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Introduction

Edinburgh’s rain-washed cobblestones tell stories—some whispered, most
forgotten—beneath the swirling mist that rolls off Arthur’s Seat. At the heart of these
winding streets and gothic spires stands Detective Isla McGregor, a determined soul
with an unmatched curiosity and a touch of restlessness behind her clear grey eyes.
As the youngest detective inspector at the city’s historic central precinct, Isla’s
reputation grew not just from her capacity for unraveling puzzles no one else could
solve, but from her fascination with the hidden tales etched into the city’s ancient
stones.

Isla’s days are woven from a tapestry of routine investigations and spontaneous
crises, but it is the unsolved—the lingering echoes of old crimes—that haunt her most.
She has often been found, late into the night, leafing through yellowed police records,
seeking the stories of those forgotten by all but the ghosts who roam the city’s alleys.
Growing up on the city’s outskirts, she found solace in library corners, where history
and mystery entwined with each candle-flickered tale. Now, standing under the
watchful gaze of Edinburgh Castle, she channels that enchantment into her work,
believing that every closed case is a thread woven tighter into the city’s tapestry.

It was during one such investigation, a seemingly routine inquiry into vandalism at a
centuries-old chapel, that Isla’s fate became irrevocably entangled with the past.
Behind a crumbling section of stone, her probing fingers brushed against a small
leather-bound book. Hidden from the world for over a hundred years, the diary
seemed nearly to pulse with secrets, its faded ink promising revelations that would
shake the foundations of Isla’s understanding—not just of the present, but of herself.

Within those fragile, time-stained pages, Isla discovered the voice of Lady Constance
Pembroke, a Victorian sleuth whose inquisitiveness rivaled her own. Lady Constance
chronicled a series of chilling disappearances—cases that, chilled Isla’s blood as she
read, mirrored the very mysteries troubling modern Edinburgh. Across different
centuries, from horse-drawn carriages to idling police cruisers, two women were drawn
inexorably toward crimes inexplicably bound together by circumstances—and perhaps,
by something far deeper.

As Isla becomes immersed in Lady Constance’s world, the lines between present and
past begin to blur. Every clue, every echo from the diary, pushes her to question more
than just her cases—they force her to confront the legacy of those who walked these
same streets before her. Were these voices from history speaking through time,
beckoning her toward the truth? Or was she merely seeing patterns, chased by
shadows that dwelled only in her own restless mind?
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In the pursuit of answers, Isla must trust her instincts, her intellect, and the strange
poignant connection she feels to a woman lost to history. Little does she know, the
secrets she’s about to uncover will not only test her prowess as a detective, but
challenge her understanding of what endures—across eras, generations, and the
winding heart of old Edinburgh itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows in the Chapel

The biting Edinburgh wind whipped Isla McGregor’s dark hair across her face, carrying
with it the scent of damp earth and distant frying from a chip van. She tightened the
collar of her worn trench coat, her gaze sweeping over the skeletal remains of St.
Jude’s Chapel. It was a ruin, even by Edinburgh’s standards of venerable decay, a
forgotten relic tucked away behind a row of Georgian tenements in the New Town. Its
stone walls, blackened by centuries of soot and rain, offered little resistance to the
persistent vandals who had recently defaced a newly installed plaque commemorating
a long-dead local dignitary.

“Honestly, a plague,” muttered Constable Miller, his breath pluming in the frigid air.
He was a younger officer, earnest but prone to complaining, especially when his
weekend plans were interrupted by what he considered a glorified graffiti removal job.
“Couldn’t they have at least picked something interesting to deface? A gargoyle,
maybe? Something with a bit of historical flair?”

Isla offered a faint smile, her eyes still scanning the chapel’s interior. “Every crack in
these stones tells a story, Miller. And sometimes, the stories you’re not looking for are
the most interesting ones.” She stepped carefully over fallen masonry, the silence
inside the chapel broken only by the mournful whistle of the wind through broken
archways. The air was thick with the scent of mildew and the faint, acrid tang of spray
paint.

The “damage” was minimal: a single, crudely drawn symbol on the aforementioned
plaque, easily cleaned. But Isla had insisted on a thorough examination. Her intuition,
a quiet hum beneath the surface of her analytical mind, suggested there was more to
this than just bored teenagers. The symbol itself, an inverted triangle with a jagged
line dissecting it, felt unsettlingly deliberate, almost ritualistic, a detail that resonated
with her deep-seated appreciation for the city's hidden lore.

She ran a gloved hand over the damp stone of a crumbling alcove, feeling the cold,
rough texture. Her fingers traced the faint outlines of what might have once been a
religious carving, now worn smooth by time and weather. Unlike Miller, who was
already discussing lunch plans with the forensic team dusting for fingerprints, Isla felt
a prickle of anticipation. This place held an energy, a history that pulsed faintly,
drawing her in.

“Anything, guv?” Miller called out from the main nave, his voice echoing a little too
loudly in the quiet space.
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“Just the usual ghosts, Miller,” Isla replied, her voice soft, almost to herself. She moved
deeper into the chapel’s single aisle, her eyes drawn to a section of wall near what
would have been the altar. Here, the stone looked different, a slightly darker hue, as if
it had been patched or repaired at some point, poorly. It was an anomaly, a subtle
break in the otherwise uniform decay.

Driven by a sudden, inexplicable urge, Isla knelt. She tapped the stone lightly, then
harder. The sound was distinct, a hollow thud that suggested space behind it. Her
detective’s instincts flared. This wasn't just a repair; it was a concealment. With a
surge of adrenaline, she pulled a small, multi-tool from her belt, extending its flat
blade. Gently, carefully, she began to probe the edges of the discolored section.

The mortar, surprisingly loose, crumbled under her touch. Dust and tiny fragments of
stone fell away, revealing a thin, dark gap. The air that wafted out was stagnant,
heavy with the smell of old paper and something else, something metallic and faintly
sweet, like dried blood. Isla’s heart quickened. This was definitely not a routine
vandalism case.

“Miller!” she called out, her voice sharper this time. “Come here, quickly. And bring a
light.”

Miller arrived, grumbling about disturbing potential evidence, but his eyes widened
when he saw lIsla, crouched low, her face illuminated by the weak light filtering
through a high window. She pointed to the emerging cavity. “There’s something
hidden in here.”

Using a more substantial lever from the forensics kit, Miller carefully pried at the loose
stones. With a soft scrape, a section of the wall gave way, revealing a small, dark
recess. Inside, nestled amongst centuries of dust and cobwebs, lay a small, leather-
bound book. It was blackened with age, its once-vibrant crimson cover now faded to a
dull, bruised plum. A thin leather strap, dry and cracked, held its pages shut.

Isla reached in, her fingers trembling slightly as they closed around the book. It felt
surprisingly heavy, solid, as if guarding untold stories. The leather was smooth and
cool beneath her touch, despite its age. She carefully pulled it free, dislodging a
cascade of fine dust. As she stood, turning the book over in her hands, she noticed the
faint, embossed initials on the front: “C.P.”

“What is it, guv? A Bible?” Miller asked, peering over her shoulder with an expression
of mingled curiosity and unease.

“l don’t think so, Miller,” Isla replied, her gaze fixed on the ancient volume. She
carefully undid the brittle leather strap. The pages, yellowed and fragile, were filled
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with a looping, elegant script. It was clearly a diary, a personal account, and the ink,
though faded, was still remarkably legible. A strange tremor ran through her, a sense
of profound connection to the unknown hand that had penned these words.

She thumbed open the first page. The date, meticulously inscribed at the top, read:
"May 12th, 1888." A chill, unconnected to the chapel’s cold, snaked down Isla’s spine.
A century and a half. This diary had been hidden away, silently waiting, through two
world wars, technological revolutions, and generations of forgotten lives. And now, by
pure chance, or perhaps by something more, it had found her.

Her eyes scanned the opening paragraph, the words of a long-dead woman reaching
out across time. “The whispers grow louder in Edinburgh’s shadowed closes, tales of
the lost, swallowed by the very air we breathe. Another disappearance. The papers are
silent, but | am not deaf to the fear in the eyes of the common folk. My investigations
must begin anew.”

Isla’s breath hitched. Disappearances. The word echoed ominously, a chilling
resonance with the very cases she was currently grappling with - a series of
inexplicable vanishings across the city, baffling the police and increasingly unsettling
the populace. She looked up from the diary, her gaze sweeping the ancient, silent
chapel. The ordinary investigation into vandalism had just taken a decidedly
extraordinary turn.

“We need to get this to the station,” Isla said, her voice barely a whisper, a newfound
urgency propelling her. “And handle it with extreme care. | have a feeling this isn’t just
an old book, Miller. | think this might be a key.” She clutched the diary tighter, the
aged leather surprisingly warm against her palm, as if imbued with the lingering spirit
of its author. The shadows in St. Jude’s Chapel suddenly felt less like simple absence
of light and more like silent witnesses to secrets long buried, now stirring to life.
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