
  
    [image: When Red Mist Rises]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Story Description

      

      
        Scottish Glossary

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        When Old Fires Ignite

      

      
        Read An Exclusive Novella

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Books by the Author

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Shanaya Wagh

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to author@shanafrost.com

      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, businesses, or events are entirely coincidental.

      Website: https://shanafrost.com

      

      WHEN RED MIST RISES

      First Edition.

      Ebook ISBN:  978-93-5493-014-0

      Paperback ISBN: 978-93-5526-843-3

      Large Print ISBN: 978-93-5659-803-4

      

      Written By: Shanaya Wagh as Shana Frost

      Copyedited by Laura Kincaid

      Proofread by Charlotte Kane

      Image on the cover by RitaE and Peter H

    

  


  
    
      For my dear Reader Friends.

      

      Your love inspires me to write.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STORY DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two murders, forty years apart. Can they be connected?

      

        

      
        Andrew Mackay is found sitting beside a corpse with a bloody stick in hand. Across town, the dig to unearth a body from the bog leads to the discovery of another missing person.

      

        

      
        Amateur sleuth Aileen Mackinnon believes Andrew is innocent. She’s determined to catch the real killer, even as her own life self-destructs.

      

        

      
        Searching for his best friend’s body is turning out to be a mammoth task Detective Inspector Callan Cameron didn’t expect, professionally or emotionally. Now investigating between another murder and worrying about his girlfriend’s safety, Callan is swamped.

      

        

      
        When every move is like a step away from the truth, the only way forward is to collaborate. Who can they trust? Who is lying? And who kills when the red mist descends?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SCOTTISH GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bana-ghaisgeach- Female Warrior

        Bairn- Child/Toddler

        Bampot- Crazy

        Boke- Vomit

        Feartie- Coward

        Eejit- Idiot

        Wee- Little

        Shinty- A team game played with sticks & a ball

      

      

      
        
        This book is written in English (UK)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Loch Fuar, 3 p.m.

        DD,

        I am so naïve. My thoughts swing like a pendulum, never steady, never still.

        Even fools see the light, and I didn’t.

        It’s all about to end now – today. I have toiled in thought and judgement must happen.

        I have done nothing but suffered. Suffered such pain and agony.

        It all ends today.

        Such satisfaction it gives me to say that.

        Aye, it will end now. And there will be peace.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Loch Fuar, 8.30 p.m.

        DD,

        I thought agony was past me and now I’m blindsided again. I never had many expectations of her. Flighty little thing – so cruel, so manipulative.

        To run away, to leave and to break apart a family. It comes to her like breathing. She set a curtain on fire; set a home on fire.

        All is lost again. In mere days, peace has been shattered, and now there’s only silence.

        Silent screams threaten to tear me apart. I can’t see, can’t hear, can’t taste, can’t touch. I can only smell. Smell the devastation.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Loch Fuar, 8 p.m.

        DD,

        You’ve been my one faithful friend, my rock, the only one who understands. We burn together; we rise together. Not like a phoenix, oh no, but like a metal burned and shaped, scraped until smooth.

        Today my world pivoted again. Unlike Pompeii, the destruction, as I look back on it, unravelled like an unwanted Christmas gift. Something that sits in your loft until it festers and stains.

        And now it’s all splintered. But once again, the earth is peaceful. For once, I let myself feel. This time I can’t see, can’t hear, can’t touch, can’t smell, but I can taste the tears on my tongue.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Finding your best friend was the hardest job ever. He knew Blaine lay six feet under, but where was the body?

      Squish.

      He doubled over as the mud sucked at his Wellingtons.

      Autumn in Scotland meant rain, the least ideal weather for treading through the peatlands.

      On a freezing, rainy morning, all Detective Inspector Callan Cameron wanted was to stay warm, snuggled next to his girlfriend. But the job came before comfort.

      His watch indicated the tenth hour, yet the sky didn’t agree. Grey clouds hovered threateningly, blocking out all the sunlight.

      Callan ducked to enter the tent and tuned into the crackle of the radio.

      This vast peatland hadn’t seen another soul for decades and now scrub-wearing officials littered the virgin land. Police constables from the other town, a team of forensic anthropologists and pathologists, and Callan all huddled under the tent. A few poor police constables stood guard outside, dripping from head to toe, teeth almost chattering, as they flanked the white-and-blue police tape.

      ‘Dr Brown.’

      The scrub-wearing pathologist turned to him, her face grim. He’d known her for years but had never called her anything but ‘doctor’. The new Callan let people in.

      She crooked a finger. ‘Inspector, follow me.’

      Callan huffed. Guess he was in for a shower too. He bundled into the scrubs and set off behind the doctor.

      Goosebumps-inducing drops of rain smacked against his numb face.

      His heart contracted.

      How could he be so desperate to find Blaine’s body yet not want to find him?

      Aileen Mackinnon had suggested that finding Blaine would put a lid on the past. It would make Callan acknowledge the end of hope he’d held on to for fifteen years.

      Dr Brown entered a barricaded area where brownish-red mud lay in a heap, along with bright yellow markers cautioning them to tread steadily. The smell of fresh earth entrapped them.

      Callan drew in his wet lip and sucked on it like an ice lolly. He took a moment, bracing himself for what lay in that ditch.

      His best friend.

      Dressed in all black, his soot-coloured hair in a military cut, Callan fit in with the roiling clouds. A lone figure amongst the flashing red and blue lights.

      Callan squished his way beside the doctor and crouched.

      She carefully folded back the sheet covering the ditch. ‘The bloody rain’s slowing us down. We need to remove him now. It would damage the body otherwise.’

      Callan grunted, unable to form words, craning his neck to see the corpse.

      Fifteen years it might’ve been, but the peat never let anything rot away. Blaine Macgregor would look the same, all these years later, like Sleeping Beauty – unaged.

      Fists clenched until his knuckles turned white, jaw clamped so hard he worried his teeth might splinter, Callan dared a peek.

      A body lay, clothes covered in granules of mud. Baggy jeans and a red sweatshirt contrasted with the grey light. Curls of short strawberry-blond hair tickled his forehead. And the face…

      Cold tingles zinged through Callan. The rain, coupled with the breeze, had nothing to do with it.

      This couldn’t be.

      ‘That’s… that’s not Blaine, Dr Brown.’

      Dr Brown swivelled towards Callan. She’d narrowed her bottle-green eyes, and the faint wrinkles beside them stretched into tight lines. ‘I thought as much. Those baggy jeans are typical 1980s. My mum loved those.’

      Callan ran a hand through his hair, displacing a few raindrops.

      Oh crap! If this wasn’t Blaine, they had a new body on their hands.

      ‘Do we ken who it is?’

      Dr Brown sighed. ‘I called you as soon as we cleared out the peat. I got some preliminary pictures before you arrived, but I’ll need time to examine him to give you any information.’

      This man needed to be in the system already for his fingerprints to tell them anything.

      The temperature dropped a notch, making Callan want to draw his arms in.

      Not Blaine. He still hadn’t found Blaine.

      Who was this man?

      Callan did a quick calculation. ‘How long do ye think he’s been here?’

      ‘Judging by his clothes, he’s from the late seventies or eighties – unless he liked vintage styles.’

      Callan raised his blue-grey eyes to the landscape around them. ‘And no sign of Blaine Macgregor?’

      Dr Brown pursed her lips. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Maybe we need to get the metal detectors out again.’

      Nodding, the doctor replaced the sheet over the ditch. ‘I’ll try to get the results to you as soon as I can.’

      Callan dug his toes into the ground and stood up. ‘Could ye email us a picture of the body? I’ll cross-check it with older missing-person cases.’

      A nod was all he received as the doctor got to work on removing the man from his burial place.

      Callan walked out of the tent, scrub-free, and into the thrashing rain, letting it wash over him. He needed to contact his boss. After all, they had a new case to investigate.
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        * * *

      

      Huddled in the warm aroma of coffee, dry in his fresh pair of all-black clothes, Callan ran his boss, Detective Chief Inspector Rory Macdonald, through what had transpired at the peatland.

      ‘Goodness, Callan, another bog body?’

      Callan sipped at the bitter sludge in his cup, savouring the burn on his tongue. The warmth sent his frozen fingers and lips tingling. ‘What did the peatland look like thirty to forty years ago?’

      Rory stared into his own mug. ‘Ye would’ve been a wee thing then. No one ventured in those cursed lands, especially on misty days. It’s easy to lose yer way or slip into a ditch.’

      Callan contemplated what he’d seen, his photographic memory replaying the scene.

      The scents and frigid water droplets came to life, igniting his skin with goosebumps.

      The corpse in the ditch lay on his side, as if sleeping. His left hand lay limp, squashed under his body, the right carelessly resting on his torso, his denim-clad legs in a tangle.

      He wouldn’t have gone to sleep if he’d fallen in that ditch, would he? He’d have tried to get out.

      Callan leaned a hip on the reception desk of the silent police station. ‘I reckon he never tried to get out – couldn’t. If I wanted to jump to conclusions, I’d say he was dead before he got in.’

      Rory sat his mug on the table with a thud. ‘Don’t leap before ye think. Has Dr Brown found any evidence to suggest it was murder? We don’t need to raise public alarm. People will question how many bodies the peatland has swallowed. Maybe they’ll think every missing person’s buried there. Let’s wait until the pathologist confirms there’s foul play involved.’

      Callan nodded. It made sense. Until a few months ago, murder had never painted the Highlands of Loch Fuar in blood.

      And now they’d had a few too many. Bloody hell!

      Rory tugged at a tuft of his candy-floss-like white hair, and Callan noticed it was unusually ragged.

      ‘Don’t.’ He glared at Callan. ‘Suzie thought it would be good to give my hair a trim while I napped.’

      With his grandchildren, this burly DCI turned to mush, a doting grandfather. He’d let his grandchildren get away with murder for sure.

      Rory had once come to the office with painted nails and glitter stuck to his collar, calling it his penance for fathering three children. Now he had another eagerly awaited grandwean on the way.

      Callan couldn’t wrap his head around the entire circus. Why give birth to little devils?

      ‘I’ll dig into the missing person files from the 1970s and ’80s.’ He swivelled right when his stomach let out an audible roar.

      Aye, he’d forgotten breakfast again.

      Ever since that brief respite at the beginning of October, the last couple of weeks had been a grind. He’d barely seen Aileen, usually had to wrangle the two minutes to brush his teeth and the circles beneath his bleary eyes now matched the dark shade of his hair.

      Rory chuckled. ‘Maybe snag some snacks at Isla’s.’

      He’d eat sand at this point. The divine snacks at Isla’s Bakery would be akin to eating ambrosia.

      And it would hopefully help him find the dead man sooner. A murdered man, his gut was sure.
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        * * *

      

      Cold raindrops splattered her maroon coat, and she shivered when the wind kissed the exposed skin on her neck. A breeze from the underworld.

      Everything sat in darkness, her vision tunnelled to focus on the only light flickering above a door.

      A white hand reached for the doorknob. Her other ghoulish hand touched the wooden door, and it eased open. The groan sent a shudder through her, the light overhead heating her scalp.

      Aileen set one trembling foot in the doorway. Her breath hitched at the strong stench of freshly polished wood and musk.

      The air inside this place didn’t move, as if petrified by Medusa. Dust particles froze under the light beam and then – then something tightened a noose around her neck.

      It tightened and tightened. Aileen gasped, fought, and flailed her arms.

      Oxygen, Oxygen…

      Someone forced her hands back and the grip on her throat squeezed until tears leaked out of her eyes.

      Oxygen.

      ‘Ah!’ Aileen shot up, gasping. She’d worked herself into a frenzy again, her legs wrapped in the bed sheets.

      Aileen’s hand caressed her throat, her parched throat.

      Just a nightmare – like the one she had every night.

      Doubling over, she pushed her head between her folded knees, her heart still slamming against her chest.

      Her shirt stuck to her armpits, damp and stinky. She needed a shower.

      Aileen peeked at the bedside clock.

      ‘Ten! Breakfa⁠—’

      No, she didn’t have to make breakfast for her guests.

      Now her eyes dampened with hurtful tears. She didn’t have any guests and wouldn’t for the foreseeable future.

      Aileen tugged the laptop which rested on the other side of the bed.

      People who crunched numbers until the wee hours of the morning – especially when those numbers held no hope of salvaging a business without taking on a huge debt – slept in.

      Aye, the smart accountant from the city had burned through the cash from her severance pay. She’d led with her heart and landed in a ditch.

      Aileen gnawed on her lip, pushing the prickle in her throat down.

      If Dachaigh failed, her gran’s hard-earned money and reputation would sink faster than the Titanic and it would be Aileen’s fault.

      She should have known this, predicted it, and worked harder. Aileen covered her face. This meant the end of her adventurous dreams.

      With such dismal business, Dachaigh would run out of money in three months. Then winter would descend with a vengeance. A season where most tourists would head for warmer countries.

      She’d have to leave all this behind: the scenery, the freedom of being her own boss, her new friendships and Callan, her new boyfriend.

      Failure. The great forensic accountant had finally landed on her face.

      What would they say?

      I told you so.

      Aileen pushed herself out of bed. Even if she had no guests, she had an inn. At least she could keep it clean and then grab a chocolate eclair or two from Isla. Some chocolate eclairs and her worries would vanish.
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        * * *

      

      At two in the afternoon, Aileen wound her way to Isla’s Bakery.

      Her friend’s wild red hair stood out like a flame in the dreary woods through the glass windows. The rain beat down on Aileen’s back as she dashed into the bakery’s calorie-filled warmth.

      Aileen braced for the rib-crushing hug Isla greeted her with every day. But to her astonishment, Isla remained behind the counter, dealing with the long line of customers who wanted the chicken-stuffed pastries she served after noon.

      If only Aileen had a booming business like Isla’s.

      She excused her way to the counter, shrugging off scowls and glares sent her way by the queuing crowd.

      Where was Isla’s nephew? The teenaged Andrew helped out at the bakery. He worked from dawn till 9 a.m. and after he finished his classes for the day.

      ‘Hey, Isla, where’s Andrew?’ Aileen called out over the buzz of gossip.

      Isla’s feet didn’t bounce as she worked, and dark circles ringed her eyes. Aileen had never seen her best friend this low on energy.

      Thinking on her feet, Aileen grabbed an apron from the hook and jostled towards Isla. ‘How can I help?’

      ‘Man the till!’

      And so they worked, falling into a surprisingly easy rhythm, the queue moving along quicker until it dwindled then fizzled out when the counters emptied.

      Only then did Isla push her hair off her face and groaned. Aileen led her to a chair, wanting to put up her own feet. How did Isla manage this for eight hours?

      Isla sank into the chair, shoulders drooping. ‘I’ve been on my feet since 5 a.m.’

      Golly! Returning to the coffee machine, Aileen bit her lip as she contemplated which button to press. She finally settled on one and the machine screeched to life, spitting out a dark brew. The smell mingled with the sugary aroma of pastries, easing the tension from Aileen’s spasming muscles.

      She placed the warm mug and the last remaining scone in front of Isla. ‘You need the energy.’

      Without a word, Isla gobbled it up. Every silent bite mushroomed Aileen’s worry until it bloomed as big as an elephant.

      ‘Where’s Carly?’

      ‘With Daniel.’

      ‘How is she? Are her new teeth causing her trouble? How’s Daniel?’

      ‘Good.’

      Aileen sighed. She placed a hand on Isla’s shoulder. ‘What is it, dearie? What’s wrong?’

      Isla tugged at the tissue paper until it tore in two. ‘What’s with you and Callan asking these questions!’

      Callan had come to the bakery? The sod hadn’t called her in four days. They hadn’t even communicated except for a few brief messages in the morning.

      Aileen tempered down her worries about their relationship. ‘Tell me, Isla. I can see it in your face.’

      Isla still didn’t look Aileen in the eye. ‘Nothing. I-I’m worried about Andrew. He didn’t show up today, and he isn’t answering my calls. Maybe he just let loose last night with his friends – he is still a teenager after all. Or maybe he worked late on that assignment he was complaining about.’

      Skipping work because he partied the night before? Unlikely – he wasn’t the type.

      Aileen squeezed Isla’s hand. ‘Why don’t you give me his address and I’ll check up on him? And perhaps you can pull some strings and get someone here to help you out? I’m sure many people from Loch Fuar would be happy to help.’

      Isla nodded, yet didn’t move.

      ‘I’ll call Daniel and we’ll arrange it. Don’t work yourself ragged.’

      Aileen made arrangements for the evening rush, asking Barbara, the owner of the tea room for help. They needed reinforcements when the last batch of the day hit the shelves at five, and Barbara happily stepped in.

      After a long while, Aileen slid into the car, programmed Andrew’s address into her GPS and rolled out of the car park.

      What was going on with Andrew Mackay? Why had he skipped out on work?
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Callan blew a raspberry at the state of his desk.

      A couple of months ago, he’d taken it upon himself to clean his office and rid it of the mounting papers. And then Aileen had happened.

      Now the mountain had piled again thanks to Mrs Douglas’s relentless cat and its mud baths in Lieutenant General Warren’s vegetable patch.

      But the furry feline wasn’t the only lawbreaker in Loch Fuar now.

      A shiver of apprehension zinged through his back.

      ‘Ye’ll meet the shredder one day, I promise ye,’ he warned the papers.

      If only he could become comfortable with technology.

      Aileen teased his poor tech skills often, saying her ninety-year-old gran, Siobhan, had more of a techie thumb than him.

      He still hadn’t called her. Callan rolled his eyes, then smirked. He might not know much, but he now knew how to track a device using another connected to it via the cloud.

      And he was damn proud of himself for that. Next time his girlfriend decided to go and get herself almost killed, he’d track her and lock her in a cell. If he let her continue on her trouble-strewn path, he’d age faster than Siobhan.

      Callan refocused his attention on the computer humming in front of him. He’d put in a search for anyone who’d gone missing thirty to forty years ago.

      Of course, no one might have reported this man missing, or his name might’ve got lost when the police digitalised their databases, but perusing the records was a start.

      The computer spat out a list of names.

      He worked through the list, eliminating all women and then anyone under the age of twenty-five.

      His heart ached for the families of these people more so now that he knew how they felt. Would he ever find Blaine’s body in that vast peatland? Would he ever get to say a proper goodbye?

      Half an hour later, he’d narrowed down his search to only five people who matched the description.

      Then he clicked on the email the pathologist had sent him with the pictures.

      His computer screen froze. ‘Damn it! No wonder I cannae use technology.’

      He smacked the machine. ‘Bampot!’

      A droning of a fan emitted through the thing before it heated up.

      ‘I dinnae want to cook omelette on ye, ye eejit!’

      ‘Hasn’t Aileen taught ye something about using machines?’

      Rory leaned on the open door, hands in his biscuit-coloured trousers.

      Callan hit print without a thought, lest the thing broke down. The only person who could repair this monstrosity lived an hour away.

      The printer in the corner screeched to life.

      ‘Ah, Callan, I need to get Robert to take yer printer away. The next time I come here ye might be under the paper.’

      ‘I ken!’ Callan stalked to the printer as it spat out the pictures.

      Rory dared to step in, gingerly manoeuvring around the mess on the floor.

      Callan stacked the warm sheets together, letting the fresh smell of ink wash over him. Using magnets, he pinned them to the incident board.

      Rory rested against Callan’s desk. ‘That’s the bog body?’

      ‘Aye, I’m checking the pictures against the missing person records.’

      Rory hummed. ‘Baggy jeans and a loud jumper screams 1980s.’

      ‘So Dr Brown said.’ Callan held up the papers he’d printed off. ‘I reckon the sooner we find him, the sooner we can inform the family. I dinnae want them to find out from town gossip.’

      Rory leafed through the missing-person files, then snapped them closed. ‘It’s hard to remember cases from that long ago. I would be a… let me think… sergeant then. Aye. And we had a fair share of missing people.’ He pointed to the map of Loch Fuar on Callan’s desk. ‘Found the lot, living in a lone cave by the loch, high as kites. Ten eejits.’

      ‘Ye hauled their arses in?’

      ‘You bet I did.’ Rory grinned. ‘A day after, my wife gave birth to our eldest. I took it as a good omen.’

      Callan picked up the rest of the files and started going through the pictures.

      Wrong hair colour, too old, too short, too tall.

      Callan flipped them over.

      ‘What happened to the rest of these people?’ he wondered out loud.

      Rory held up his hands. ‘I dinnae ken. My take is this man here’ – he pointed to a stout older man – ‘ran away. I heard his wife wasn’t the most cordial woman. According to gossip, he’s settled down in another town. Found a friendly woman and is happily coupled up.’

      ‘And his case is still open?’

      ‘If ye were hiding from an overbearing spouse, do ye want the police to find ye?’

      ‘Well, our bog body doesn’t match anyone from these…’ He trailed off when his eyes landed on the last file. ‘Rory, I think we found him. Lucas Fraser, aged thirty-one, was reported missing on 20th May 1981 by his parents. The police deduced no one had seen him for a week by that point. He had a brother who studied in the states, a Logan Fraser.’

      Rory peered at the file. ‘Is there an address for the parents? They might be deceased now, but perhaps the neighbours know where the brother is?’

      Callan stubbed a finger. ‘Aye, there is an address.’
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        * * *

      

      The road wound around trees and the river. Callan sped down the curves, his car’s tyres gripping the tar perfectly. Within a couple of minutes, he parked his SUV by the kerb next to a modest house. Someone lived here for sure.

      The earthy fragrance in the air and the height of the lawn meant someone had recently mowed it. The plants in the small garden swayed in the breeze, diamond-like water droplets resting on the leaves.

      A car sat in the driveway and the door held a wreath with a nameplate in the centre: ‘Fraser’.

      Callan frowned as he knocked on the door.

      The door opened to reveal a stout woman with salt-and-pepper hair. She had an apron tied around her wide hips and a scent of sweet cinnamon emanated from her.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry!’ She wiped the flour off her face. ‘Ye caught me in the middle of baking a batch.’

      Callan held up his warrant card. ‘I’m DI Callan Cameron. I’m looking for Logan Fraser.’

      Her eyes rounded to match her gaping lips. ‘What has he done? He just wanted those leaves to experiment, I swear. It was harmless. I keep telling him he can’t pluck flowers and leaves from our neighbour’s garden, but his passion for botany gets the better of him. He’s absent-minded sometimes.’

      Callan waited for her to stop rambling. ‘I’m not here about the leaves, Mrs…?’

      ‘Oh!’ She dusted her hands on the apron. ‘I’m Lottie. Charlotte Fraser. Logan’s my man.’

      ‘I’m here about his brother, Lucas Fraser.’

      Charlotte pressed her fingers to her lips. ‘You better come in,’ came the muffled invite.

      The Frasers’ home reflected Logan’s love of botany, the walls painted in light green, the upholstery a darker shade. In the living room, one wall was papered with a recurring leaf design, its verdant colours drawing the eye, and numerous plants sat on the windowsill or next to the furniture.

      The different shades of green in the living room, along with a subtle hint of slate grey, gave the area an earthy, calm feel, and wafts of cinnamon enticed Callan’s taste buds.

      ‘Log! Come out here.’ The holler assaulted Callan’s ears, but the green pillows propped up on the sofas – a lady’s touch – soaked up the vibrations.

      A door somewhere in the house creaked and shut. ‘What is it, Lottie? I told ye, high decibels upset the babies.’

      Babies?

      ‘Yer plants will do with a bit of noise,’ Charlotte harrumphed, planting her hands on her hips as a balding man with a rotund belly waddled into the room.

      ‘Who are ye?’ he asked without greetings.

      Callan flashed his warrant card. ‘DI Callan Cameron. I’m here about yer brother.’

      And with that, Callan watched the colour drain from the Frasers’ faces. He hated this.

      He waited while Charlotte placed warm cinnamon buns and home-made cookies next to three steaming cups of tea. She seemed to want to keep busy, but he didn’t complain, knowing her fussing gave her husband time to settle.

      A couple of minutes in, he had to push on.

      ‘We’ve found yer brother, Mr Fraser.’

      Logan Fraser closed his eyes, intertwining his fingers with his wife’s. ‘During yer recent excavation at the peatland?’ His voice cracked at the end.

      ‘Aye and because of the peat we could identify him, but we’d appreciate it if ye’d head to the hospital and identify him formally.’ A heaviness had settled in his throat. He’d moved boulders to say those words.

      How would he react when they found Blaine?

      Logan’s knuckles turned white as they gripped the sofa cushion. ‘I-I…’

      Callan sighed. ‘Believe it or not, Mr Fraser, I can sympathise with ye.’

      Eyes glassy with tears, Logan said, ‘He was the elder one, prettier too. He looked like our maw – tall and handsome. Girls swooned when he walked by.’

      Charlotte squeezed his thigh. ‘Ye’re dashing too, my love.’

      He shook his head. ‘Ye never met him. He wore the charm like a bespoke jacket.’ Looking Callan in the eyes, Logan added, ‘He never brought any of them home – well, none lasted long enough. We were four years apart and never really hung out.’

      Callan reached for a cookie, placing the tea aside. ‘Ye didn’t see eye to eye?’

      Logan chuckled at his question. ‘Oh no, I adored my big brother. I looked like a slug next to him and it cramped his style. I liked my books, just like our paw.’

      Their conversation entered a lull as Logan disappeared down memory lane, a small smile on his face. Bittersweet memories.

      Callan scribbled all he’d learned about Lucas Fraser, his heart going out to the family. If or when he found Blaine, it would be like losing him all over again.

      Charlotte slurped her tea, perhaps trying to swallow the tears pooling in her eyes. Tears for a man she’d never met but who was her brother-in-law.

      Shoving another cookie in his mouth, Callan asked, ‘When did ye last see yer brother?’

      Logan massaged his forehead with his fingers. ‘Oh, I’ve thought about it several times. I saw him a month before he went missing. He waved me off as I left this driveway.’ He pointed to the one outside the house. ‘We’d had dinner with our parents like we did every Friday. I made my way to uni to start my PhD in the US that weekend. It was the last time I saw him.’

      When he reached for another cookie, Callan knew he was addicted. Charlotte could bake. ‘Did ye keep in touch?’

      ‘Sure, but technology back then wasn’t like it is now, so it wasn’t frequent. I remember his big smile and his bubbly personality – friendly but a little mysterious. He kept his cards hidden.’

      Callan munched on a cinnamon bun, letting the spice flower on his tongue. ‘Ye didnae share secrets, then?’

      ‘No, he wasn’t the sort to have a heart-to-heart with anyone. He just got on with things.’

      Going through his notes again, Callan nodded. ‘And yer parents reported him missing when he didn’t turn up for one of those Friday night dinners?’

      ‘Aye, he’d never missed those. Our mum was the best cook. As good as my Lottie.’

      Charlotte sent an adoring glance at her husband and shuffled closer to him. ‘He told me all about Lucas when we met. We met a couple of his friends too.’

      Friends?

      Callan shuffled ahead, placing his elbows on his knees. ‘And who were his friends?’
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      The GPS guided Aileen into a narrow lane.

      Stone cottages lined either side of it, their chimneys dormant. The sky faded into dark pink as the light in the sky extinguished.

      Autumn meant shorter days. And after autumn…

      But she didn’t want to think about winter now.

      It had taken her half an hour to get here. She’d left the main town of Loch Fuar a while ago, wondering if she’d taken a wrong turn.

      But she’d followed the route her GPS had taken her, and for a while hers had been the only car on the road as woods with tall trees passed her by.

      Finally, hints of civilisation had peeked from between trees – a chimney here and a fleeting glance at a stone cottage there.

      Aileen found a parking space right in front of the house she’d been searching for. It sat silent, its driveway empty, unlike the neighbouring cottage, where the steady beat of music made the door shudder.

      Bracing herself against the cold, Aileen jogged over to the front door and rapped it with her knuckles.

      No one answered.

      She hopped on her feet to keep the chill at bay and tried again.

      When she’d made up her mind to retreat to her car, footsteps sounded from within. Locks clicked, the door cracked open, and a face peeked out.

      Aileen frowned.

      Magenta streaks framed a delicate face. A nose ring glistened in the dim light and dark brows rose up until alarmed eyes met hers.

      ‘Aye?’ The voice sounded stuck between childhood and womanhood.

      ‘Hi. I’m Aileen Mackinnon. I’m looking for Andrew – Andrew Mackay.’ Her teeth would start chattering at any moment. She didn’t like chatting to strangers, and the chill breeze froze her words in her throat.

      The girl shook her head. ‘He went off to the library an hour ago. Don’t expect him back for another two.’

      Relief washed over Aileen. ‘He’s okay then?’

      Andrew’s housemate studied Aileen’s trembling shoulders and bouncy feet. Showing mercy, she opened the door.

      Aileen took it as an invitation to enter.

      She is not a suspect. It’s okay.

      Aileen had to repeat her new mantra a few times for it to register in her mind.

      The living area was chaos. The cushions on the sofa didn’t match, and each wall was painted a different colour: yellow, green and blue.

      Bags, pens and notebooks lay all over the place and – Aileen shuddered – so did the dust. They needed a cleaning lady, for sure. If Andrew’s housemates were half as busy as he was, they’d need someone to look after their place.

      Most teens couldn’t afford cleaners, though.

      Aileen sat down on the cleanest side of the sofa, closest to the heater, and shivered at the blast of warmth.

      Shoot!

      The slender girl chewed on her lip. Her T-shirt had a skull in the centre with a knife stuck in its head. She wore leopard-print shorts in fluorescent yellow. ‘How do you know him?’

      ‘Andrew?’

      The housemate nodded.

      Aileen explained, ‘He’s Isla McIntyre’s nephew. Isla’s a friend. He works at her bakery. Andrew didn’t turn up for work today and he isn’t answering her calls. She’s worried.’

      Flicking her magenta hair, the girl said, ‘He went out last night. Had a banging headache.’

      Aileen intertwined her fingers. She hadn’t met this girl before, but if she lived with Andrew, she had to care for him. Aileen had promised Isla she’d find Andrew, hadn’t she?

      Should she take the girl’s word for it?

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Zay. Call me Zay.’

      Aileen bobbed her head. She could talk to strangers. The old Aileen hadn’t been able to. Now she’d learned.

      ‘Did you see Andrew leave with your own eyes?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      Aileen didn’t appreciate her non-committal response.

      She wrenched open her mouth to ask more questions when Zay dusted her palms over her thighs. ‘If you’re done, I’ve got to get back to studying. Got a maths test tomorrow.’ She stuck out her tongue in annoyance.

      Aileen stood. ‘Sure. Thank you.’

      Outside, Aileen turned to Zay. ‘Where’s the library?’

      Zay mumbled the directions and shut the door in Aileen’s face.

      Brat!

      Aileen followed Zay’s instructions and took a right turn. This road looked the same as the one she’d left behind.

      These houses were a part of the college’s student accommodations. The local college was forty-five minutes from the main town. Only students and professors lived here, right on the border between the towns of Loch Fuar and Loch Heaven.

      The library should be easy to find. Zay had said she’d reach it in ten minutes.

      When the road tapered off to the left, Aileen followed, her pants puffing out like smoke, her nose numb from the cold. She prayed it wouldn’t start raining again.

      Soon, the cottages fell away and trees lined the path.

      Must be the park between the houses and campus.

      She took a step and something rustled. Aileen froze.

      What was that?

      The sun had sunk further into the horizon, and darkness propelled by the foliage descended over the park.

      Fumbling in her pockets, she switched on the phone’s torch. She’d left her proper torch behind in the car.

      Another wrong move.

      Aileen bit her lower lip hard and pushed on. Five more minutes and the foliage thickened, as did the inkiness.

      She couldn’t see a soul now.

      Shining her torch behind her, she realised she’d left the houses behind.

      How far had she come? Wouldn’t the campus have its own lighting? Was she lost?

      She took another step and her torch caught something: a pole.

      No, a signpost!

      Relieved she was still within civilisation, she hurried to the post. Here the path forked, one route to the right and another straight ahead.

      The straight road led to the college classrooms and the other to the library.

      The path to the right narrowed and darkened until it misted in the distance. She couldn’t linger in the cold, could she?

      Aileen shrugged. With no other choice, she made her way down the path.

      Another five minutes and Aileen swore she’d lost her way. She’d been walking far longer than Zay had said she’d need to – or so it felt, anyway.

      She’d stuck to the path just as the signpost indicated, though weeds and grass had swallowed the cobbles.

      And the darkness was winning over her torch’s meek light.

      Crack!

      ‘Oh!’ Aileen swivelled her torch but couldn’t find where the sound had come from.

      She gasped, heart thundering as images floated through her mind – horror-inducing pictures.

      In the middle of nowhere, with only silent barren trees for company, dried leaves and branches under her feet, and the full moon looming over her, Aileen remembered Marley. Lost, cold and terrified.

      A thick mist settled around her, smudging the moon like a dot scribbled with white chalk.

      Another trembling step and Aileen’s foot caught on a branch, and she stumbled.

      ‘Oomph!’ she cried, her phone flying out of her hand, head ready to bang against the ground. Most wouldn’t call her fall graceful.

      Her knee collided with the mud, then her right cheek, making her see stars.

      Leaves, twigs and living organisms under her body crunched and died.

      The forest settled then, shrouded in a silent veil.

      Aileen didn’t move, as if plastered to the ground.

      A stray thought entered her mind: maybe the mud had moulded to her form. She’d fallen in a spread-eagled position, lying there like a murdered corpse.

      After a long minute, her fingers twitched.

      ‘Shit!’ The puff of breath leaving her mouth disturbed the mud on the leaves. Something tickled her nose, and she sneezed, startling a poor bird.

      Even those self-defence sessions with Callan hadn’t been this bad!

      Like a banshee woken up from its slumber by a gong, Aileen stretched her right hand and patted the leaves.

      Where had her phone fallen?

      If she’d broken a bone, she needed help.

      At that point, her mind had gone into shock, not registering any pain yet.

      Her hands wrapped around a lukewarm metallic object. Ah, her beacon of hope.

      She lifted the thing and groaned.

      Her Humpty-Dumpty fall had cracked the screen of her phone, which, in true Highland fashion, had no reception.

      ‘Bloody hell!’

      So far gone she was, she didn’t even reprimand herself for the curse.

      Pressing her stinging palms to the ground, Aileen pushed up.

      ‘Ouch!’

      She’d scraped her palms raw. Even her elbows stung.

      Spitting mud from her mouth, Aileen tugged at her hair.

      A few twigs and leaves came loose, the rest stuck into her dark brown locks.

      When she tried to stand, both her knees protested. Hell, Siobhan had less creaky knees!

      Holding on to a branch, biting her lips when her palm smarted, she righted herself.

      One foot in front of the other.

      ‘One, two, three, four, fi—Ouch!’

      She made her way through the mist, stumbling like a drunkard.

      Eerie moonbeams penetrated the mist, guiding her forward. She didn’t dare use her phone. It had already been low on power, and she might need it later.

      ‘Forty-six, forty-seven, forty-eight⁠—’

      She looked towards the sky and blinked.

      The trees abruptly broke off here, opening up to a huge field.

      Not a field. Aileen eyed the goalposts at either end of the grass. A shinty pitch.

      Tall trees loomed on three other sides. The foliage thinned to the right. Aileen swore she could see a light over the trees.

      Was she at the damn library?

      She could’ve been in Australia, she didn’t care. As long as she saw people again.

      Aileen stumbled to the right, still taking the support of the trees.

      A few trees in and she heard a sniffle.

      Eyes wide in alarm, she peered behind the trunk and had to squint.

      Was that a person?

      Hope bloomed in her heart. She shone her torch into the darkness and her heart sang.

      ‘Thank you for answering my prayers.’

      She hopped towards the head her torch illuminated.

      ‘Hey! I…’

      Aileen faltered then, the scene registering in her addled brain.

      A boy lay in the foliage, face tilted to the side. Her torch caught something glossy matting his hair. And the boy’s eyes? They stared at the trees, unblinking.

      Glassy dead eyes.

      And next to him, the red-haired lad…

      Aileen’s eyes widened. ‘Andrew!’
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