgency to this trip, which makes our current slow process all the more frustrating. The route we’re currently on took us out of one valley (the one with the bothy and the skinny dipping) and right into another, via the kind of precarious mountain path you really don’t want to be walking on a windy day.

The latest valley doesn’t have a loch at the bottom of it, but it still has plenty of water, thanks to the rivers of the stuff that are streaming down the mountains around us. One particularly large waterfall leads down to what presumably used to be just a stream, but which is now looking more like a river, rushing frantically across the rocky floor of the valley and right across our path.

“You’re not going to try to cross that, are you?” I yell as Dylan pauses beside it thoughtfully. My words are almost instantly whipped away by the wind, but he turns and glances in my direction before bending down to make sure his trousers are tucked into his boots. Which, of course, they are.

“This is the only way through,” he shouts back at me. “It’s not deep, just fast. Hold on to my back, and don’t let go, okay? D’ye hear me, Scarlett? Do. Not. Let. Go.”

“Don’t worry,” I yell, blood pounding in my ears as I grab hold of his backpack and prepare to take my second cold dip of the day.

Dylan was right; the water isn’t particularly deep, but the current is surprisingly strong, and it’s immediately apparent that the boots I bought back in London were designed for style rather than function, because it only takes a couple of steps for my feet to turn to ice in them. I let out a yelp as my ankle turns on some unseen rock just under the water level, then, before I know what’s happening, I’m suddenly being picked up and hoisted over Dylan’s shoulder, in a fireman’s lift that leaves my face level with his butt and my legs dangling uselessly behind me.

“What are you doing? Put me down,” I shriek, kicking them in protest, but he just carries on, wading through the flood, then continuing for a few steps longer than is strictly necessary once we’re safely on the other side.

“What the hell was that?” I demand, as he finally allows me to slide down his distractingly firm body. “I was managing fine. Who gave you permission to manhandle me like that?”

“Aye, you were managing fine right enough in your wee boots,” he smirks, still holding me by the arms. “So fine you’d probably be halfway down the valley by now if I hadn’t stopped you.”

I glare at him to hide the fact that I’d secretly quite enjoyed being manhandled. Then I’m blindsided by another memory; me and Scotty jumping across a set of stepping stones, crossing a stream much smaller than this one, then stopping on the other side and fishing pebbles out of the shallow water. Him trying to teach me how to skim them across the water. Me not being able to do it, no matter how many times I tried.

“Are there stepping stones somewhere near here?” I ask, catching up with Dylan, who’s walked on ahead. “One that crosses a stream?”

“Nope. Not that I can think of. Why d’you ask?”

“Oh, nothing.”

I fall behind him again as we begin the climb out of this valley, and up to a rocky headland where the sea crashes dramatically against the cliffs, coming up in great sprays of water which mingle with the rain until I don’t know which is which.

As relieved as I am to be out of the mountains at last, the sight of this unfriendly, jagged coastline is less welcome than I’d assumed it would be a few miles back. The sky is dark with clouds now; the wind howling through the gaps in the cliffs with an unearthly wail that’s almost human in pitch. I shudder, listening to it.

If Ada went near those cliffs, she wouldn’t have much of a chance in this weather; especially if she was already hurt.

“If she was badly injured, we’d have come across her by now,” Dylan says, watching me closely as we pause to get our bearings. “My best guess is that she did make it to the Cove, and she decided to shelter there until this is over. There are caves people camp in. I’d bet that’s where we’ll find her. If she’s even there, I mean, and she might not be. The pieces of fabric we found could be anyone’s. They could have been out here for weeks.”

I nod tersely. I might not be a blood spatter expert, but I know what blood looks like, and while the blood from the jacket — and I’m sure that’s what those pieces of fabric came from — weren’t fresh, they didn’t look like they’d been there for weeks, either. Dylan knows it, too. That’s why he’s come all the way out here, rather than insisting we head for home and wait for search and rescue to take over.

“Come on,” he says after a moment. “Puffin Cove is the bay after this one. It’s just past those rocks. We’re almost there. Lead the way, Trouble.”

The rocks he’s talking about loom up out of the sea, looking like they’ve been placed there deliberately to stop people — or boats — from going any further, and I shiver again as I look at them.

Are those the rocks The Devonia was wrecked on? Is this where Mum ended up?

I stop abruptly in my tracks, and Dylan walks right into me.

“It’s not your fault, Scarlett,” he tells me, seeing the look on my face. “You didn’t make her come out here. She made that choice herself.”

I’m not sure whether he’s talking about Ada or Mum now, but, either way, it doesn’t change the outcome. I might not intend to hurt people, or to chase them away, but I somehow manage to do it, anyway. And once I’ve done it, I can never take it back, because that’s not how life works, is it? It’s not like Instagram, where if you don’t like the way a photo came out, you can change it, or edit it, or slap some stupid filter on it and make it look completely different. It’s not like a book, or a letter, where you can just skip the bits you don’t want to share, and rewrite the bits you do, until you’re telling exactly the story you want to tell, even if it’s not the real one.

No, whatever happened to Mum has already happened. The story has been written; I just haven’t been allowed to read it, and I probably never will.

As for Ada, though, there’s just an outside chance she could still be out here somewhere. Her story might not be over. But that depends on me.
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Fifteen minutes later, we round the corner of the headland, and there it is.

Puffin Cove may not have the biggest beach in Scotland, but I’d put money on it being one of the most beautiful.

The white sand is peppered with rocks, and curves gracefully towards the sea, the surrounding cliffs reaching around it in an embrace. Out to sea, some kind of rock formation rises up out of the green and blue waves, a hole worn through its center, like an archway. In late summer, when the heather’s in full bloom, it must be absolutely breathtaking, the wild beauty of the place only enhanced by its isolation.

I can see why people want to come here; even if it is an absolute bitch of a journey to get here.

Right now, though, with the rain still coming down in sheets, and the wind flattening the tall grass that fringes the sand, the cove just looks bleak and uninviting — the very last place you’d come for a fun day out in winter. I feel a bit like Frodo, finally reaching Mount Doom, and thinking, “Shit, now I have to actually climb the thing.”

This moment has the same kind of energy.

Dylan and I stand on the cliff looking down at the beach, which is totally empty. I’m not sure quite what I was expecting, really. It’s not like I thought she’d just be standing there waiting to be found, after all, a giant ‘S.O.S’ carved into the sand in front of her, like in a movie. Even so, I’m still irrationally disappointed not to see so much as a single sign of Ada.

Or Mum.

“I don’t see any sign of a boat wreck,” I shout over the crashing of the waves.

“No, well, you wouldn’t expect to, would you?” Dylan yells back. “It was twenty years ago, and it was just a small boat; it’ll be long gone by now.”

I nod, even though I actually was half-expecting to see The Devonia grounded on the sand, maybe a bit weather-beaten and barnacle-encrusted after all these years, but still holding firm, a last remnant of whatever happened that night.

Stupid. So stupid, Scarlett.

“You okay?” Dylan asks, his brow creasing with concern under his hat.

I’m not really, but there’s nothing to be gained now by admitting it — I can’t exactly say, “Actually, no, I think I’ll go back now, thanks,” — so I just nod, wanting to get this over with, so I can move on with whatever comes next.

The path down to the beach will be beautiful when it’s dry, leading down through the long grass to the shore. In the rain, though, it’s slippier than a cartoon banana peel, and I find myself clinging to Dylan’s backpack again in a bid to keep my footing and not go careering down the steep hillside like a human sledge.

The beach itself isn’t much better. Wet sand clings to our boots as we trudge through it, our bodies still buffeted by the wind, which has turned the waves white. It can only be early afternoon, if that, but the sky is so dark that it feels much later, as if the day is on fast-forward and any minute now, night will fall.

I really don’t want to be out here when that happens.

“Are you sure we’re going to be able to make it back to the bothy before the storm hits?” I yell across to Dylan, who’s leading the way along the beach, to an outcrop of jagged rocks at the far end of it.

Dylan either doesn’t hear me, or doesn’t bother to answer, and I grip the straps of my backpack tighter, thinking longingly of that roaring fire he magicked up for us last night. I know I had my doubts about the imaginary storm he kept warning me about, but right now I’m very much a believer, and I can only hope Ada is too, and that she’s somewhere warm and dry right now; it’s obvious even to a city-girl like me that this weather isn’t getting better any time soon.

Where is she, though?

“The caves I was telling you about are this way,” Dylan shouts, pointing up ahead, to where I can see a narrow inlet leading to a large, dark hole in the cliff side that wouldn’t be out of place in Mordor itself. “They’re the only place to shelter near here.”

“And people come here willingly, do they?” I ask, taking advantage of a lull in the wind.

“You’d be surprised,” Dylan mutters grimly. “It’s nice in the summer, though. Looks good on Instagram. If you care about that kind of thing.”

Even though the last comment is a clear dig at me, I find it vaguely comforting. Ada transparently does care about “that kind of thing”, after all. She makes a living from making things look nice on Instagram, and there’s an outside chance that’s the only reason she came here. Not because she got a shitty message from a follower, but because she wanted to boost her engagement with some filtered photos of a beautiful beach. That seems like something Ada Valentine would do.

Yes. Keep telling yourself that, Scarlett.

By now, we’ve almost reached the entrance to the cave, which looks even more foreboding up close than it did from a distance, if that’s even possible.

“This place would never pass a Health and Safety inspection,” I say as we inch our way onto the narrow platform that leads to the opening. “And I bet there aren’t any toilet facilities, either.”

“You can ask to speak to the manager when we get back,” Dylan replies. “But for now it might be best if you just concentrate on not falling into the water, okay, Trouble?”

“Copy that.”

I’ve been trying not to think about the water below me as I follow him along the narrow path, the spray from the waves making it feel like we’re walking through a thin fog. The sea is calmer in the inlet, protected as it is by the high walls of rock all around it, but I still don’t fancy landing in it, so I do as Dylan suggests for once, and stay quiet as we move slowly towards the opening in front of us. The noise of the wind and sea is muffled here, as if someone’s turned the volume down on the weather, and the sudden quiet is unsettling after so much noise.

In front of me, I see Dylan fumble in one of the pockets of the cargo pants he’s wearing and pull out his torch, which he switches on as we approach the dark entrance of the cave. There’s a strong smell of seaweed now; that distinctive, dank smell you get near the sea, and it gets stronger the closer we get.

Me and Scotty clambering over rocks on Heather Bay beach, that same scent in our nostrils. I’ve told Mum and Dad we’re searching for crabs — I have a bright red bucket in my hand to prove it — but really we’re searching for adventure; or just somewhere we can escape the rest of the world for a while.

I guess I should have been careful what I wished for.

I can see the rocky cave floor, damp at the entrance where the waves have reached it, but drier towards the back, which the light from the torch only just reaches. It’s not exactly the kind of place I’d be keen to call home. And I’m not sure even Ada would be able to make it look Instagrammable, either. It’s much too dark for one thing; and don’t even get me started on that smell again.

Did Mum come here? Is this where she ended up? And do I really want to know the answer to that, or will it just make me feel even worse?

“Hello?” Dylan calls out, the sound startling me. “Is there anyone in there?”

I hold my breath, waiting for a response, but nothing comes, and I swallow nervously, suddenly gripped with the fear of what we could be about to find. I’ve made it this far by allowing myself to pretend this is all just a big adventure: Dylan, the troubled detective who’s been thrown out of the force, and me the intrepid young journalist who vows to help him on this, his greatest ever case.

But, of course, it’s nothing like that, is it?

This is real life. Ada’s life. And it’s potentially at risk, because of me. (Also, Dylan hasn’t been thrown out of the force, and I suspect he’d strongly deny being “troubled”. But that’s the very least of my worries right now.) It’s not a daring adventure. It’s just an absolute mess, really, and, now that I’m standing here, about to find out how it ends, I can say for sure that I am never going to allow anything like this to happen again.

Ever.

“This is the police,” Dylan shouts, interrupting my thoughts. “Is there anyone there?”

The words echo faintly in the dark, and I move closer, straining to hear. The only sound that reaches me, though, is the faint crash of the waves from outside the little inlet, and Dylan starts forward again, the torchlight cutting through the darkness and illuminating…

“Wait! What’s that?”

I stop abruptly as a flash of red catches my eye. We’re almost at the cave now, and as the torch sweeps across the interior, I see it again, clearer this time.

It’s a tent.

A bright red tent, which has been pitched at the back of the cave, its canvas door flapping open.

Ada’s tent. It has to be.

I start forward, but Dylan holds up a hand to stop me, his body blocking the way.

“Stay here, Scarlett,” he says in a low voice. “Just… just let me look first, okay?”

His voice is steady, but I’m not remotely reassured by it. If she’s in there, but she’s not answering, then that means—

I stop in my tracks, my legs suddenly weak. For once, Dylan doesn’t have to tell me twice; I don’t actually want to go any further. I don’t want to know what’s inside that tent. I just want to turn and walk away; to go back home, and let myself imagine that the tent was empty — because Ada had long since left it, and headed home herself, to safety.

That’s how I’d like to think this story ends.

But this is not a story.

And as Dylan bends down and pulls back the flap, revealing something neon yellow and covered in blood just beyond it, I think I’m going to throw up.

No no no no no no no.

Dylan straightens up. He has his back to me, so I can’t see his face, but I could swear I can see his shoulders shaking slightly.

Is he crying? Has whatever’s in there — and let’s face it, it’s pretty obvious by now what’s in there — actually made the world’s dourest police officer cry?

He turns around, his eyes dry and his expression unreadable as he holds the canvas flap that forms the door of the tent open for me.

“You’re going to want to see this for yourself,” he says, beckoning me forward. “It’s okay. You can look.”

I want to scream at him to just tell me what it is, but my legs move forward almost of their own accord, carrying me across the rocky floor against my will. With an inner strength I had absolutely no idea I even possessed, I force myself to crouch down and peer through the opening and into the tent, which smells musty and… almost animal like. Like the smell of one of McTavish’s barns.

As my eyes adjust to the dark, the reason for the scent is immediately apparent. It’s lying at the back of the tent, wearing a distinctive, neon yellow coat with one section missing, and the rest spattered with blood.

She is instantly recognizable.

But she’s not Ada.

She’s Edna.

And she’s very much alive.
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“Baaa,” says Edna indignantly as I stumble back from the tent, crashing into Dylan’s rock-hard chest in the process.

“Edna?” I say, turning to him incredulously. “Are you fucking joking? Have we come all the way out here for a sheep?”

Don’t get me wrong, I’m pleased to see her. Ecstatic, even. Jimmy will be delighted. With a bit of luck, he might even release the curse he’s apparently placed on the town since his beloved pet disappeared. But even so, and with absolutely no disrespect to Edna, this is a sheep, not a human being. And, not to put too fine a point on it, but Dylan and I have literally just risked our lives trying to find her.

“Baaa,” says Edna again. She doesn’t even sound grateful, the little—

“Scarlett.”

The laughter — I’m assuming that’s what it was — that made Dylan’s shoulders shake when he first peered into the tent has disappeared, and his expression is back to being serious.

“Think about it, Scarlett,” he says, shining the torch around the cave. “Aye, it’s just Edna, but Edna didn’t put up this tent, did she?”

I consider this. Edna’s pretty clever, to be fair — well, for a sheep, anyway — but I’d have to agree that the chances of her packing a tent for this long walk she’s decided to go on, and then setting it up and actually zipping herself inside it seem woefully thin.

Which means there must be someone with her.

Aaand we’re straight back to ‘anxious’ again.

What a roller coaster ride of emotions this has been.

Dylan’s torch sweeps the cave floor again, lingering on the backpack and other items that are piled up just behind Edna’s tent.

Someone has definitely been here.

I start forward to examine the pile of belongings, but before I can reach it, there’s a noise from the entrance of the cave, and then someone speaks, in a soft, London-accented voice that I must have heard a hundred times before.

“What are you doing? That’s my stuff!”

I stop in my tracks and then slowly turn around, vaguely aware of Dylan doing the same thing beside me.

She’s standing at the mouth of the cave, her long blonde hair damp from the sea spray, and her neon yellow puffer jacket zipped up to the neck. She has an expensive-looking camera around her neck, and her eyes are the same dark green as my own.

Exactly the same dark green as my own.

“Mum!” I gasp, the word seeming to fall out of my mouth and drop like a stone. My legs feel like they’re about to give way; either that or the floor of this cave is shaking beneath them.

“I’m sorry?”

The figure steps forward, her features illuminated by the light from the torch, which Dylan is still holding behind me. I really want to lean against him for strength, but my feet seem to be rooted to the spot.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” I say shakily as her face comes into focus. “I don’t know why I said that. I thought… I thought you were my mum for a second.”

I force out a laugh, but my embarrassment makes it sound every bit as awkward as it feels.

Ada Valentine — and it’s definitely her, I can see that now — takes another step towards us. Now that I can see her more clearly, I have no idea why I said what I did. She doesn’t look like Mum at all. She has the same blonde hair, and the same green eyes, sure, but the nose is smaller, the face thinner, the cheekbones more pronounced. She is still instantly familiar, though; which I guess isn’t surprising, given how many selfies she’s posted over the years.

“Ada,” I breathe, my brain frantically trying to adjust to the reality of her, after all the Instagram photos. Without the makeup and filters she uses, she’s less striking than she looks in her photos, but she’s still beautiful — and surprisingly tall, too, now that I’m seeing her outside of the confines of her Instagram grid. Most importantly, though, she’s here. And, well, alive.

“You’re here!” I say stupidly. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was worried. We both were.”

I indicate Dylan, who’s yet to speak, having apparently decided that now is the time to let me do the talking for once. But Ada’s eyes are focused firmly on me.

“Scarlett? What are you doing here?”

“I… wait. You recognized me? You know my name?”

I suppose it’s not all that surprising. I did send her a message, after all. And if someone sent me a message like that one, you better believe I’d be committing their name and their face to memory. Then I’d be hunting them down, and I’d be… no. I wouldn’t do anything of the sort. Because it’s less than twenty minutes since I promised myself I’d never let anything like this happen ever again, and I will keep that promise, even if it kills me.

Which I fully expect it will.

“Yeah, I know your name. Who’s the guy?”

I’m trying my best not to read anything into her tone, but I can’t help notice that Ada doesn’t exactly seem pleased to see us.

“Dylan Fraser,” he says, his tone authoritative. “I’m with the police.”

I allow my shoulders to unclench just a fraction, grateful he’s joined the conversation at last. Ada, however, just looks alarmed, her huge green eyes snapping abruptly from my face to his, her expression wary.

“The police?” she says sharply. “What are the police doing here? What’s going on?”

I can feel Dylan’s eyes boring into the back of my head, but I’m too busy watching Ada to want to turn around and meet his gaze.

It’s uncanny how familiar she is to me, just from her Instagram. Even the way she reaches up to tuck her hair impatiently behind her ear feels like something I’ve seen a thousand times. It’s almost as if I’ve met her before…

I frown in concentration as Dylan heaves an exasperated sigh behind me, before shrugging his way out of his backpack and placing it on the ground.

“How about we sit down and try to warm up a bit?” he says to Ada. “This is kind of a long story…”

* * *




The three of us sit huddled on the rocks at the entrance to the cave, making the most of the daylight while we still have it, and with sleeping bags draped around our shoulders for warmth.

“You did well to find cover,” Dylan says, looking at Ada approvingly. “The storm’s going to be a bad one. We’re probably going to have to sit tight until it blows over.”

I’m so distracted by the surge of jealousy I feel at the way he’s looking at her that I barely even take in what he said about “sitting tight”. I don’t, however, miss the expression of annoyance that passes quickly over Ada’s pretty face at his words.

I don’t think she really wants our company, somehow.

“Why are you here, again?” she asks, frowning. “You didn’t say?”

This is it. This is my moment to come clean. To tell her how sorry I am for sending her the message (Which I’ve come to think of as The Message…), and ask her to forgive me. Instead, though, when I open my mouth, all that comes out is a weird-sounding croak, and I blush right to the roots of my hair, while Dylan jumps in to take over.

“Er, we found a piece of yellow fabric a few miles back,” he says, helpfully skipping over everything that had happened up to that point. I flash him a grateful smile, which he totally ignores. “It had blood on it,” he adds. “We thought someone might be in trouble.”

Ada’s face clears.

“From the sheep,” she says, nodding in the direction of the little red tent. “I’d stopped for the night at the bothy, and when I woke up the next morning, she was waiting outside the door, wearing this weird little yellow coat. Gave me a bit of a scare, actually.”

“That happened to me once too,” I say eagerly, scrabbling for some common ground. “A few days ago. A sheep was outside my house. That was Maureen, though. This is Edna. They look the same, but it’s just because they’re sisters. And, well, sheep, obviously.”

Ada and Dylan cast identical withering looks in my direction, and I close my mouth with a snap.

Maybe I’ll just let Dylan lead this conversation, then.

“She’d injured her leg,” Ada goes on, ignoring the interruption. “Barbed wire, I think. So I cleaned it up as best I could, and then she just started following me. I couldn’t shake her off. It was—”

“As if she wanted to tell you something?” I interject, thinking of what McTavish said about the sheep at my door. “Like she had a message for you?”

“As if she knew she needed someone to help her,” Ada says coolly, looking at me like I’m the most stupid thing she’s ever seen in her life. Which I probably am, to be fair.

“And why were you headed out here? To Puffin Cove?” Dylan asks the question casually enough, but, even without his notebook in his hand, he still sounds enough like an off-duty copy to make Ada look instantly wary.

“Walking,” she says, turning those green eyes on him slowly. “It’s not a crime, is it?”

“No,” Dylan agrees. “It’s not. It’s a bit unusual at this time of year, though. Was there a particular reason for this… walk?”

I look at him curiously. When he’d told me about the conversation he’d had with Ada’s housemate, he’d appeared to accept the explanation that she’s just decided to go off grid for a bit. Why does he suddenly sound like he thinks there might be more to it?

“Was it me?” I blurt out, unable to remain silent any longer. “Was it because of me?”

Ada’s wary expression is replaced with straight-forward confusion.

“You?” she says, her brow creasing with a frown which tugs at a memory somewhere in the depths of my mind. “Why would it have anything to do with you?”

Dylan clears his throat ostentatiously.

Told you so, his eyes telegraph to me. I told you not everything’s about you, Scarlett.

The relief that’s currently flooding my body is better than any endorphin-rush I’ve ever experienced, and it’s tempting just to let myself get carried away with it and never speak of this ever again. But I can’t let myself off the hook that easily. I owe it to Ada — and to myself — to do what I set out here to do, so, with a quick glance at Dylan for courage, I turn back to face her.

“Because of the message I sent you,” I say clearly. “It was a couple of weeks ago now. It was—”

“Oh, yeah, the one telling me to go fuck myself,” Ada says, as if she’s just solved a particularly tricky puzzle. “Or words to that effect. I remember.”

“Um, yeah. That would be the one,” I mumble, thrown. This is really not the reaction I was expecting to my big apology. Not that I’ve got that far, yet, mind you.

“Ada, I’m so incredibly sorry,” I say, leaning forward so I can see her more clearly. “I’ve felt like shit ever since I sent it. Not that it matters how I felt, obviously,” I add hurriedly. “It’s you I was worried about. I honestly can’t tell you how sorry I am. I should never have said it. I didn’t even mean it, I just—”

“Yeah, yeah,” I get it. Ada waves my apology away like smoke in the air. “I saw your message. Don’t worry about it.”

I sit there blinking in confusion. After all the build-up to this moment; all the sleepless nights, and the heart-searching and the… well, the sheep… that it’s taken to get here, I feel oddly cheated now.

“Don’t worry about it”? Is that it? Is that all I’m going to get?

Dylan glances at me warningly.

“But I do worry about it,” I say earnestly, determined not to let this drop. “I worry about it a lot, actually. It was a terrible, horrible thing to say. I can never forgive myself for it. I—”

“Jeez, will you give it a rest,” Ada says impatiently. “You’re sorry. I get it.” Then her face softens slightly. “Look, I get loads of stupid messages,” she says, tucking her hair behind her ear again. “It comes with the territory. I just ignore them. They’re not about me, anyway; they’re about the people who sent them. You have to feel sorry for them, really. They just want to make someone else as unhappy as they are, poor sods.”

I straighten up, feeling suddenly exposed. Ada just described me as clearly as if she actually knows me. And it wasn’t a very flattering description, either. I daren’t look at Dylan, who starts rummaging ostentatiously in his pockets, clearly trying to pretend he’s not here.

“I… well, I guess so,” I admit at last. “You got me there. But I was serious when I said I was sorry. If there’s ever anything I can do to make it up to you…”

Ada shrugs, as if she’s painfully bored with this conversation.

“You could take this bloody sheep with you when you go,” she says, looking in the direction of the tent again. “I’ll never get her all the way back to town on my own.”

“You’re not coming with us?”

Dylan’s back in the conversation, and he still sounds strangely suspicious. I’m confused. Absolutely nothing about this is happening the way I thought it would. And even though Ada’s absolved me of my sins, and given me exactly what I wanted — permission to just move on and learn my lesson — I somehow don’t feel nearly as good about it as you’d think.

“Nah,” she replies, not looking at him. “I didn’t really come out here for company. No offense.”

“None taken. So, why did you come out here? Were you looking for The Devonia? Was that it?”

Dylan’s question makes her head snap up again. I look on, interested. I’ve been so distracted by my own guilt I’d almost forgotten about The Devonia, and how McTavish said Ada had come out here to look for it. And now that I’ve been reminded, it’s a question I’d really like to know the answer to as well.

But Ada just shrugs again.

“Something like that,” she says vaguely. “I’d heard something about a boat being washed up here a while back. Thought I might be able to get some cool photos of it if it was still here, but it’s not.”

She’s lying. I’m not sure how I know, but somehow it’s clear to me by the way she takes a lock of hair in her hand and twirls it through her fingers, her eyes flicking nervously around her, not settling anywhere.

I’ve seen someone do that before. I just can’t remember who.

“What’s the real reason you wanted to see it, though?” I ask, surprising even myself with the bluntness of my own question. “Why were you looking for The Devonia, Ada?”

Her eyes stop moving and latch onto mine. Bright green eyes with gold flecks around the iris. As familiar to me as my own. She stares at me for a long time, and when she finally speaks, I feel almost as if I already know what she’s going to say.

“I wasn’t looking for The Devonia,” she says. “Not really. I was looking for my mum.”
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“Your mum? My mum, you mean?”

I’m not sure quite how it happened, but somehow I’m holding Dylan’s hand — or maybe he’s holding mine — and I’m grateful for it, because without something to help me remain upright, there’s a very good chance I might fall right off this stupid rock I’m sitting on.

“Are you a journalist too?” I ask, suddenly suspicious. “Or a private investigator or something?”

Or… me? Because it’s hard to imagine two women with a connection to The Devonia going missing in this area, and two daughters turning up at the same time to find them, isn’t it? So why is Ada really here?

Ada stares at the ground, drawing circles on the damp floor with the toe of her boot, before finally looking back up at me.

“No, I’m not a journalist or a P.I.,” she says. “But yeah, I’m looking for your mother, I suppose. Louisa Scott?”

I nod stiffly, the sound of Mum’s name sending a shiver down my back.

“But… but why? How do you even know her name? I don’t understand.”

Ada hesitates for so long I start to think she isn’t going to answer me. The temperature can’t be more than a couple of degrees, even inside the cave, but my skin is suddenly clammy, and my heart is pounding so fast I can barely hear myself think.

“I got her name from my adoption records,” Ada says at last, as if making her mind up about something. “I’d never been interested in seeing them before, but then last year…” Her voice trails off, then she seems to gather herself again. “Anyway, last year I applied to see them,” she goes on briskly. “I found out her name, then I found out she grew up in Heather Bay.”

She starts to say something else, but I can’t hear her above the rushing of blood in my ears. Also, I’m slightly distracted by the rocky floor of the cave, which seems to be moving gently back and forth, back and forth, and then starting to spin, until—

“Scarlett. Scarlett, look at me. It’s okay, I’ve got you.”

At first Dylan’s voice seems to be coming from a very long way away, but it gradually gets clearer until I realize his lips are just above my ear, and he’s holding me in his arms, stopping me from falling apart.

“It’s okay,” he says softly. “I’m here.”

I feel his arms tighten around me and I hold on to him as if he’s the only thing keeping me anchored to the world.

“I’ll get her some water,” says Ada, and her voice brings me back to reality.

“I don’t want water,” I snap, struggling back into a sitting position and pushing my hair out of my eyes. “I want to know what the fuck you think you’re talking about? You’re trying to say you think my mother was… was…?”

“Was my mother too,” Ada confirms apologetically, speaking the way people do to an invalid. “Look, I’m sorry, I know this must be shit for you,” she goes on. “That’s why I ignored your message. And why I haven’t been posting much on Insta since I got here. I didn’t want to have to talk to you. I didn’t want… well, this, I suppose.”

She gestures at our surroundings, as if she had somehow foreseen this exact set of circumstances, right down to the injured sheep in the neon jacket, and had cunningly taken action to avoid it. And all of a sudden, I no longer regret the message I sent her. I just wish I’d sent it sooner.

“You didn’t want to talk to me because you knew I’d see right through you,” I spit furiously. “Because you’re a liar! I’m an only child; always have been. Do you think I wouldn’t have known if my mother had another daughter? Do you really think I’m stupid enough to fall for this?”

Dylan reaches out and takes my hand again. I grab hold of it so tightly he winces.

“She had me when she was 16, according to what I’ve managed to find out,” Ada says calmly. I’ve no idea how she’s managing to remain so composed when I’m sitting here feeling so utterly murderous towards her. “In Heather Bay. I’m assuming she didn’t tell many people about me, then.”

She says it apparently without emotion, but there’s a sadness in her eyes that I recognize.

Mum’s eyes. Ada’s eyes. They’re the same.

Is she telling the truth? Could she be?

“So you knew Scarlett was… was also her daughter?” Dylan says carefully. Ada barely glances at him, her eyes still fixed on me.

“Yeah,” she says, almost apologetically. “I found that out, too. Then I saw your byline in the paper, back when there was all that fuss about Lexie Steele and Jett Carter, so I figured you must live here too. Like I say, I didn’t want to talk to you or anything. I didn’t… well, I didn’t know what you knew, and it wasn’t my place to tell you.” She blushes. “I was totally paranoid I’d bump into you around town,” she goes on. “I was scared you’d… well, not recognize me, obviously, but maybe see some kind of similarity? With Louisa?”

She leans forward, her expression hopeful.

She wants me to agree with her. To tell her she looks like Mum. To make her feel like she might belong somewhere. That her life might make some kind of sense.

But I can’t.

I just can’t do it. Mostly because right now my life doesn’t make any kind of sense either, which leaves me in no position to be reassuring anyone else. Least of all Ada Valentine.

I really wish I could go back in time to when she was just some annoying influencer who could be unfollowed any time I felt like it. The trouble is, though, that I didn’t just unfollow Ada, did I? No, I quite literally followed her; I followed her right off the internet and all the way to this Godforsaken place, only for her to blow my whole world apart.

I swear to God, I’m deleting Instagram from my phone as soon as I possibly can.

Ada’s still watching me. For a second, I think she’s going to reach out to me, but she just tucks her hair behind her ear again — that gesture that I now remember from all the thousands of times I watched Mum do it before her.

Did she really have a child I didn’t know about? Did Dad know? Did anyone?

The floor starts doing its weird tilting trick again, and Dylan’s hand once again becomes a lifeline, stopping me from sliding right off the edge of the world.

“Look, Scarlett,” Ada says awkwardly, “I didn’t come here to cause trouble, okay? I don’t want anything from you. I just wanted to know where I came from. That’s it, I swear. This place was the last piece of the puzzle, and now that I’ve seen it, I’ll be going back to Brighton, so you’ll never have to see me again. If you don’t want to, I mean.”

She holds her hands up as if pleading guilty, and I watch her sullenly. Thanks to Dylan, the ground is no longer moving beneath me, but my head is spinning fast enough to make up for it. I can’t make sense of any of this. I can’t reconcile the mother I knew with the woman Ada says had a child at 16 and then gave her up. They can’t be the same person. They just can’t be. I think of Aunt Lucy — Finn’s mum — in Australia. She might know, even if Dad doesn’t. I wish I could call her. I wish I could call anyone who could make this make sense for me.

I wish I could call Mum.

Then again, what would I say to her, if I could? Hi, Mum, is it true you had a secret second life you never told anyone about? And a daughter? Just wondering…

I swallow hard, tears suddenly filling my eyes as another question occurs to me: a much more important one this time.

Is that why you disappeared?

“So, you came to Heather Bay to look for her?” Dylan is saying as I slowly resurface from the quicksand of my own thoughts. “Did you know she was missing?”

“Not at first,” Ada says. “Elsie told me that.”

“Elsie?”

“Yeah. She’s the owner of the AirbnB I’ve been renting up here.”

The owner? Dylan and I exchange glances. Elsie made it sound like she just happened to live in The Windsong. She didn’t mention she actually owned the place.

“It used to be a hotel, apparently,” Ada goes on, oblivious to our surprise. “Elsie owned that, too. That’s how she knew Louisa. She said she used to work there when she was a teenager, then, when she was older, she’d come back for holidays.”

What?

Elsie knew Mum?

And Mum used to work at The Windsong? How did I not know that? How did Ada manage to find out so much, in such a short period of time?

I think back to my conversation with Elsie, on the steps of the old hotel, when I still thought it was Ada I was trying to find.

I was asking all the wrong questions, wasn’t I?

“How do you know all of this?” Dylan says, interrupting my chain of thought. She’s speaking to Ada, but he keeps looking at me, a question in his eyes.

Are you okay?

Yes. No. I don’t know. But I want to hear more.

“Coincidence, really,” Ada shrugs. “When she gave me the key to the apartment, she asked me why I was here — just making conversation, you know? So I told her I was looking for my birth mother, and we got talking. She’s an interesting woman, Elsie. She said she knew Louisa quite well. She said the last time Louisa came to stay, she told her she wanted to leave her husband, and —”

“No.”

The word comes out of my mouth before I even know I’m going to say it. As soon as it’s out there, though, I realize it’s not true.

Not arguing, but fighting. Not talking, but screaming.

I think she was arguing with Dad.

“No,” I say again. “No, no, no. That’s not right.”

I put my head in my hands as if I can block everything out that way, but the memories are still there behind my fingers, and Ada’s words have somehow shaken them loose.

The arguments that went on and on, long into the night; not just on that last holiday, but all the time. The way I’d spend all day on the beach with Scotty, just to get away from them. Dad taking me to The Wildcat for dinner, because Mum had gone off on her own again, for ‘space’.

Don’t worry, she’ll come back. She always comes back.

The truth.

When I raise my head again, Ada and Dylan are both watching me warily, and I shake my head briskly, then straighten my shoulders, determined not to break down in front of them.

I’ll save that for later, I guess.

“And did Elsie say anything else?” I ask stiffly. “Seeing as you seem to know so much about all of this?”

Ada hesitates.

“Look, if this is too much for you—” she says, but I just glare at her, and raise my eyebrows.

“It’s not too much,” I lie. “What else did she say?”

She shrugs slightly, then goes on.

“She said Louisa was planning to leave on The Devonia, apparently. It was a boat.”

“I know what it was,” I snap. I know I’m not being fair to her — none of this is her fault, after all, but I can’t help but feel resentful of the fact that Ada Valentine, of all people, seems to know more about my mother than I ever did.

Ada fucking Valentine.

“I know what The Devonia was,” I say, a little more calmly. “But how did you know it ended up here?”

“There’s this woman in Heather Bay,” Ada replies. “She’s called—”

“Shona McLaren,” Dylan and I say in unison.

I groan, putting my head back into my hands.

I knew I should just have gone straight to Shona when all of this started. It would have saved me so much time.

“I guess I just put two and two together,” Ada goes on, shrugging. “I knew I wasn’t going to find anything, but I needed a bit of space, so I headed out here to take a look at the place for myself before I go back home. Thought I’d get a few photos to remember it by. I just didn’t count on the weather changing so fast. Or the sheep deciding to tag along for the ride.”

As if on cue, Edna’s head appears through the door of the tent and gives a loud baaaa. She sounds almost as confused as I am right now, and I take advantage of the interruption to stand up and go over to her, bending down and stroking her curly head just to give myself some time to think about all of this.

I’ve always thought Ada was fake; that all of those perfectly posed photos were just a front for someone who wasn’t exactly as she tried to portray herself. So why should I believe her now?

“How do we know she isn’t lying?” I say, turning to Dylan. “How do we know she’s not just saying this for… for Instagram?”

“For Instagram?” Ada snorts incredulously. “Wow, you really don’t know much about social media, do you? I haven’t even mentioned any of this on there. Why would I? What would I get out of it?”

She makes a good point. A few of them, actually. Nevertheless, it’s Dylan’s opinion I want to hear, so I ignore her for now and look at him pleadingly.

“Everything she’s saying can be checked out easily enough,” he says, speaking as if he’s worried I’m going to accuse him of taking her side over mine. “I can help you with it as soon as we get back, if you like. And…”

He hesitates, glancing at Ada before getting up and coming to join me by the tent.

“I called my mum a couple of nights ago,” he says in a low voice as he crouches beside me, both of us petting Edna, who looks extremely pleased with herself. “After I spoke to Ada’s housemate. I wanted to ask her if she remembered your mother. If she’d known her when she lived in Heather Bay.”

My hands freezes in the act of untangling one of Edna’s curls.

Of course. It hadn’t even occurred to me that his parents might have known Mum. It was all such a long time ago.

“And?”

“She didn’t know her well,” he goes on. “My folks were a few years older than yours, I think. But she did know of her. And she said something a bit strange. She asked me if she was the lass there was all the scandal about back in the day. Something to do with a baby, she said. Scarlett, look at me.”

He takes my chin in his hand and tilts my face towards him. At first I think he’s going to kiss me — which would be pretty weird, under the circumstances — but he just looks at me, searching my face to make sure I’m okay.

“Scarlett, I think she could be telling the truth,” he says gently. “I’m sorry. I know this must be hard for you, and I’ll do everything I can to help you. But I don’t think she’s lying. Scarlett, I think Ada really is your half-sister.”
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“When were you going to tell me this?” I ask in a voice that doesn’t sound like mine. “About your mum, and what she told you? Kind of an important thing to keep to yourself, don’t you think?”

“Why do you think I followed you all the way out here?” Dylan asks softly. “I wasn’t just worried about you, Scarlett; I knew you’d want to know this. I was just trying to figure out the best way to tell you about it, that’s all. All I knew was what my mother had told me, which was just idle gossip from 30-odd years ago, nothing concrete. But I was going to tell you. Then all of this stuff with Ada started, and I had to deal with that first. It didn’t even occur to me that she had anything to do with this. You have to believe me.”

“I do,” I croak, cringing at how pathetic I must sound right now. “I trust you. I think you’re the only person I do trust, actually.”

He’s so close I can see the flecks of gold in his eyes, but all of a sudden they turn blurry as my own eyes fill with tears, which I blink back furiously. I’m starting to feel lightheaded with shock, and I find myself longing for the days when hating Dylan Fraser was the biggest problem in my life.

But I don’t hate him any more. Not when he’s still cupping my face in his hands, and looking at me as if he’s afraid I might break. As if it would be the worst thing in the world if I did.

I want to tell him all of this: about the not-hating, and the sudden revelation that he’s one of the good guys. The best, in fact. But I can feel Ada’s watchful eyes on us both, so I just give him my best attempt at a thank you for helping me and caring about me and we will talk about this later, look before getting slowly to my feet and going back to Ada, who’s pretending she hasn’t been trying to listen in to our entire conversation.

“Do you know what happened to Louisa?” she asks shyly as Dylan and I sit back down beside her. “All I know is that the boat was empty when it washed up, so—?”

Her cheeks are slightly red. I can tell she’s been working up the courage to ask me this, because she says it as if she’s expecting me to bite her head off by way of response. Probably because that’s exactly what I’ve been doing so far.

I shake my head wearily.

“I didn’t even know about you,” I reply bluntly. “Let alone anything about a boat. I don’t remember Mum ever being interested in sailing, or knowing how to do it. I’m starting to think I didn’t know her at all. I’m not sure anyone did, really.”

“She might not have mentioned it, but that doesn’t necessarily mean she didn’t know how to do it,” Dylan says, squeezing my hand. “I mean, it’s a fishing village. It’s not like there’s a shortage of boats, or people to teach you how to use one.”

I rub my eyes, suddenly exhausted. I know what he’s saying makes sense, but it’s just such a stretch for me to have to suddenly re-imagine my own mother like this. To realize how little I actually knew about her.

Then there’s Dad.

Did he know she wanted to leave him? Did he know about Ada? Or is all of this going to be as much of a shock to him as it is to me?

I shiver; from the shock as much as from the cold.

This is a mess. It’s all such a mess. But, the fact is, whether Mum tried to leave town on The Devonia or not, the end result is still the same: she’s not here now. And the most likely explanation is that she somehow ended up in the water.

The same water that’s currently smashing against the rocks outside, as if it’s taking vengeance for some long-held grudge against them.

I shiver again. I don’t really want to think about that now; what might have happened to her. Not when I’m still struggling to process everything. Maybe not ever, actually. Because, if what Ada’s saying is true, then Mum wasn’t just trying to leave Dad, was she?

No, she was also planning to leave me. And I’m not sure I can deal with that. Or forgive it, if it’s true.

I can’t do this.

I don’t want to be here, in this stupid cave, with Ada and her lies that might be truths. With the knowledge that Mum might have ended up here, too; and that, if she did, it might not have been the accident I’d always thought it was.

It might have been because she wanted to leave.

It might have been because she wanted to leave me.

I get shakily to my feet, my mind made up. I need to go home, so I can have some space to think. So I can talk to Dad, and Aunt Lucy, and… I don’t know, maybe Shona McLaren?

Definitely Shona McLaren.

I need to go home, where I can finally cry; because I have a feeling that, once I start, I’m not going to be able to stop, and I’d rather not have an audience when that happens — even if it is just two people and a sheep.

“Well,” I say briskly, mentally thanking my still-trembling legs for keeping me upright. “We’d better be getting back, I suppose, Dylan. Things to do. I have an article to write for work. It’s about bingo. And pies.”

Ada and Dylan blink up at me, both thoroughly confused by the abrupt change of subject. Which doesn’t surprise me considering I’m babbling complete nonsense at them in a painfully transparent bid to make things feel normal again.

“Pies?” says Ada.

“And peas,” I add helpfully. “Very, er, important stuff, you know.”

“You can’t be serious?” says Dylan, who’s wearing his own Very Serious expression. I frown in annoyance.

“It’s important to some people, Dylan,” I start to defend myself, but he holds up a hand to stop me.

“I’m not talking about the bingo club, Scarlett,” he says patiently. “I’m talking about the weather.”

I turn and look outside. In the time we’ve been talking — and almost fainting, in my case — the sky has been getting darker as night approaches and the storm clouds continue to gather.

The rain is falling harder than ever. I guess I’ve just been too wrapped up in the drama happening inside the cave to think much about the one outside, but now it would appear that Mother Nature is done with being ignored, and is going to be requiring our undivided attention from now on; especially the waves, which are rising alarmingly high over the rocks, their white tips making me think of the Kelpies that are said to dwell in these waters.

If there are Kelpies, however, they’re angry ones, and, as if to prove it, a low rumble of thunder from somewhere in the distance. Edna turns and trots back into the tent. Dylan and I exchange oh fuck looks, and Ada jumps up and races to the cave’s entrance to peer out. The beach that was just visible from where we’re sitting is now gone, the waves now engulfing the sand and making it feel like it’s not a cave we’re in, but an island.

“Er, you’re not going to be able to see the thunder, you know?” I point out, still finding it hard not to resent her for the way she’s just casually tossed my entire life upside down, like one of those salads she’s always photographing for Instagram.

“You’re kidding?” she replies sarcastically, fiddling with something on the back of her camera. “I just want to see the sky. I bet it’s amazing right now.”

“I’m sure it is,” Dylan puts in. “But I’d stay inside if I were you. The storm’s not far away now. Trust me, you’re not going to want to be out there when it hits.”

Ada looks like she’s about to disagree with this, then a sudden flash of lightning briefly illuminates the cave, effectively shutting her up. I resist the urge to give it a cheer.

The lightning is followed by another rumble of thunder just a few seconds later, and within a matter of minutes, it sounds like a team of giants are playing volleyball with rocks on the beach. The rain is coming down in torrents by this stage, and between it and the thunder, it’s too noisy even to think. Which is kind of a relief, to be honest.

I find myself drawing closer to Dylan, who takes my hand, pulling me towards the back of the cave, away from the rain.

“It’s okay, we’re safe in here,” he shouts, his lips brushing my ear and making the skin there tingle. “We just need to wait it out.”

I’m not entirely convinced by this. It sounds like the thunder is directly overhead now, and I keep glancing up at the roof of the cave, hoping it just sounds like it’s about to fall in on us. I do feel safe with Dylan here, though. He somehow has that effect on me, and while I’d like to think it’s just something to do with his police training, I know it isn’t. It’s him. And it’s amazing.

Or, at least, it would be amazing if I wasn’t currently stuck in a cave with a singing sheep and the half-sister I didn’t know I had, obviously.

Ada, meanwhile, seems totally unconcerned by the sound and light show going on all around us. (And Edna hasn’t sung a single note, to be fair.) She’s still standing close to the mouth of the cave — she must be getting absolutely soaked — staring out, and, as I watch, I see her raise her camera and start clicking away with it.

Of course.

Leave it to Ada to be thinking about how this all looks, rather than how dangerous it might be. Pictures or it didn’t happen, right?

“She’s almost as bad as you, Trouble,” Dylan mutters, watching in disbelief as Ada jumps onto one of the rocks we’d been sitting on, in a bid to get a better shot. “If she slips—”

I lean into him, not able to bring myself to think about Ada. I can’t think about anything right now with any clarity. I just need to get out of this cave and off this beach. I just need to be somewhere I can hear my own thoughts.

Dylan’s still watching Ada.

“Hey,” he calls out in his best this is the police voice. “Get down from there! Are you insane?”

But either she doesn’t hear him or she chooses to ignore him — my money’s on the latter — because she just keeps on clicking away, jumping down and walking all the way out of the cave to get a better angle at the sea spray that’s lashing against the rocks outside.

It’ll make a cool photo, I have to give her that. I’m just not sure it’s worth risking your life for, is all, and I turn my back on the sight, burying my head against Dylan’s shoulder and trying to block out the noise.

Dylan’s arm loops around my shoulder, and he pulls me closer, his chin resting on top of my head. I close my eyes, trying to will myself out of this cave and back home, to my safe, dry house. I try to will myself out of my body, and into another life: one that doesn’t hurt so much.

And that’s what I’m doing when I hear Ada scream.








  
  
  Chapter 32

  
  




The scream is sharp and loud, and it stops almost as soon as it starts, the sound jolting me out of my thoughts of home, and bringing me abruptly back to the entrance to the cave, where Ada was standing just moments earlier.

But she’s not there now.

Dylan realizes at the same time I do, and immediately rushes forward, but I’m faster, pushing ahead of him as we race out of the cave and into the storm.

Out here it’s all water. Waves lash against the rocks, the rain merging into them until it’s hard to know where the sky ends and the sea begins. I’m vaguely aware that I’m screaming Ada’s name as I run, and that Dylan is yelling mine, but the storm is so loud it’ll be a miracle if she can hear either of us.

Please don’t let her be in the water. Please don’t let her be in the water.

“Ada!” I call again, skidding to a stop on the narrow ledge that connects the caves to the beach; the one we crept carefully along a few hours earlier, and which is now swimming with water, and completely impassable.

Dylan catches me by the arm, pulling me back towards him.

“Go back inside,” he shouts. “I’ll find her, Scarlett, I promise. I just need to know you’re safe first.”

His words are whipped away by the wind as soon as he says them, but I’m not listening anyway, because I have to be the one to find her. I just have to. Even if I’m not the reason she’s out here, I still feel responsible for her somehow, and so I wrench my arm away from him, my eyes frantically scanning the rocks and the sea — please not the sea — until they finally snag on a familiar splash of yellow.

Ada’s lying on the rocks just a few meters from the cave we’ve been sheltering in, her camera shattered into pieces beside her. Her face is white, and there’s a gash in her jeans which blood is pouring out of an alarming rate, but her eyes are open, and when she sees us running towards her, she starts sobbing in relief.

“Don’t touch her, Scarlett,” Dylan yells over the sound of the storm. “We have to make sure there’s nothing broken before we try to move her.”

He crouches down beside her as I cling to the rocks next to them both, feeling useless. The wind whips my hair into my face, blowing the breath back into my body as I stand there shivering, waiting for Dylan to deliver his verdict.

When he finally does, though, it’s not the news I was hoping for.

“I don’t think anything’s broken,” he says, standing up and shouting so I can hear him. “But her leg’s in a bad way, and she’s had a bump to the head that I’m not happy about. There’s a first aid kit in my bag that I can use to try to stop the bleeding, but she’s going to need medical attention. There’s no way she’s going to make it home like this. I doubt we’d even be able to get her off the beach.”

He glances back at Ada, then turns to me again, rubbing distractedly at his stubble.

“I don’t like the look of that head injury,” he mutters, speaking almost to himself. “I really think that should be looked at sooner rather than later. I know basic first aid, but it’s a hospital she needs.”

I shiver. The nearest hospital is in Inverness, which is miles away, even if we were close to a road. And if Dylan is right—

“Come on,” he says, coming to a decision. “Let’s get her out of this rain, then I’ll see if I can get hold of the coastguard on the radio.”

He turns back to Ada, who he picks up as easily as if she were a doll, carrying her back to the shelter of the cave while I follow behind, my head still spinning as I try to make sense of everything that’s happened on this apparently endless day.

Inside the cave, Ada sits propped listlessly against the wall, while Dylan takes his radio from his bag and goes back outside to try to get a signal. I grab the three sleeping bags and pile them on top of her, trying not to look at the blood that’s matted her blonde hair together at the back of her head. I really want to say something reassuring to her; something to make her feel like she’s safe. For once, though, I find myself totally lost for words, so, instead, I simply sit beside her, hoping my presence will comfort her, the way Dylan’s presence comforts me. After a while, I feel her head drop onto my shoulder and she leans against me, her body still trembling through all the insulated layers she’s currently wearing.

“Sorry about this,” she mumbles, so quietly I have to strain to hear her. “Bet you didn’t think you’d have to rescue me when you came out here.”

“Um. I kind of did, actually,” I reply sheepishly. “That’s why I’m here, remember? I thought you might have taken what I said in that message literally. I was so worried.”

“Scarlett to the rescue, huh?” Her voice is weak, but I think I can feel her smile against my shoulder.

“Not really,” I reply, embarrassed. “It was all Dylan. I probably wouldn’t even have survived a single night at the bothy without him. I’d have passed out from fear just trying to get to the toilet.”

“You’re so lucky,” she says, her words slightly slurred. “He loves you so much. I wish I could meet someone who loved me like that.”

“Dylan?” His name comes out much louder than I meant it to. “Dylan doesn’t love me. He doesn’t even like me. We’re sworn enemies. We shook hands on it and everything.”

This time I know she’s smiling. I can hear it in her voice.

“Yeah, good one,” she says. “Sworn enemies, my arse. He loves you. Trust me. No guy acts like that around a woman he’s not in love with. He’s like a human version of the heart-eyes emoji.”

I chew my bottom lip thoughtfully. I know things have changed between Dylan and me since the night at the bothy. Then there was the morning after it — was that really just today? — when I suddenly started to have a whole lot of feelings I can’t totally chalk up to my gratitude for him turning up to save me from the imaginary monsters. But, I mean, it’s been one day of not hating each other. That’s not love. It can’t possibly be. It’s just… I don’t know what that is, actually.

“You love him too, though, right?” Ada says suddenly. “Because I’ll happily take him off your hands if you don’t? He’s really hot. Even when he’s doing that whole “interrogation” thing. Especially when he’s doing that, actually. I would—”

“I thought you were supposed to be injured?” I interrupt indignantly. “And anyway, I don’t love Dylan, okay?”

But you better not even think about trying it on with him yourself.

“Liar.”

For someone who just took a tumble from a rock, Ada’s still pretty damn sassy, I have to hand it to her.

“How is she?”

I look up to see Dylan coming towards us, the radio in his hand.

“I think she must have a concussion,” I tell him. “She’s talking absolute nonsense.”

His eyes widen with concern.

“She’s fine, Dylan,” I say. “Well, as fine as she can be for now, anyway. What happened with the coastguard? Did you manage to get through?”

“Aye, I did.” He sits beside us with a world-weary sigh. “Eventually. They said they’d send the boat. I just wish there was another way to get her out of here. It’s still pretty wild out there.”

He’s not wrong. Even though the worst of the storm has passed overhead, I can still hear the wind howling all around us and the rain lashing the rocks outside. I don’t particularly fancy getting into a boat in this weather, but it doesn’t seem like there’s much choice in the matter, so I say nothing as Dylan gets the first aid kit from his bag and patches up Ada’s leg with it as best he can by the light of his torch, which he’s propped up against a rock.

The coastguard are professionals, after all. They’ll be used to things like this. We’ll be safe with them. Everything will be fine.

I repeat these words to myself like a mantra as we sit there waiting, none of us feeling much like making conversation, even though there’s a lot of things we could be talking about. Like Ada turning out to be my half-sister, for instance.

Or how she said Dylan obviously loves me.

I sneak a look at him out of the corner of my eye, trying to see whatever it is Ada claims to see. But his eyes are closed, the thick lashes dark against his skin. He really is beautiful. I lean a little closer, examining the spot where those dimples appear when he smiles, and inhaling the sweet, musky scent of him.

“Are you trying to memorize my face?”

He says it without opening his eyes, and I jerk back, embarrassed.

“Sorry. I thought you were sleeping.”

“Obviously.”

He smirks under his stubble, and I wonder if this could be enough to make me start hating him again, but nope. It’s no use. He’s going to have to try harder than that.

Ada sighs heavily, reminding us of her presence. There’s so much to say that it feels impossible to say any of it, so, instead, we sit there silently in a row, my mind whirring with all the unanswered questions this day has brought up for me.

It feels like a long time later when Ada suddenly breaks the silence.

“Can I hear someone shouting out there?”

She’s been so quiet I’d been starting to worry about her again, but her voice sounds a little stronger now, and she even tries to get to her feet, only to sink back down with a groan.

“Whoa. Stay there,” Dylan tells her, leaping up himself. “Don’t let her move, Scarlett. I think the boat might be here.”

I want to jump up and cheer at his words, but I content myself with returning the quick smile he gives me as he leaves.

The boat’s here.

We’re safe.
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We’re not safe.

The boat is here, as it happens, but it’s not so much a boat as it’s a dinghy; the kind used by the coastguard rather than the type used by kids at the beach, obviously, but still. It’s not exactly the kind of boat I feel like taking a ride on — especially considering the way it’s bobbing around like a cork in the choppy sea. And it’s not quite the crew of professionals I was expecting on board it, either. No, it’s McTavish.

And also Jimmy.

My life flashes before my eyes — quite a lot of it featuring the very people in front of me, actually — as I remember that the coastguard is staffed mainly by volunteers from the village, which explains why our rescue party consists of two warring farmers, one of whom drives a fake Uber in his spare time.

There’s a moment of relief as I recognize Archie Taylor standing behind McTavish — Archie’s a retired fisherman and has been volunteering for the coastguard for years now, so he should at least know what he’s doing — then I’m almost knocked off my feet by a small, wooly bullet which pushes past me, baaaing her head off.

“Edna! Is that you, Edna?”

Jimmy shoves McTavish roughly out of the way, making the little boat rock precariously in the process as he tries to scramble ashore. Before he can make it, though, Edna leaps towards him in a move that’s far more impressive than her singing ever was, and Jimmy lunges forward to catch her. At the last second, McTavish reaches out and grabs him by the back of his life vest, to stop him pitching into the waves, then the two of them pull Edna aboard, Jimmy weeping like a baby the entire time.

“Edna! Ye found her!” he sobs, beaming in our direction with gratitude. For a moment, I think he’s going to jump out of the boat to thank us in person, but instead he turns and throws his arms around a surprised McTavish, who looks amazed but pleased.

“Er, a bit of help here, McTavish?” yells Dylan, who’s bearing most of Ada’s weight in his arms. “It’s not just Edna you’re here for, remember?”

“Oh, aye. Right,” says McTavish, scrambling out of the boat and coming to help us. “Dinnae worry, lass,” he tells Ada, smiling reassuringly at her. “We’ll have ye home in no time.”

Between them, Dylan and McTavish somehow manage to lift Ada onto the boat, helped by an unexpectedly spry Jimmy, who appears to have lost at least 10 years off his age now that he’s been reunited with his beloved sheep.

Once she’s settled safely next to Edna, McTavish jumps into the boat and Dylan turns back to where I’m still standing on the little ledge, clinging to the nearest rock and feeling a bit like a spare part.

“Are you sure this is safe?” I yell, as he beckons me towards the boat. “Because it really doesn’t look it.”

The little dinghy bobs dramatically in the tiny channel, its rubber sides bumping against the rocks as the waves carry it forward. Ada’s face already looks a little green as she clings on to one of the ropes.

“It’s fine,” Dylan shouts back. “Archie’s an old hand at this. So’s McTavish, actually. They’ll get us home safely. But we need to hurry.”

I reluctantly force myself forward, but as I reach out to McTavish, who’s waiting to help me onto the boat, a sudden wave pushes the dinghy up, before dropping it abruptly back down again and almost knocking me off my feet as the spray from it washes over the rocky surface I’m standing on. I stagger backwards; the wave engulfing me. For a brief second, all I can see is white; my nose and throat fill with the tangy taste of salt water, and I can’t tell which way is up, and which is down. From somewhere in the froth, I hear Ada screaming, then Dylan’s arms are around my waist, pulling me back to safety, anchoring me firmly to the earth.

At the same time, the wave starts to swell again, pushing the dinghy towards us on a cloud of vicious white surf. We’re quite literally between a rock and a hard place right now, and it’s impossible to tell which option is safest.

“It’s okay, I’m fine,” I call out, as the rubber sides of the boat bounce off the rocks. “I’m okay.”

But I’m not okay.

The waves lurch against the harbor wall, higher than I’ve ever seen them. The little boat bobs among them, two heads just visible through the cabin window. The wind is blowing directly into my face, but I shout her name into it, hoping she can hear me over the crashing of the waves. Knowing that if she hears me, she’ll come back. She’ll have to.

“Scarlett? Scarlett, come on. We have to get onto the boat.”

Dylan’s voice sounds like it’s coming from very far away, but the memory that’s just been unlocked is about to pull me under, and I buckle under its weight.

The boat is pulling away, out of the harbor. I watch as it lurches dangerously, then steadies, the man at the wheel somehow managing to steer it back on course. Beside him, Mum’s blonde hair blows wetly in the wind, whirling around her head.

I don’t think she can hear me.

I don’t think she’s coming back.

“Scarlett? Are ye comin’, lass?”

McTavish’s voice cuts through the mist, but I shake my head, backing away from the water, and away from the memory.

There was a man in the boat. And she left with him.

She just left.

“Dylan!”

I turn in his arms, trying to see his face through the spray that still surrounds us.

“Dylan,” I sob, as two decades’ worth of tears prepare to break out of me. “Dylan, I can’t. I can’t—”

“Scarlett, what is it? What’s wrong?”

He has to shout so I can hear him over the storm, but the eyes that look into mine are filled with concern.

I want to tell him everything, but all I can do is cling to him, trying to fight back the tears as the wind buffets against us, once again pushing the lifeboat towards the rocks.

“It’s gettin’ worse,” McTavish yells from the boat, which is still bobbing dangerously in the little channel. “We cannae get any closer. Ye’ll have to jump for it if ye want to get on.”

I shrink back against Dylan, who shakes his head firmly, his arms still around me.

“It’s not safe,” he calls back. “I don’t want to risk it. You go; get Ada to hospital. We can wait here until it settles.”

I look up at him through the rain. I don’t want to stay here, but absolutely nothing could convince me to get onto that boat right now, even if my life depended on it. By now, though, it’s clear that we don’t have a choice. Archie has started doing something with the engine, which makes the boat pull slowly out of the channel, the gap between it and us already too wide for us to manage. At the back of the boat, McTavish holds up his hand in a salute.

“We’ll be back for ye as soon as we can,” he shouts, as they slowly retreat from view. “Stay safe.”

Stay safe.

I really wish I had. I wish I’d just stayed at home and forgotten all about Ada and her stupid Instagram. Then I wouldn’t be out here in the dark. Then I wouldn’t have remembered all the things I’ve been trying so hard to forget.

“Come on,” Dylan calls, taking my hand and dragging me out of my thoughts. “Let’s get back into the cave. At least it’ll be drier in there.”

He makes me go in front of him, then he walks carefully behind me, his hands on my shoulders so he can steer me along the path that leads back to the shelter of the cave.

“It’s okay,” he shouts, feeling me hesitate. “I’m right here. I won’t let you fall; I promise.”

The cave is, indeed, drier than the channel outside it was, but only just, and I start shivering uncontrollably as soon as we’re inside, as if everything that’s just happened has finally caught up with me.

“Are you going to tell me what happened out there?” Dylan asks carefully. propelling me towards a rock. I sink down on it gratefully, suddenly aware that my legs are no longer willing to hold me up.

“I remembered,” I say simply, looking up at him through the gloom. “I remembered what happened, Dylan. Not all of it — I don’t think I ever knew all of it. But enough.”

Dylan drops the bag he’s just picked up and comes to sit beside me, taking my hand in his.

“Tell me,” is all he says. But it’s enough.

“She was seeing someone,” I say in a rush. “Someone from the village. I don’t know how long it had been going on for, but I know Dad found out. That night. That’s when she told him she was going to leave.”

I bite my lip, struggling to control the swirl of emotions that are trying to drag me under again, like they almost did on the rocks.

“You heard this?” His thumb gently circles the back of my hand. I take a deep breath before I go on, wishing I had some more of that whisky he gave me last night.

“Yeah. I heard them arguing that day at the lighthouse. She stormed off, like I said. But she came back to the hotel for her stuff. Dad wasn’t there — I think he’d gone out to look for her. But I was there. And I went after her. I went after her, Dylan! I didn’t just let her go. I followed her.”

The rain falling, trickling down the neck of my sweatshirt. Wet shoes squelching through the puddles. Staying far enough behind her that she couldn’t see me, but close enough to see where she went.

And she went to the harbor.

To the boat that was waiting for her.

To him; the man, whoever he was.

And she didn’t come back.

“But this man,” Dylan says, that familiar line appearing between his eyebrows as he frowns. “Who was he? What happened to him?”

I shake my head.

“That’s the bit I haven’t figured out yet. I know he was on the boat with her, but I don’t know who he was. I’m not sure I ever knew that.”

Or if I even want to know.

Dylan’s still frowning.

“It doesn’t add up,” he says. “The newspaper article about The Devonia just said the owner couldn’t be reached. It didn’t say he was missing. Surely, if two people had gone into the sea that night, the Gazette would have had a lot more to say about it than that the boat washed up on the rocks a few weeks later?”

We look at each other, the same idea beginning to form.

“What if they didn’t go into the sea?” I say slowly, not quite sure whether this is an idea I should even be allowing myself to think, let alone articulate. But Dylan’s thinking it, too. I can read him as easily as I know he can read me, and right now, we’re both thinking the same thing.

What if she was never actually lost? 

What if she’s still alive? 
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“There’s nothing we can do about it now, obviously,” Dylan says a few minutes later, once he’s rifled through his Mary Poppins backpack again, and produced both a tiny, microfiber towel for me to rub my hair dry on, and the trusty bottle of whisky. “But I can look into this as soon as we get back. It shouldn’t be too hard to find out who the owner of the boat was, and once we know that, we can find out what happened to him.”

And, more to the point, what happened to her.

“Are you allowed to do that?” I ask doubtfully. “You won’t be putting your job at risk by looking into it after all this time?”

“I won’t have to,” he says, grinning. “Shona McLaren will probably be able to tell us everything we need to know.”

I groan, putting my face in my hands.

Why didn’t I just go to Shona in the first place? There’s literally nothing that woman doesn’t know.

I take a sip from the whisky bottle, hoping it’ll help settle the jangled mess of nerves in my stomach. Now that I’m so close to finally finding out what happened to Mum, I’m starting to have second thoughts about the whole thing. I don’t want to admit this to Dylan, in case he’s angry with me for putting him through all of this for nothing, but now I know she left voluntarily — left me voluntarily — my emotions are all over the place. I want her to be alive more than anything. It’s what that means that worries me.

Do I really want to know why she left me behind?

Would that be better or worse than being forever in the dark?

“You okay?” Dylan asks, reaching for the bottle. “This must be a bit of a mind-fuck for you, I guess?”

“To put it mildly.”

He puts his arm around me, and I lean into him gratefully.

“Are you angry with me?” I ask cautiously, my body tensing as I wait for his answer.

“Angry with you? Why would I be angry with you?”

He lowers the bottle from his lips, his wet hair flopping attractively over one eye.

“Well, for dragging you out here after me, I suppose. For making all of this your problem. I’m sure you must have had better things you could have been doing over the weekend than chasing me around the countryside, then having to deal with all the drama with Ada. I mean, I’m glad you were here, don’t get me wrong,” I add hurriedly. “But I’m sorry you had to get involved. My life’s not always this chaotic, I promise you.”

He grins, raising his eyebrows in disbelief.

“I think we both know that’s not true, don’t we?” he says, reaching up to give his hair a final rub. “I don’t call you Trouble for no reason, do I?”

“No,” I admit grudgingly. “But this is a whole other level of trouble, even for me.”

“Aye,” he says, shrugging. “But not all trouble is bad, is it?”

I pretend to gasp in shock.

“Is this seriously Officer Fraser speaking?” I ask. “Heather Bay’s one and only upholder of the law?”

He nudges me playfully, then his expression turns serious.

“The thing is, Scarlett,” he says, “While I’m not going to disagree with you that this isn’t exactly the nicest place I’ve ever stayed, think of it from Ada’s perspective.”

“I’d rather not,” I object immediately. “I know it’s completely irrational, because it’s not her fault, but I still kind of hate her right now. She’s totally destroyed my life.”

“She hasn’t,” though, he says patiently. “But you know that, anyway. What she told you changed your life, sure. But you still saved hers.”

“No, I didn’t. You did that.”

He shakes his head.

“I wouldn’t have been here if it hadn’t been for you insisting something was wrong. Ada would have been all alone when the storm hit. She didn’t have a radio on her. No one would’ve had a clue she was here.”

He passes the bottle back to me, and I take a long sip as I let his words sink in.

If Dylan and I hadn’t been here, this story might have ended very differently for Ada. And while I still refuse to take any credit for getting her off this beach, maybe Dylan has a point.

Maybe not all trouble is bad.

“Even so,” I tell him at last, “I’m still sorry for dragging you into it all. It hasn’t been much fun, has it?”

“Och, I don’t know about that. It’s had its moments.”

He smiles, and my stomach does a neat little somersault, ending in the splits.

“You didn’t drag me into anything,” he says firmly. “I’m here because I wanted to be here. Well, maybe not here, exactly—” He chuckles softly. “But, you know, with you. Um, to make sure you were okay, I mean.”

It’s too dark in here to see his face clearly, but I could swear he’s blushing. Before I can start teasing him about it, though — which is still my knee-jerk reaction to him, even after my big ‘not hating him’ revelation — the torch, which is the only light we have, suddenly goes out, plunging us abruptly into a darkness so complete that it feels like I’ve closed my eyes.

“Shit, sorry, I should have changed the battery,” Dylan says, getting up and starting to feel his way to where we left our bags. “There’s a spare one somewhere in here, though.”

Of course there is.

By the time he manages to find the spare battery, my eyes have started to adjust to the darkness a fraction, but I’m still relieved when the torch snaps back on, its light casting huge shadows on the walls.

“Why don’t we get into Ada’s tent while we wait for the boat to come back for us?” Dylan suggests, seeing the look on my face. “It’ll be warmer in there if we take the sleeping bags, and it’s a smaller space to light. We should probably get out of these wet clothes, too.”

He’s right. We’re both as thoroughly drenched as if we’d been for a fully clothed swim, and my teeth are chattering from the cold, so Dylan holds the torch and turns his back, like a true gentleman, while I struggle out of my wet clothes and into some dry ones. Then we swap places, before finally ducking down and crawling into the little red tent, which smells strongly of sheep, thanks to its most recent inhabitant.

“Shouldn’t we try to light a fire? I’m still absolutely freezing,” I say hopefully, remembering how easily Dylan had managed this when we were back at the bothy, approximately 100 years ago. Now, though, he just shakes his head.

“Not unless you want to suffocate from the smoke,” he says. “I’m afraid we’re just going to have to try to keep ourselves warm some other way.”

He looks at me meaningfully, and this time it’s my turn to blush.

“We could huddle together, I suppose?” I say, as if this is simply a purely practical suggestion. “Isn’t that what people do to keep warm in situations like this?”

“Aye. It is.”

He opens his arms, and I shuffle forward, taking the sleeping bag with me, until I’m lying beside him, my head on his chest. Dylan reaches down and grabs Ada’s abandoned sleeping bag, which he pulls up over us like a duvet. Then he hesitates for just a second before putting his arms around me, pulling me closer.

For warmth, obviously. Just for warmth.

“You know Ada’s going to say all of this happened‘ for a reason, don’t you?” I whisper, trying to distract myself from the tingling sensation that made every nerve in my body stand to attention as soon as I felt the muscles in his arms flex underneath me. “She’ll think we were all destined to meet up like this. Like the universe found a way to somehow bring us together. Crazy, right?”

Dylan doesn’t reply, and I’ve no idea why I’m so deflated by his lack of response. It’s not like I was expecting him to argue with me, after all. To tell me that, actually, no, he absolutely does believe in destiny, and that the two of us were always meant to end up here, in a tent that smells like sheep, wrapped in each other’s arms.

Which really would be crazy, wouldn’t it?

And yet somehow, here we are.

It might not be destiny exactly — I know it definitely isn’t — but there’s no denying that it’s nice. It’s very nice, in fact: and not just in a warm, comforting, this-man-will-surely-protect-me-from-the-storm kind of way, either, but in the kind of way that makes me feel like I wouldn’t mind too much if Jimmy and McTavish never came back with the boat. If I just got to stay here forever and forget about everything else, from the Pies, Peas and Bingo article I’m starting to think I’ll never finish, to the half-sister I didn’t know I had, via the mother who’s departure I’ve just started to remember.

Everything except him, that is. Everything except Dylan Fraser, my onetime sworn enemy, who’s suddenly become the only person I can trust.

Funny how things work out.

Dylan still hasn’t spoken. I peer up at him through my eyelashes, hoping I haven’t done something to annoy him.

“Thanks for being here,” I whisper, allowing myself to snuggle a little closer. “I really couldn’t have gotten through this without you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He shifts slightly, as if he’s trying to move away from me, and I freeze in his arms, suddenly conscious of the fact that I haven’t had a proper shower in days now — not counting this morning’s dip in the loch, or the drenching I’ve just had from the storm.

“I mean it,” I tell him, edging closer again. “You’ve been amazing. Really. And I’m… I’m glad we’re friends now. It’s so much better than hating each other all the time. Don’t you think?”

I have to take my courage in both hands to get these words out, and when he doesn’t reply, my heart both sinks and speeds up, as if it doesn’t know quite what’s happening.

It’s not the only one.

My stomach fluttering with nerves, I reach for his hand, lacing my fingers through his and giving a gentle squeeze.

“Dylan?”

“I don’t want to be your friend, Scarlett,” he says softly. “I’ve never wanted to be your friend.”

My heart thuds to a stop.

“It’s okay,” I mumble, struggling into a sitting position, my cheeks flaming. “I understand. I wouldn’t want to be my friend either, to be honest.”

“It’s just too hard,” he goes on, those golden eyes gleaming in the torchlight. “I want to, but… I just can’t. I’m sorry.”

“It’s very hard,” I agree, my entire body cringing so hard I’m surprised he can’t feel it. “I don’t blame you. If I could just—”

I make a final failed attempt to sit up, but he holds me firmly in place, his eyes burning into mine as his fingers gently stroke the wet hair back from my face.

“It’s too hard to try to be your friend,” he says, “When all I can think about is how much I want to do this.”

Then he leans down and kisses me, and everything stops.
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He’s kissing me. Dylan Fraser is actually kissing me.

And not just kissing me in a polite, first-kiss kind of way, but in a decidedly impolite, I’m-going-to-make-sure-you-remember-this-forever kind of way.

Which, if you ask me, is the only correct way to kiss someone, really.

He kisses me hungrily, and almost angrily, as if he knows this is the one and only time this is going to happen, and he’s determined to make the most of it. And I kiss him back exactly the same way, knowing he’s probably right.

How could he not be, when we started off hating each other?

Right now, though, Dylan Fraser definitely doesn’t seem to be hating me. And judging by the way I can feel the effects of his kiss all the way from my lips right down to my toes, in a delicious, spine-tingling mess of sensations, the not-hating is completely mutual.

I would quite happily not hate him forever, in fact.

Almost as soon as the thought enters my head, though, I feel Dylan pull away from me.

“I’m sorry,” he murmurs into my hair. “I couldn’t hold back any longer. I’ve been wanting to do that ever since I saw you that day in the square. It’s all I can think about. You’re all I can think about.”

Before I can formulate a response to this — or even just process it — his lips are on mine again, and I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. The seconds turn into minutes, and still we’re kissing, his hands in my hair, and our bodies pressed together urgently until I can barely breathe.

I can’t bring myself to care about that right now, though. All I can think about is how good this feels — how right — and how I never want it to end.

Eventually, we break apart, both gasping for air, and I look up at him, examining his beautiful face as if I’m seeing it for the first time.

“Can I take it this means you don’t hate me, then?” I ask cautiously. “Are we calling a truce on the whole ‘enemies’ thing?”

He smiles widely, flashing those killer dimples of his that make my heart flutter.

“I’ve never hated you, Scarlett,” he says softly. “I never could. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

He leans in for another kiss, and to my absolute horror, I abruptly burst into tears; huge, shuddering sobs that seem to have no beginning and no end. I cry for everything and nothing; for Mum, and for Ada, and for the little girl I once was, who had absolutely no idea how strange, and confusing and wonderful her life was going to be. I even cry for Edna, who’s probably safely tucked up in her basket by Jimmy’s bed by now, but who nevertheless strikes me as worthy of my tears all of a sudden.

It is, quite possibly, the least appropriate reaction anyone has ever had to being kissed by the man they’ve been obsessing over for days, but to his credit, Dylan doesn’t seem remotely phased by it. Instead, he simply gathers me into his arms and then pulls me up until I’m sitting on his lap in the little tent, my arms wound tight around his neck as I sob into his shoulder. I cry and cry, and Dylan holds me and shushes me, and strokes my hair soothingly, as if he’ll always be there, and will never let me go.

“I’m sorry,” I manage at last, when the sobs finally start to subside. “I’m so sorry. I just… I just…”

I just don’t know how to even begin to explain what that was about.

“Shhh,” he says, kissing me lightly on the tip of my nose. “It’s okay, you don’t have to explain.”

I close my eyes and lean into him, knowing it’s true. I don’t have to explain anything to him. He knows. He knows because he’s been right here with me this whole time, and because he seems to understand me without me having to say a word.

How does he do that?

“Can I tell you something?” he says softly, stroking the hair from my eyes. “Something that might make you feel a wee bit better?”

I nod through my tears, my chest still wracked with sobs.

“Wh… what is it?”

“Young Dougie moved to The Villages,” Dylan says, a smile playing around the corner of his lips.

“The… The Villages?”

He nods smugly.

“What is that? Some kind of cult?”

The tears are still rolling down my cheeks unchecked, but I’m interested in spite of myself.

“No,” Dylan replies cheerfully. “At least, I don’t think so, anyway. It’s a retirement community in Florida. People get around it on golf carts, apparently.”

I stare at him, confused.

Why is he telling me about golf carts? And Young Dougie? Why aren’t we talking about us?

“So he didn’t get eaten by the Loch Keld monster?” I ask. “You’re saying he just up and moved to the Sunshine State? Of his own free will?”

“As far as I can gather,” Dylan says, shrugging. “He met a woman on Tinder or something; or so the story goes. She persuaded him to go out there for a visit, and that was that. I think they have entertainment every night for the old folks. I mean, it might well be a cult, for all I know, but at least it’ll be a sunny one, so there’s that.”

I nod, a sudden image coming to me of Young Dougie sitting in a deckchair, tossing beanbags back and forth with a woman who looks a bit like Dolly Parton. For some reason, Dougie is wearing a cowboy hat and a pair of Speedos in this image. I shake my head briskly to get rid of it.

“Well, I’m glad he’s okay,” I tell him. “And that another mystery has finally been solved.”

“Aye,” says Dylan, smiling. “Now that Ada’s been found, and Young Dougie’s accounted for, you’re going to have to come up with some other way to fill your time. Aren’t you, Trouble?”

I smile back at him, suddenly shy. I can think of quite a lot of ways I’d like to fill my time, as it happens, but every single one of them involves him, and I’m not sure it’s a good idea to tell him that quite so soon after our first kiss. Or immediately after me crying all over him.

“Are you telling me this to prove that if Young Dougie can have his happy ending — and not be eaten by a monster — then maybe I can too?” I ask hopefully.

Dylan scratches his chin thoughtfully.

“Well, I’m not 100% sure Dougie isn’t the victim of some kind of international Tinder scam, to be honest,” he says at last. “So I can’t speak for him, and the kind of ending he’s having. But you’re not him, Scarlett — and there are no monsters. So I think you can have any kind of ending you want. I can’t imagine you accepting anything less.”

I consider this carefully.

“I think I’d like my ending to be one where I’m not on my own anymore,” I tell him. “I get into a lot of trouble when I’m on my own. And it’s not the fun kind, either.”

“So you need a partner in crime then, basically?” he says thoughtfully.

“Not crime, exactly,” I put in hurriedly. He is a cop, after all. “The other bit, though, for sure. The partner bit, I mean.”

“I think I might know someone who could help with that,” he murmurs, taking my face gently in his hands.

“Please don’t be about to say it’s Jimmy or McTavish,” I whisper as he leans in towards me. “Because I would really like it to be you.”

“Well, that works out quite well,” he replies, his lips grazing mine. “Because I’d like it to be you, too.”

He kisses me again, and all thoughts of Jimmy, McTavish, and everything else go out of my head. Now there’s just me and Dylan: his arms around my waist, his lips against mine, his tongue gently teasing them apart and making me wish we’d started doing this much, much sooner, because it might just be the best thing that’s ever happened to me, bar none.

After what feels like a very long time, Dylan pulls reluctantly away and leans forward to open the flap of the tent.

“Look,” he says, peering out. “The sun’s coming up.”

Sure enough, the sky beyond the cave has turned a delicate shade of pink, which is reflected in the water below, now finally calm again, the storm having blown itself out at some point that went totally unnoticed by either of us.

“Wow, I didn’t realize it was so late,” I say, yawning.

“Early, you mean. Come on.”

Dylan reaches for my hand and pulls me to my feet. He guides me out of the cave, and we go to sit on some rocks near the entrance, watching as the sun rises over the lighthouse off in the distance, turning the world from blush pink to the softest shade of gold.

I shiver slightly as I watch the dawn creep up the walls of the tower, making the white stone glow in the morning light. It was much later in the day when I stood up there beside it that day with Mum; the oncoming storm had turned the sky purple rather than pink, but the lighthouse itself remains exactly the same, painfully familiar, even after all this time.

I frown as the memories come rushing back. Dad shouting. Mum crying. Me running back to the car; back to the safety of the Bay; back to…

Scotty.

But, of course, Scotty wasn’t there, was he? I chew thoughtfully on my bottom lip as I try to remember.

No.

Scotty had gone by then. I remember now. After the fight by the lighthouse, Dad drove us both back to town, and I wanted to go to Scotty, to tell him what had happened, but when I got to his house, only his dad was there. His dad was drunk; really drunk. I remember that, too. I remember Scotty telling me about him; about his drinking and his temper, and how afraid he was that one day he’d hit his mother hard enough to kill her.

How afraid he was that one day he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from hitting him back.

But that day he was gone, and so was his mother. Packed up and left while he was at work, his dad said, his breath stinking of stale whisky. A shiver runs down my spine; another, more recent memory tugging at me, trying to break through.

Beside me, Dylan wraps his arm around me, hugging to his side. I lean into him, slipping my hand into the pocket of his jacket for warmth. There’s something round and hard in there; something that fits neatly into the palm of my hand, and I sit back up, pulling it out curiously.

A pebble. One that used to be covered in red paint, which has long since flaked off. A pebble I last saw on Dylan’s desk, back at the station; a pebble which suddenly sends my mind whirling back to a few days earlier, when I pulled its twin from a box beneath my stairs. Then back further, falling down through the years until I’m standing on the shore of Loch Keld again with Scotty, both of us searching for the perfect matching pair that we can write our names on with paint.

I painted mine scarlett, like my name. Then I gave it to Scotty, and he gave his to me.

“I’ll keep it forever,” he told me, his golden eyes shining with pleasure as he rolled the stone over in his hand.

And he did.

He really did.

I turn to him, but it’s hard to see him through the tears that have sprung up from nowhere, just when I’d convinced myself I must surely have used them all up.

“You kept it, then,” I say, my voice shaking.

“Aye. I did.”

For a second, I think he might cry too, but he just turns and looks out to sea, waiting for me to speak.

“When did you realize?”

I turn the pebble over in my hand as I wait for his reply, remembering the day I picked it off the beach, back when everything was still normal.

“As soon as I saw you.” he says, sounding surprised by the question. “That day in the town square. I recognized you right away. How could I not?”

“Sassenach,” I say remembering. “You always used to call me Sassenach. Long before Jamie Fraser came along.”

“Aye. Because you were a Sassenach,” he says, grinning. “And you called me Scotty—”

“—because you were Scottish.” I groan. “It’s a good job neither of us ever tried to pursue a career in comedy, isn’t it?”

He laughs, and we look at each other shyly. Now that I know who he is, I can’t for the life of me understand why I didn’t see it before. Those gold-flecked eyes. The dark hair. The dimples. Oh my God, the dimples.

“I didn’t recognize you,” I admit quietly. “I don’t know why. I guess I just blocked out everything from… from that time.”

“I know.”

He does.

“But why didn’t you say something?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell me we’d met before?”

His face darkens.

“I thought you must hate me,” he says, not looking at me. “For not being there for you that day.”

He takes the pebble from my hand and turns it over thoughtfully.

“It was the day my mum and I left,” he says. “I didn’t want to go. Or, if we had to go, I at least wanted to wait and tell you. But there wasn’t time, she said. She wanted to get out while he was at work, and I knew I had to go with her. It had taken her so long to work up the courage to leave, and she needed me. I knew that. I just didn’t know you were going to need me, too.”

“Hey,” I say, putting my hand on his arm as he looks back out to sea. “It’s okay. I understand. You had to go. I’d have done the same.”

“Maybe.” He shrugs. “But then I heard what had happened to your mum. I wanted to be there, Scarlett, I really did.”

“You were just a kid,” I say firmly. “It wasn’t your job to help me. And there was nothing you could have done, anyway.”

“I could have been your friend,” he says stubbornly. “I could have done something. I did try to get in touch,” he adds, turning to face me. “Afterwards. I asked Finn for your address so I could write, or even phone you, but he wouldn’t give me it. Said it wasn’t a good idea. He told me your Mum had gone, and that you weren’t coping, didn’t remember anything. He said you wouldn’t want to be reminded of this place, and that I should just leave well alone. So I did. I wish I hadn’t, now.”

I take his hand and squeeze it gently.

Bloody Finn. I’m going to have to have a very long conversation with him when all of this is over.

“I don’t know how I’d have felt if you had,” I admit. “I mean, until these last few days, I didn’t remember much at all. I didn’t even recognize you. I wouldn’t have been angry with you, though. I can tell you that much.”

He shrugs again.

“I thought you were,” he says. “You were so…fiesty… that day when we bumped into each other.”

“When I bumped into you, you mean?”

He grins.

“I thought for sure you must have recognized me, and you were just pretending you hadn’t to get back at me. It was only when I saw you again at the office that I realized you didn’t have a clue.”

“And you didn’t think you should tell me?”

“Well, we didn’t exactly get off on the right foot, did we?” he says, with a rueful smile. “I wanted to tell you — of course I did. I just couldn’t seem to find the right moment. Then you decided we were going to be enemies, and I just went along with it. I almost told you, that day in the archive, but then you said you didn’t think you wanted to remember that time in your life, so I let it go. And we stayed enemies.”

For a moment we just sit there, staring out at the ocean. The sun is fully up now, and the water seems to shimmer under its rays, every trace of last night’s storm washed away, leaving a clear blue sky above us.

Dylan reaches over and takes my hand in his, and I rest my head on his shoulder.

“We’re not enemies now, though,” I say. “Just so we’re clear?”

“No. But I meant what I said.” He twists around until he’s facing me, and I raise my head to look at him. “I don’t want to be your friend, Scarlett. I mean, I am your friend, of course. I always will be. But I don’t want to be just that. I need more. So much more.”

I loop my arms around his neck and pull him towards me.

“For once,” I say, smiling, “We’re in complete agreement.”

He leans forward to kiss me, but I pull back.

“I thought of something else I want for my ending,” I say, smiling.

“What’s that?”

“I want to go skinny dipping,” I tell him. “Every morning. With you.”

Dylan laughs.

“We’re in complete agreement on that one too,” he says.

Then his hands are on my face, and we’re kissing like it’s the very first time, all over again. It’s both familiar and new, and comfortable and exciting at the same time, and as I reach up and let my fingers tangle themselves in his hair, I can’t help but feel sorry for Young Dougie. Because neither of us got eaten by a monster, but only one of us got to kiss Dylan Fraser like their life depended on it — and right now, I think my life very well might.

We’re still kissing when the lifeboat turns up a few minutes later, pulling apart reluctantly as McTavish jumps ashore to help us load our stuff onto it and climb aboard. When the Gazette covers this story next week, as I know it will, they’ll say McTavish and the rest of the crew were the ones who saved us, but it’ll only be partly true. They might have saved Ada, but Dylan was the one who saved me; and I didn’t know it at the time, but until he did, I was living in another kind of ‘before’ — a different kind from the one I existed in until Mum disappeared, but a ‘before’, all the same.

Now, though, I’ve finally moved into the ‘after’.

This is my after.

He is my after.

Dylan Fraser, it turns out, has always been part of my story.

And I know it’s not going to be a straightforward one. There’s still so much I need to figure out; about Mum, and about Ada, and about all of the things I’m only just starting to remember. So it’s probably not always going to be a happy story; I don’t think many stories are. 

But one thing I do know is that, whatever form it takes, this story will be ours.

And I can’t wait to find out what happens next.








  
  
  EPILOGUE

  
  







I never did finish writing the Pies, Peas and Bingo article.

By the time the storm had died down enough for McTavish and co. to come back for us, word of Edna’s miraculous return had spread throughout the Bay — mostly thanks to Shona McLaren and her Instagram account — and when it was revealed that Ada had been rescued along with her, it was all anyone could talk about.

That week, the front page of the Heather Bay Gazette featured a full-page photo of Ada (Whose head injury turned out to be less serious than it looked, thankfully) and Edna, while the center pages carried the full story — minus, of course, the details about Mum. And also the ones about me and Dylan, obviously, but that goes with saying.

I didn’t write that story either, though, as it happens.

No, by the time the article came out, I was back in London, sitting on one side of Dad’s kitchen table, while he sat at the other, not quite able to look me in the eye.

“I found out about the baby the day she disappeared,” he told me, his face ashen as he poured us both a generous measure of the latest blend from The ‘39. “It was why we were arguing, actually. I’d had no idea until then. Absolutely none. She told me about it the same day she told me she was leaving, so, as you can probably imagine, it came as a bit of a shock.”

I nodded grimly as he passed me a glass, his hand trembling slightly. I didn’t need to imagine the kind of shock he was talking about. Thanks to Ada, I now knew exactly what it felt like to find out that someone you love has been hiding something from you. Or, in my case, two people you love.

I didn’t ask him about the man I saw Mum with that night. Thanks to Dylan and his investigative work, I already knew about Lukas Walker, owner of The Devonia, and the man Mum had apparently never gotten over. But that’s Ada’s story to tell, not mine.

For my part, it was what happened after they left that I wanted to know.

And why no one told me.

“I didn’t tell you she was dead,” Dad said defensively when I finally asked the question. “I didn’t ever say that, Scarlett; you decided that for yourself. I think in some ways it was easier for you than believing she’d just left. That’s what the psychiatrist said, anyway. I told you no one knew where she was; which was the truth. She did disappear that night. And that was as much as I knew at the time.”

“What do you mean, ‘at the time’?”

His fingers tightened around the glass, the knuckles white.

“She called me,” he admitted, shamefaced. “About six months later. She wanted to see you. Said she’d made a mistake in leaving like that. She wanted to come back; not to me—” He reached up and rubbed at his eyes. “But to you.”

“And you said—?”

I was about to start crying again, I could tell. I’d become quite the expert at crying since that night in the cave. It was as if Dylan had expertly managed to unlock some secret part of me where I’d been storing up all the tears I hadn’t shed over the years, and now they were prone to come tumbling out at the slightest thing.

But not yet.

“What good would it have done for you to see her?” Dad asked desperately. He picked up his glass and drained it in one. “Whether she regretted it or not, she still did it. You were devastated, Scarlett. We both were. But you were coping with it by blocking it all out. I knew you had seen her leaving with him in the boat — I did get that much out of you — but you kept insisting she had just disappeared. Like it was one of those mystery stories you used to love so much. The doctor said it was a coping mechanism, and that you’d most likely give up on it at some point, but you never did. You never did, Scarlett, and I was terrified that if I tried to force the issue — if I tried to make you do it too soon — it might end up causing even more damage. So I waited. But I waited too long, and that’s on me. I know that, and I’m sorry. I’m just so, so sorry.”

His voice broke on the last word, but I couldn’t bring myself to go and comfort him. Instead, I just sat there, twirling the whisky glass in my fingers, and wishing Dylan was there to help me figure out what to do with this. How to stop myself from feeling all the emotions, all at the same time.

“Where was she?” I asked at last, when I could trust myself to speak. “And where is she now?”

“Spain,” Dad said, looking at me through tear-filled eyes. “At least, that’s where she called from. I don’t know where she is now. I haven’t heard from her again; I swear Scarlett, I’d have told you if I had. I didn’t try to find her because I couldn’t forgive her for what she did to you. I still can’t. I’ll never forgive her for it; I won’t apologize for that.”

I stared down at my glass, not knowing what to think. I wanted to be angry with him for not telling me, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to forgive her either. Because the reason there was no article in The Gazette — and no report filed with the police, as it turned out — was that, quite simply, Mum was never really missing.

She just left.

And now I’m going to have to spend the rest of my life wondering why she did it; why she didn’t try harder to come back, after that single phone call to Dad; and why I haven’t heard from her since.

Oh, and why everyone I trusted apparently just let me go on thinking my mother had just vanished without a trace, one stormy night when I was thirteen years old.

That’s kind of a big deal, really. And it’s the reason why I haven’t been back to see Dad since that day. I will see him again soon; I’ve promised him that. But, for now, there was only one person I knew for sure I could trust. And as soon as I was done speaking to Dad, I picked up my bag and got the next train back home to Dylan.




* * *







“Here you go. Slàinte.”

Hamish’s voice brings me back to the present with a jolt as he stops to hand me a fresh glass of champagne before whirling off to join his wife, Janet, on the dance floor. I’m standing at the back of the Heather Bay Town Hall — the same one Lexie Steele almost burned to the ground years ago — watching exuberant villagers celebrate the final hours of the dying year by throwing each other around the room in an approximation of ceilidh dancing that’s been getting progressively wilder the closer we get to midnight.

Jack and Emerald are standing over by the makeshift bar, which is stocked with bottles of The 39, swaying together to a completely different beat to the one the band is currently playing. Ruby Taylor has baked cheese and seaweed scones, plus what looks suspiciously like a plate of radioactive chicken. Bella McGowan has provided enough cake to feed a small army, and, over in the corner of the room, a slightly panicked looking McTavish is apparently being given mouth-to-mouth resuscitation by a woman I recognize as the nurse from the photo he once showed me.

Looks like I can strike that particular problem off my list of articles I’ll never get around to writing, too, then.

Seeing me looking in his direction, McTavish disentangles himself with some difficulty, and comes sidling up to me, grinning.

“Jimmy still thinks I believed him about the curse,” he says gleefully. “I really had him going, the auld bawbag. Dinnae tell him, though, will ye?”

I nod my agreement, but he’s already gone, hauled off to the dancefloor by the nurse. I can’t be sure, but I think I see him mouth the words help me as he goes.

Before I can go to his rescue, though, a familiar pair of arms wind themselves tightly around my waist.

“There you are,” Dylan murmurs, kissing me behind the ear. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Do you want to dance?”

“No,” I say, turning and putting my arms around his waist. “I’m happy right here. With you.”

“And with Jimmy, apparently,” says Dylan, looking over my head. I look round, and sure enough, Jimmy himself has materialized silently beside us, his cheeks red from all the whisky he’s managed to put away in the course of the evening.

“That McTavish really thought I’d put a curse on him,” he cackles. “He was pure shittin’ himsel’, so he was. Anyway, I wanted to gie ye this; to thank ye for everything ye did for Edna, ye ken?”

He solemnly hands me a brown paper bag with one of his yellow Thneeds sticking out of the top.

“Oh, wow, Jimmy, that’s… er… that’s really generous of you,” I say, trying to pass it back to him. “But I didn’t really do anything. It’s Ada you should be thanking. And Dylan, of course.”

“Aye, there’s one for yer man, too,” says Jimmy, nodding at the bag. “And yon Ada already has hers. I gave it to her before she left, along wi’ a framed photo o’ me and Edna to remember us by.”

Behind me, I feel Dylan’s body shake with silent laughter at the image of Ada setting out a photo of Jimmy and Edna next to her perfectly made bed. I have a feeling it won’t make it onto her Instagram grid, somehow. As for me, meanwhile, I’ve no idea what either Dylan or I will do with a waterproof sheep jacket each, but I can see the gesture is well-intended, so when Jimmy hands me back the bag I just thank him sincerely as I accept it.

Maybe we could get a dog? Two dogs, even?? Or a very large cat?

I smile widely, enjoying the way the word “we” sounds in my head. I’ve never been part of a “we” before; or not since Mum, anyway. It’s always just been me. But now there’s me and Dylan — and our potential two dogs and/or very large cat — and it’s that fact, and not the bubbles in the champagne glass in my hand, that’s been going straight to my head every time I think about it.

“Have you heard from Ada recently?” Dylan asks, as Jimmy takes his leave. He’s trying to make the question sound casual, but I can tell by the way his arms tighten around my body that he knows this isn’t a subject I’m totally comfortable with yet. And by “yet” I mean “not at all”.

“Not really,” I say, watching as Jimmy spins Bella McGowan around the dance floor, almost knocking McTavish and his nurse friend off their feet. “I mean, we’ve exchanged a few messages, but that’s it. Nothing very important. She has my number, though, and I have hers, so I’m sure we’ll talk at some point.”

I’m not sure about this at all, actually. Ada thinks we should try to find Mum. That was the reason she came to Heather Bay in the first place, of course, and she doesn’t have any reason to drop it now — especially now that we know Mum’s still out there somewhere.

But Ada doesn’t have my reasons to hesitate on that one. All she wants is to figure out where she came from. I, on the other hand, already know where I came from; it’s where I am now that matters to me.

I still don’t know how I feel about Ada. I know none of what happened was her fault, but even so, it’s been hard to suddenly have to adjust to the idea of having a sister. Especially one with 82,000 Instagram followers.

Maybe one day there will be another we in my life.

Maybe one day I’ll be ready to try to find Mum, and talk to her about what happened.

Just… not yet.

“Come here,” says Dylan, pulling me towards him. I’d said I didn’t want to dance, but I’ll never turn down an opportunity to be close to him, so I wrap my arms back around his waist and lean my head against his chest as we sway together to the music. We’re still standing like that when midnight strikes; which means I get to start the new year doing my very favorite thing — kissing Dylan Fraser.

I can definitely think of worse ways to celebrate a new start.







  Want to know what happens next?



Scarlett and Dylan’s story continues in the sixth book in the Heather Bay Romance series, which you can pre-order now on Amazon, for release soon. 




In the meantime, you can read Dylan’s take on that first meeting with Scarlett, plus other bonus chapters and background info by subscribing to my Patreon, which you’ll find at patreon.com/ambereveauthor. As a Patreon member, you’ll also have the opportunity to read book 4  in the Heather Bay series as I write it, with each chapter available exclusively to subscribers as soon as it’s done. 




The Accidental Impostor:    Buy Book 1

The Accidental Actress:    Buy Book 2

The Accidental Investigator:    Buy Book 3

The Impostor - Gets Married:    Pre-order Book 4

The Actress - Untitled:    Pre-order Book 5

The Investigator - Untitled:    Pre-order Book 6




* * *
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