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      Dear reader,

      I’m delighted that you are about to join me on a journey to the Scottish Highlands and the picturesque village of Kirkby. I hope you enjoy the adventure!

      Just a quick heads-up: To ensure that the story sounds as authentic as possible, I have decided to use all British spellings and throw in some Scottish terms and dialect for good measure. I hope you’ll love the character it gives to the novel as much as I do.

      Please subscribe to my “Letters from Kirkby” to receive more fun facts, background information and the occasional freebie in your inbox. Plus, you won’t miss out on upcoming release dates and other exciting news.

      Just go to www.charlottemcgregor.com and click on Subscribe.

      For now, enjoy “High Spirits & Gentle Beasts”!

      Love,

      Charlotte
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      High Spirits & Gentle Beasts

      Between whisky tumblers and alpacas, a Highland romance brews.

      Shona Fraser’s life is as spirited as the whisky and gin she distils. As she sets out to transform Kirkby’s old distillery into a highlight of the region, she undergoes her own transformation as well. Going from carefree party girl to respectable businesswoman is the change she was prepared to make. But life has more in store for her.

      Local vet Kendrick McIntosh has a heart as tender as the animals he cares for. Their worlds collide – quite literally – when Shona’s beloved alpaca, Nessie, takes a tipsy tumble in front of Kendrick’s car. The fateful encounter sparks a fiery connection between them.

      Beneath the surface of their shared love for Highland dancing and furry friends lies a deeper bond, unveiled through a twist of fate.
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      “Here’s to master distiller shona fraser, her faithful mascot and Kirkby’s brand-new distillery. May God bless and guide you on this journey. Slàinte!”

      “Slàinte!” Shona raised her glass and nodded at Minister Jack McTavish, who was standing across from her on the other side of the barrel. The barrel in question held the very first batch of whisky she had freshly distilled under her own label. Stroking the woolly head of Nessie, her dark grey alpaca, Shona turned to the many guests who had gathered in front of the small makeshift stage in the distillery. “Thank you all for coming. Let’s raise our glasses to the first vintage of Kirkby Alpaca Golden and toast it with my favourite whisky from the Gordon Gibbs Distillery! Slàinte!” She raised her own glass and took a sip. The smooth drink ran down her throat, spreading warmth in her as only the best spirits could.

      She had really done it! She had officially opened her own distillery and completed her first batch, with the last ten small quarter casks waiting to be auctioned off here at the event later. The buyers would mark their casks and decide themselves how long their personal single malt would mature. Only this morning, Shona had walked through the warehouse with Minister Jack, her father Marlin and her mentor Kieran Gibbs, who had taught her the art of whisky-making. What an incredible feeling to see all the barrels neatly lined up on the shelves, embossed with the lovely logo of her very own company. The only snag was that it would take at least another three years before she could actually taste and sell the first batch of her whisky, and even longer before it would taste exactly how she imagined it. But that was just how things were in her business, and impatience didn’t serve a whisky maker well. Besides, she had all the time in the world! At twenty-seven, Shona could reasonably expect many decades ahead in which to make and enjoy the flavour of Kirkby Alpaca Golden.

      Another sip of the twenty-year-old Gordon Gibbs single malt soothed the anxiety this huge new responsibility was causing her, although she was not going to admit that to anybody! Granted, she had dreamt of having her own distillery and brand ever since becoming one of the youngest master distillers in the country, and she still did. But she realised only too well that this dream also had the potential to turn into a nightmare. You only had to consider the ever-increasing number of traditional distilleries that were forced to close as costs got too high and profits too low, or they were snatched up by international investors. Some Highland distilleries now produced exclusively for the Asian markets. But Shona’s mind was made up: she would take a different path. That was why she had given up her well-paid job as a whisky sommelier and brand ambassador for Gordon Gibbs in London to return to her small, sleepy hometown of Kirkby and dedicate her time to traditional whisky-making.

      “You alright, hen?” Minister Jack whispered as the applause from the audience died down.

      Shona cleared her throat and tried to stop the next bout of anxiety from bubbling up. Now was not the time to freak out! If she didn’t feel up to the task, she should have thought about that earlier. Shona closed her eyes. Feeling overwhelmed and underqualified was probably natural under the circumstances, and her anxiety would hopefully subside as she settled into her new everyday routines. But right now, she had to pull herself together and say something. ASAP. “What a wonderful single malt,” she continued to the group, holding up her still half-filled glass. “If my Alpaca Golden ever gets this good, I’ll have done everything right.”

      “Just give it a hundred and seventy years and I’m sure it will,” Kieran Gibbs heckled her good-naturedly from the front row, and the guests laughed.

      “Since I had the very best teacher,” she went along with his teasing and pointed at Kieran, “I am optimistic that it won’t take me quite that long. And to bridge the gap until we can taste my first whisky, my sister Isla and I have teamed up and created a gin! It’s called Alpaca Thistle, and you can taste it right away outside in the courtyard. Our local pub has set up a barbecue station and Isla’s kitchen crew is catering a buffet of perfectly paired small plates to complement the gin. Enjoy!”

      After another round of applause, the stuffy tasting room emptied quickly. Shona sighed with relief and gave her alpaca a kiss on her fuzzy head. “Made it through part one,” she murmured.

      “Nothing gets a party going like free food and drink,” Jack remarked happily as he watched the guests making their way outside.

      “Sauna temperatures in small, enclosed spaces also help,” Shona replied with a faint smile.

      “You’ve done well, hen,” said the old man, giving her a paternal pat on the shoulder. “Isn’t that right, Marlin?”

      “I’m incredibly proud of you, Princess.” Marlin stood off to the side of the small stage, a broad smile on his face and arms wide open to envelop his daughter in a hug. “You did a great job. Now come here and let your old man share a moment with you before you go out there and make nice with all these people.”

      “Thank you, Daddy.” Shona went to her father and let herself enjoy the feeling of being totally safe in his arms for a moment. He had always been her anchor, the main constant in her life – and if he believed in her and what she did, everything would be okay. “Thank you for everything,” she repeated.

      “Always, lass. You’ve got this. Though I wonder why you invited quite this many people and all these reporters and those ... what are they called ... social media impactors?”

      “Influencers, Daddy, and bloggers. They are really important when you’re my age. And I want others in my generation to see that youth and tradition go well together. Have you seen my business Instagram account? It already has over ten thousand followers, and I only launched it six weeks ago. These are different times, Daddy,” she added when he grumbled something she couldn’t quite make out.

      Shona knew what was going on with her da. He was her rock, her strongest supporter and her role-model. Then again, he could be frustratingly ignorant, and he really lost it when too many strangers came to Kirkby. If Marlin Fraser had his way, the locals would keep themselves to themselves. Shona couldn’t understand his attitude at all, not least given that the town relied on visitors and overnight guests. Her eldest brother Alex had turned The Cosy Thistle, the bed and breakfast that the family had been running for decades, into an exclusive eco-lodge, and her sister Isla ran a Michelin-starred restaurant, The Scottish Thistle, on the same property. Both would go out of business without tourists, but Marlin relished playing the role of the local hermit. Shona was certain it was just an act, which was why she ignored his concerns.

      “Whoever these people are, I suppose you best look after them. I’m going to find myself a quiet corner with Jack here.” Marlin squeezed Shona tight again, then shooed her out to the others.

      

      As Shona entered the decorated courtyard, she felt a surge of happiness that made her smile. Everything was just perfect! The August sun shone brightly, as if the Scottish weather gods had decided to go all out for Shona this Sunday. Cheerful people were grouped around the old barrels that served as bar tables, chatting and sampling Isla’s delicious bites. A second stage was set up in front of the warehouse and the band was getting ready to play. In Kirkby, no event of any kind could do without music and dancing. Between sets, she would auction off the ten small barrels. Shona was curious to see who would bid. Her family certainly, Kirkby’s mayor Collum McDonald and, of course, Jon Grant, owner of The Wise Pelican, their local pub. Though Jon could pretty much be called family at this point as he and Isla were sure to get married sometime soon. The two of them were stationed behind the buffet and Isla energetically beckoned her over.

      It took Shona a while to make her way through the many well-wishers. Eventually she reached the significantly diminished catering tables. “Wow, people were hungry,” she said in surprise.

      “Don’t you worry, there’s plenty more. Team’s off to get the next batch,” Isla replied. “I just have to head off pretty soon. Our dinner service starts in two hours.”

      “But we have to present the gin first!” objected Shona. “It’s yours as much as mine, so you have to be there.” It was true: the gin was most definitely a sisterly team effort. Without Isla, Shona would never have managed to get from idea to finished product in the short time before today’s opening event, especially not while also working on her whisky. In fact, she had only got around to bottling the Alpaca Thistle two days ago. Luckily for her, Isla was not only a top chef, but also an outstanding herb and aroma expert, and she had managed to give the gin a unique flavour reminiscent of thistles, heather and Highland mist. At least that’s how Shona described it to her online followers.

      “I wasn’t planning to run off, I just meant to say we should open the gin bar now.”

      “Aye, we can do that.” Shona took in the crowd. “Come with me,” she told her sister and dragged her through all the people to the stage. Along the way, she also got hold of the bagpipe player, who wasn’t due to perform until later.

      The moment the piercing call of the bagpipes rang out, all conversation fell silent, and Shona had the full attention of her guests.

      “Is the auction starting already?” called a fidgety reporter, trying to balance his precariously full plate while positioning his camera.

      “No, don’t worry,” Shona spoke into the microphone. “The auction won’t start for another two hours. But I want to bring forward another highlight because it involves my sister Isla, and she will have to head off soon. I learnt all about how to make great whisky when I trained with Gibbs, and of course I also know how to make a decent gin. But decent isn’t good enough for what I want to do here. That’s why I asked Isla for help. For those who don’t know, Isla is a Michelin-starred chef and knows more about natural flavours than almost anyone else. Thanks to her, our Alpaca Thistle is not just a decent gin, but a phenomenal one. You won’t find anything like it on the market.”

      “Thank you,” Isla took over when all the applause and cheers had died down. “Picture the scene: my baby sister put the bug of creating a thistle gin in my ear mere weeks ago. As you may know, the thistle is not only the national flower of Scotland but also features in the names of my restaurant and our brother’s eco-lodge. Shona said verbatim that she wants a gin ‘that tastes fantastic and reminds people of the beauty of thistles’. Easy, right! The beauty of thistles … What on earth does the beauty of thistles taste like? I’ve actually eaten my fair share, but I can’t say I’d recommend the taste for a drink. Anyway … long story short, I experimented and tested and experimented and tested and eventually I came up with a recipe. Shona assures me our gin conjures thistles, heather and Highland mist. How that tastes ...” She stopped and looked at Shona.

      “You can find out right now. The gin bar is open!” called Shona, hugging her older sister and smiling as they posed for the cameras as the crowd made its way towards the bar.

      “I would say this day has been a complete success,” Isla said good-naturedly and shook her head as she pointed at the mobile bar, run by three of Jon’s handsome bartenders who were handing out gin and tonics to the guests. “Give it two hours and they’ll all be wasted.”

      “Nah, it won’t be that bad, but a bit of a buzz before the auction can’t hurt. I can’t wait to see how much people are willing to bid!”

      “Hopefully a pretty sum for those charity barrels,” Isla surmised and checked the time again. “Sis, I really better get going. I can’t leave Tom and Grace to do all the prep without me. Especially not after I dashed out on them right after we served the mains at lunchtime.”

      “I’m sure they’re managing just fine. But I get it: it’s your restaurant and all. Thanks for being so generous with your time today.” Shona gave her sister a peck on the cheek.

      “Always happy to support my favourite sister,” Isla replied and jumped off the stage. “Have fun!”
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      What a beautiful summer day, thought Kendrick McIntosh and regretted that he was driving a van when it was clearly convertible weather. Driving a car with the top down would be the dream right now! Just imagine cruising the Highlands in a little vintage MG ... He scoffed at the thought. How often was the weather in Scotland nice enough to justify having a convertible, and a classic car at that? Besides, the local farmers would hardly take him seriously if he showed up in one of those! No, clearly not an option, more’s the pity. Instead he had made the sensible choice and bought a one-year-old Sprinter. Now that he had converted it into a mobile veterinary practice, he had all the equipment he needed on hand at all times and could carry out procedures right where his patients were, sparing their owners a trip to the veterinary hospital.

      Kendrick was looking forward to this new chapter – and to having his own place in Kirkby. He had practised in and around the Highland village on the west bank of Loch Ness for almost five years. But up to now, he had always driven up from Inverness to look after animals, which frequently involved annoying nighttime trips back and forth, especially in spring during lambing, calving and foaling season. Occasionally, he wouldn’t even get there on time. How often had farmers complained to him and his sisters that they wished they had a vet nearby?

      For him, it had been once too often. Of course, he had enjoyed working at the veterinary hospital he ran with his parents and three sisters in Inverness. Thanks to some hefty investments in state-of-the-art equipment, their operation was almost on par with the university’s veterinary department in Edinburgh. His sister Finola specialised in eye issues and was considered the top veterinary ophthalmologist in the country. He himself was more of a generalist who enjoyed treating all animals and diseases equally, but in recent years he had focused mainly on horses and farm animals. This division of labour had come about rather naturally because his sisters felt less comfortable driving to lonely Highland farms at all times of night, and he wasn’t going to complain. He enjoyed the peace and quiet of the countryside and working by himself. When a few weeks ago, Collum McDonald, the mayor of Kirkby, had asked him if he would consider relocating permanently – with the offer of a nice, affordable cottage on the outskirts of town to sweeten the deal – he hadn’t thought twice about it.

      Previously owned by an elderly couple who were moving ‘down south’ to be close to their grandchildren, the house was in immaculate condition and had a beautiful garden as well as a large annex which had served as a garage for the old gentleman’s three classic cars. Kendrick was planning to remodel it as a small vet clinic if he got round to it in the winter – and had replenished his savings by then. Right now, having purchased a house and converted the van, his budget was exhausted. But he was sure things would work themselves out.

      Only five more miles to go! Excitement and nerves got the better of him as he approached his new home. What would it be like to live by himself for the very first time?

      He rolled his eyes. That sounded ridiculous! At thirty-two, he should have had his own place before, shouldn’t he? But the fact was that he had always lived with at least one of his family members. Even at university, he had shared a flat with three fellow students, among them his twin sister Kyleen. The McIntosh’s veterinary hospital on the eastern outskirts of Inverness was right next door to his parents’ home, and in recent years he had lived in a flat above the surgery wing with his girlfriend Glenna, who – naturally – was also a vet and led their surgery.

      Ex-girlfriend, he corrected himself. Glenna and Kendrick had started dating in their first term at university, and he still loved her – but no longer like a romantic partner and more like another sister. She felt the same way about him and probably had for a few years. It had been painful to admit to one other that, while they were still good friends and colleagues, that was it. Even worse was the moment three months ago when Glenna had told him that she had fallen in love with Davina, their veterinary cardiologist – and his older sister. That still got to him. In a relationship of ten years, shouldn’t he have realised that his girlfriend was interested in women? Shouldn’t Glenna herself have realised it? And what did it say about him as a man?

      No, he was not going to head down that rabbit hole again. He was about to start a new chapter in his life – far enough away from the veritable matriarchy the veterinary hospital had become. Usually, it was only nurseries and primary schools that could boast a female staff share of eighty-five percent. And while he certainly hadn’t minded working with lots of women, at this point in his life, it sounded rather tempting to carve out a new existence as a lone wolf in the wild. Maybe he would get a dog to keep him company. Silent company. Aye, that sounded like a good plan!

      He smiled happily as he drove at a leisurely pace towards Kirkby. To the right of the road stretched the paddocks of Rupert Fraser’s stables, and Kendrick saw some of the older man’s magnificent Clydesdales grazing contentedly. A little later, he passed the turnoff to the Frasers’ resort hotel and restaurant. A few sheep populated the meadows, as if placed there to make the view particularly quaint. All patients of his, but apparently in good health at the moment.

      The village square looked deserted, which didn’t surprise him given it was a Sunday afternoon. Then again, even the pub was empty … and that was certainly odd. Through the open car window, he heard music from somewhere and immediately felt the urge to start tapping his toes. Besides his job, his greatest and potentially only passion was dancing. He likely had his sisters to thank for that; they had dragged him along to their Highland dance classes when he was a child. Should he stop and check out where the music was coming from? He dimly remembered Collum mentioning a distillery opening, but he couldn’t remember the date – or the place for that matter. Probably somewhere near the Old School, the local community centre, because the sound of bagpipes was getting louder as he approached.

      Kendrick turned to catch a glimpse of the celebrations when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a dark shadow approaching, heading straight for him. Thanks to his sharp reflexes, he slammed the brakes immediately but couldn’t stop the van before something hit his left wing.

      A second later, he was out of his car to check what had happened. A dark alpaca lay on the road. It wasn’t moving.

      “What the … I can’t believe this!” he cursed and hurried over to the motionless creature. No way could his first act as a new resident of Kirkby be to kill a local animal!

      He checked and, fortunately, could immediately see that the alpaca was breathing. It didn’t seem to be bleeding either. Though that didn’t necessarily mean anything, if there were internal injuries ... Kendrick felt its pulse, which was strong and steady.

      “What happened?” a voice from behind him interrupted his initial examination.

      What a question! What did it look like? He didn’t answer but continued to check all the animal’s limbs carefully for fractures.

      “It’s Nessie!” he heard her shout, a clear undertone of panic in her voice. He finally turned round and found himself face to face with a red-haired woman who looked vaguely familiar.

      “Is this your alpaca?” he asked.

      “No, my sister’s. I can’t believe you ran over Nessie!”

      “I didn’t run her over. The alpaca bumped right into my wing,” he explained as calmly as possible, worried that the truth sounded like a lame excuse. “Maybe your sister should take better care of her animal?” he countered, annoyed. Slowly, an unpleasant realisation dawned on him. He knew this alpaca, and now he could also place the redhead! He had examined the young mare mere weeks ago after she had just been rescued from drowning in Loch Ness – by the very same woman who now stood next to him. She was, he remembered, Isla Fraser, daughter of Marlin Fraser, whose sheep he looked after, niece of Rupert Fraser, whose horses he treated, and partner of pub owner Jon Grant, whose dog he had examined and vaccinated twice. Wow, just perfect!

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like an arse,” he replied contritely. “Nessie just startled me when she bumped into my car. Fortunately, I was driving very slowly. I don’t think she’s seriously injured.”

      “Hmm,” Isla grumbled and pulled out her phone. “Whatever you’re doing, drop it and come to the village road, by the Old School … Aye, right away!” she shouted into the phone. “Nessie is injured!” And then she added: “Vet’s already here. He’s the one who ran her over.”

      Okay, so she knew who he was as well. “I did not run her over,” he insisted. “And my name is Kendrick McIntosh,” he introduced himself.

      “You don’t say.” She glared at him with a look he couldn’t interpret. Hostility? Amusement? Annoyance? “We’ve met before. Also, I can read.” She pointed to his van, which had the words “Mobile Vet Services – Dr Kendrick McIntosh” on the side.

      Kendrick ignored her words. “Can you make sure she doesn’t run off?” he asked. “I’ll get my emergency bag from the back. I also have X-ray and ultrasound equipment in the van in case we need it.”

      Isla nodded and knelt down next to Nessie while he went to fetch his bag. The alpaca’s heart and lungs sounded good, and the abdominal noises were normal too. That was a good sign. He didn’t think there was any internal bleeding or a chest injury. But why was the young mare still unconscious? Alpacas were flight animals and usually found the strength to flee from attackers even when they were half dead. Perhaps this one was concussed?

      “We need to turn her around to the other side,” he decided, instructing Isla to take the hind legs while he lifted the front. The alpaca remained completely limp, which was really bloody unusual. They carefully flipped her over so he could check her left side. He felt some swelling around the shoulder, which was probably the spot that had hit his van. He hoped it was just a bruise and not a fracture, but he couldn’t tell without an X-ray or watching her run. While he was still contemplating his next move, a mob of people came running – led by a raven-haired Fury.

      “Nessie?!” the young woman screamed. “Is she dead?”

      Okay, maybe not a mob exactly. Apart from the very upset woman – presumably the animal’s owner – there were only Marlin Fraser and Collum McDonald.

      “She’s not dead,” Kendrick affirmed in a calm voice. “But I can’t tell you why she’s still unconscious.”

      Isla stood up to make room next to Nessie for her sister, who bent over the animal with tears in her eyes, whispering silly words of endearment in its ear.

      “A perfect start for our new vet,” commented Collum wryly, apparently not sure if he found the situation amusing or alarming.

      “Well, I’m sure he didnae do it on purpose,” Marlin growled in the mayor’s direction, and Kendrick was surprised to hear old Fraser have his back. They got on well, true, but he had hit his daughter’s alpaca – whether intentionally or not, and Collum was right about this being the worst first impression he could have made.

      “A vet who runs over animals should lose his medical licence, and preferably his driving licence too!” squealed the black-haired woman whose name he couldn’t recall. Surprisingly, the sound of her voice revived the alpaca’s spirits. Nessie lifted her head and opened her large dark eyes. “You’re alive!” The angry shriek gave way to a cheer, which sounded equally shrill to Kendrick’s ears. All in all, everyone’s responses seemed a little over the top to him, as if they were ... Wait a second!

      He held Nessie’s head, looked into her eyes and sniffed her snout. He was right. This was unbelievable! “The alpaca is drunk!” he exclaimed.

      “What?! No way,” objected the owner.

      “Way,” the mayor disagreed and started to giggle. Apparently, he wasn’t all that sober either. “I saw her lick the last drop out of more than one glass, Shona.”

      “Gin or whisky?” Isla enquired. As if that made a difference!

      “Both, I think. Though now you ask, she seemed a lot more into the gin. That had some green stuff in the glasses too.” The mayor had apparently come down on the side of amusing. Kendrick, however, couldn’t find the situation funny at all.

      “I should report you all for animal cruelty!” he roared. “Getting an animal drunk is reckless and irresponsible!”

      “I dinnae think anyone got the alpaca drunk on purpose,” Marlin tried to calm him down, but the corners of his mouth twitched suspiciously. “That was no more deliberate than you hitting Nessie. She’s just a curious wee thing and got caught up in the swing of the party.”

      Kendrick shook his head. Meanwhile, more people had arrived and were watching the goings-on with interest, commenting and even snapping pictures with their phones. This whole thing could really come back to haunt him! “Be that as it may, it is irresponsible. As the owner, you have a duty of care and must look after your animal in a way that ensures she remains free of harm,” he said seriously to Shona.

      “Listen to this smart arse,” she snapped. “It was an accident. I had no idea Nessie would even try the booze! And if you hadn’t almost killed her, she would be fine.”

      “She might have been run over by someone who wasn’t driving through town at a snail’s pace. And then she would indeed be dead right now.”

      This worst-case scenario seemed to alarm poor Nessie. She jumped up and stood, staggering, but on all four legs.

      “Maybe we should all take a deep breath,” Isla suggested. “Let him finish examining Nessie and then everyone can go their separate ways, alright?” She looked at her watch. “And as much as I’d love to continue keeping the peace here, I have to go.” She raised her hand in greeting, turned and walked off down the street. Kendrick envied her. Unfortunately, escape was not among his options.

      “You heard our culinary goddess,” Collum called out to the curious crowd. “Get back to the party and carry on. There’s nothing more to see here.”

      “That goes for you too,” Marlin said to the mayor as people slowly dispersed. “And you can go back and look after your guests as well,” he turned to his daughter. “I’ll take Nessie home with me and make sure she sobers up.”

      “But ...” Shona protested, but Marlin stopped her.

      “Believe me, Princess, it’s for the best. You still have a lot to do today. This event is important.”

      Shona threw her father a sceptical look and Kendrick a hostile one, then she brushed the dust from her pretty white summer dress and the tartan sash she was wearing over it and gave the alpaca’s head a kiss. “Get well soon, my poor wee darling,” she whispered, unfortunately loud enough for Kendrick to overhear. “Mummy loves you and will pick you up in the morning. Just don’t let that bad man hurt you again.” Then she tore herself away and took Collum’s arm, who had been chivalrously waiting for her. Together, the two marched off.

      “Mummy loves you,” Kendrick mimicked when she was out of earshot, rolling his eyes. “No offense, Marlin, but this ...” He didn’t finish the sentence, shaking his head.

      “Oh, come on! I’m sure plenty of pet owners talk like that,” Marlin replied with a good-natured smile. “Shona is fond of the creature and takes really good care of her. But today is the grand opening of her distillery, so she couldnae keep an eye on her as much as she usually would.”

      “Why would she even take an alpaca to such an event?”

      “Because Nessie is her pet. She follows Shona everywhere, like a dog.”

      Kendrick forced himself not to verbalise any of the countless comments that came to mind. Instead, he felt Nessie’s limbs again and walked the alpaca up and down a few steps to see if it was putting weight on its left front leg. “Okay, definitely nothing broken,” he said. “Not even the shoulder. She’s probably got a big bruise there. But she’s roaring drunk and should be kept under observation. I have no idea how the organism of small camels reacts to alcohol. If she does anything weird, just give me a call,” he asked Marlin.

      “Will do,” he promised. “And welcome to Kirkby.”

      “Thank you.” Kendrick chuckled unhappily. “I can’t say this is how I imagined my first day here.”

      “Aye well, you made a memorable entrance at least.” Marlin patted him on the shoulder. “I’m sure it will become part of the local lore.”

      “That’s just perfect,” he replied weakly, then squared his shoulders. There was nothing he could do about it now. “Shall I give you a lift home?”

      “No, thank you. We can manage the few steps. Probably best to air out our foggy heads.” Marlin grinned and ruffled Nessie’s woolly mop of hair. “Do you need any help?”

      Kendrick shook his head. “No, all good. My things will be here tomorrow with the movers, and the new furniture I bought was delivered last week. So I’m all set. And officially on duty 36 hours from now. But if there’s an emergency before then, with the alpaca or anyone else, just give me a call.”
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      When shona woke up the next morning, the quiet took her by surprise. Not a sound could be heard – neither in the house nor on the street. Had the world ended while she had been fast asleep? It took her a moment to snap back to reality: she no longer lived in noisy London, but in quaint little Kirkby, where even the Monday morning rush hour wasn’t loud enough to drown out the birdsong.

      Wow, she hadn’t experienced a lapse like that in quite some months! She must have had a few too many yesterday if she had forgotten that her London days were far behind her. She stretched and yawned, and slowly the memories of yesterday began to flood in. The Golden Alpaca Distillery was now officially open! Her life’s work, as Minister Jack McTavish had so aptly called it in his little speech. And so shockingly, too, because talking about your life’s work when you weren’t even thirty felt bloody scary! Just remembering his words gave her a chill. Entering into such a long-term commitment was no small matter. Especially when only a year ago, her life had mostly consisted of fun Tinder dates when she wasn’t working her trendy job as a whisky sommelier. Back then, her biggest commitment had been making it to work on time. That hadn’t been so bad, had it?

      Really now, what on earth had possessed her to swap her easy, fun-filled life in one of the world’s most exciting cities for this new, stressful existence in the Scottish Highlands? Now she was responsible for employees and had expectations to meet. That, and basically no private life. Not a lifestyle to foster her wellbeing, that much was certain!

      But if she was honest, she knew exactly why she had turned her life on its head. It had mostly been for emotional reasons: a mix of longing, homesickness and the tempting urge to build a legacy. She would never admit that to anyone else, of course! She was quite determined to maintain her cool-as-a-cucumber persona without any of this serious business. Her London friends had shaken their heads in disbelief when she had packed up her belongings before the winter break last year and quit her job to move back home to Kirkby. At the time, she wasn’t even certain that she would be able to start her own distillery. But there was no denying the feeling she’d experienced when she walked by the old boarded-up whisky distillery. It was almost as if the premises were waiting to be kissed back to life like an enchanted fairy-tale princess waiting for her prince. Only in this case, Shona was the prince.

      She had mentioned the idea to her cousins who had promptly told Collum, and as the mayor loved it, he had promised her all the help he could provide. Which turned out to be a lot, given how resourceful Collum was! To her surprise, her da had also come on board without much prompting and offered his youngest all his support. And that was how she had stumbled into the whole thing, she felt. No, stumbling didn’t do her intentions justice. Some part of her had always been this determined. Namely the part that had interned with a local distillery while she was still at school. The part that had scored an apprenticeship at Gordon Gibbs on the Isle of Skye after graduating. The part that had become Scotland’s youngest-ever female master distiller. The part that was a total whisky nerd. In other words, the part she usually kept hidden behind the glittering persona of the cheerful party girl. No wonder she felt so overwhelmed and out of her depth right now!

      Her life’s work … Why had Jack had to use this terrifying phrase again and again? She was far too young for a life’s work; if you really had to go there, you could say that she had laid the foundation for it, no more than that. But even a foundation was a big commitment. As things stood, she would never again live anywhere but Kirkby.

      Shona swallowed and checked the time. Just after seven. Time for a quick shower and then she would head straight over to her da’s to pick up Nessie. Thank goodness her alpaca seemed to be okay. Only a bruise – and probably a hangover … That wasn’t too bad. The whole thing could have turned out very differently. She felt a little embarrassed that she hadn’t kept a closer eye on Nessie during the event, but there had been so much going on – and who would have guessed that alpacas took to the booze?! Then that self-righteous vet had chided her after he had run over her poor darling. She would give the eejit a good talking to when she got the chance! The nerve of the man to call her an irresponsible pet owner! But as the hot water splashed over her body, Shona relaxed and her anger subsided. Let that Ken bloke think what he wanted. Not her problem.

      

      “Well, Princess, how’s your head doing?” her older brother Alex asked as she entered Harriswood House a little before eight. It was where she had grown up and where her da now lived with Alex and his fiancée Colleen as well as Shona’s nephew Aidan. The manor also housed the hotel’s reception, breakfast room and guest library, while the guests themselves stayed in the resort’s cosy cottages around the property. Alex was currently standing at the reception desk, typing something into the computer.

      “My head’s just fine, thank you very much,” she replied, winking mischievously at him. “How about yourself? Hungover much?” Alex looked a little worse for wear. He had certainly had more than one too many last night as he celebrated the cask he had won at auction.

      “Urgh,” he mumbled. “If you want breakfast, you’ll have to head to the kitchen yourself.”

      “No time for that. I’m just here to pick up Nessie. How is she?”

      “She’s out back with Da. I reckon she’s more or less recovered from yesterday’s adventure.”

      “More than you, aye?” She couldn’t help teasing him. “I really don’t understand why you always let Collum dare you into drinking with him. You’d think you’d know by now that nobody holds their booze better than our mayor.”

      “Are you in cahoots with Colleen?”

      “No, ha! But if she said the same thing, it just goes to show how observant she is. Not that you’d would have to pay that close attention. It’s pretty obvious. But don’t worry, I’m very grateful that you bought the community barrel at auction. That was very noble of you.” She got up on her tiptoes and gave her brother a peck on the cheek. Then she went into the kitchen, where her Aunt Alice and cousin Hailey were milling about. The hotel guests’ breakfast was still in full swing.

      “Breakfast, hen?” asked Alice.

      “No thanks. I’m just stopping by to pick up Nessie.” Shona’s resolve wavered as she took in the tempting smells of freshly baked muffins and crisply fried bacon but reminded herself that she really didn’t have the time. She would grab a bite to eat on her way to work from the Old Bakery, which her cousin Kristy had opened just a few weeks ago.

      She slipped out through the back door onto the small, sheltered family patio that was off-limits to the hotel guests and down into the overgrown garden. She knew all the stories of how beautiful and well-tended it used to be, once upon a time, when her mother’s green thumb had created a true paradise here. Shona had no memories of her ma, as she had been just two months old when Bonnie had died of cancer. The garden was still called ‘Bonnie’s Garden’, even as Isla occasionally remarked that Bonnie would be horrified to see that they had let her favourite place turn into a jungle. But it was precisely its wild abundance that Shona loved. There was nothing neat and tidy about it: this was nature untamed, and it was flourishing. In a weathered garden chair at the centre of it all sat her father, lost in the newspaper with Aidan’s Jack Russell terrier Tito by his feet. Nessie was happily nibbling on some clover nearby.

      “Morning, Daddy,” Shona greeted Marlin, who immediately folded up his paper to beam at his youngest. “How are you doing?”

      “Spectacular,” her father replied. “Which is more than can be said for our Alex.”

      “I know, I just ran into him,” Shona agreed, grinning. “I saw Collum dare him to some drinking contest last night to show his gratitude that Alex had won the community barrel at auction. Apparently, it’s a testosterone thing. I mean, a ‘thank you’ would have sufficed, wouldn’t it?” She shook her head.

      “Aye, but a ‘thank you’ would do nothing for your business. Your livelihood depends on your customers enjoying a drink.”

      “Whisky is to be savoured,” she emphasised. “If you just want to get hammered, you might as well drink vodka.”

      “If you say so ...” Marlin grinned behind his beard. “Anyway, I’m glad your Nessie gave me the perfect excuse to leave when I did yesterday. Tha’s why I’m doing so well today. Your wean too, by the way. She spent the night with my sheep.”

      “You had her sleep outside?!” Shona cried out. “You were supposed to keep an eye on her!”

      “And I did. Before I went to bed, I checked again that she was okay and this morning she was right as rain when I came to the pasture.”

      “But she’s not used to sleeping outside!” Shona couldn’t believe her father would be so inconsiderate.

      “Should I have pitched a tent among the sheep?”

      “Of course not! You should have brought her inside with you!”

      “And have her play bedside rug in my room?” Marlin raised an eyebrow and snorted.

      “Exactly,” Shona insisted stubbornly. “Nessie is a pet. You can’t just put her out to pasture with the sheep. What if she’d been attacked by a wolf?”

      “Princess, there are no wolves round here. And even if there were, Nessie would be in a lot less danger than my sheep. Alpacas are very resilient. In some countries, they use them to protect flocks against whole packs of wolves.”

      Shona glared angrily at her father. She wanted empathy, not a biology lecture. “Be that as it may, Nessie is a pet. You wouldn’t have Tito sleep outside, would you?” She petted the little dog, who had greeted her with his usual American enthusiasm.

      “Let’s just say we have a fundamentally different understanding of domestic versus farm. But calm down, Princess, Nessie survived her wee adventure just fine. Neither the alcohol nor the night in the wild will leave any lasting damage,” Marlin continued good-naturedly.

      “You don’t take me seriously,” grumbled Shona. She hated it when her father sounded this patronising. Her siblings constantly teased her for being his favourite and it was true that he couldn’t deny her anything she really wanted. But ever so often, he treated her like a spoilt little girl. Which she was not, dammit! “Come on, Nessie, time to go to work!” She turned and headed for the garden gate, pleased to see that her alpaca indeed followed her like a dog. Calling her a farm animal and not a pet, pfft!

      Shona and Nessie walked amicably along the road towards the town centre, and Shona drank in the heat of the mild summer morning. The weather was gorgeous again. She was thrilled that the latest sunny spell had now lasted for close to a week. Granted, some suspected the nice weather was more down to climate change than luck, but Shona couldn’t help but enjoy the added warmth. Climate change was never going to be a good thing, but this one particular effect on the Highland weather suited her quite well. Beautiful as it was in the Highlands, she found the usual weather a challenge. She would certainly never admit it – and risk being an outcast among her fellow Scots – but she craved bright sunshine, blue skies and warm temperatures. Good mood restored, she entered the Old Bakery a few minutes later. Business in the new shop was booming.

      “Morning,” she called cheerfully into the room. Behind the glass sales counter stood her cousin Kristy, cheeks flushed, selling her delicious baked goods alongside coffee or tea to go to her walk-in clientele. The five small tables in the coffeeshop were all occupied and served by a temp Shona hadn’t yet met. Anna sat in the far corner and gave her a wave. As the shop’s next-door neighbour, the young country doctor had breakfast at Kristy’s pretty much every day now. Always accompanied by her huge Maine Coon, Elvis, who currently perched on the chair next to her, his amber-yellow eyes eagerly watching all the goings-on around him.

      “Now, that really crosses the line,” an upset woman exclaimed. She was sitting one over from Anna in the company of a man, most likely her husband. The couple were clearly recognisable as tourists by the travel guide on the table. “Miss! Miss!” She emphatically waved the waitress over.

      “Can I help?” the new waitress asked nervously.

      “There are already two dogs and a cat, and now there’s a llama in here!” she complained indignantly. “What would the food hygiene authorities have to say? Please make sure this beast leaves immediately!”

      “But ...” The waitress apparently had no idea how to handle the situation.

      “She’s an alpaca, not a llama,” Shona said coolly to the woman, who was looking round for support but received only frowns from the other guests.

      “Same difference,” the woman snapped. “I for one can’t stand its presence.”

      “We are a pet-friendly shop,” chirped the waitress, obviously remembering the sign in the display window.

      “And a very animal-friendly community,” Collum jumped in. He had just entered the bakery and heard the last sentence. “Is there a problem?”

      “Dogs are one thing, but a cat and then this ... erm ... alpaca, that must be against code!” The woman was getting more and more upset, and her companion looked increasingly uncomfortable. He put a hand on her arm to calm her, which only seemed to fuel her fury further. She slapped his hand away and rose with so much momentum that her chair fell over and landed on the ground.

      “I’m going to complain. To the police or town hall or Food Standards!”

      “Did you know that alpacas spit when they feel threatened?” Shona asked innocently, struggling to stay serious. She knew perfectly well that Nessie would do nothing of the sort, but she couldn’t help herself. She had a pretty good idea what was about to happen.

      “It’s a danger to the public!” the woman shouted. “I’m going to the authorities right now. This shop must be closed down.”

      “You can save yourself the trip,” Collum replied politely, and Shona wondered how he could look so well-rested, as if he had not been on a major bender last night. “I’m the mayor of Kirkby, and I can assure you that everything is in proper order. These pets are allowed to be in here, and they do not pose any danger.”

      “That’s not for you to say! I’m sure Food Standards will have a different opinion on that,” the woman objected.

      “Well, I cannot speak for Food Standards,” Anna intervened. “But as Kirkby’s doctor, I can assure you that you have nothing to worry about.”

      “You’re a doctor?”

      “Indeed I am. And according to our community’s by-laws, every owner of a food-serving business may decide whether or not to allow animals on the premises, as long as all hygiene standards are met in the food preparation.” Anna smiled angelically from underneath her blonde curls.

      “That would never fly in the States,” the woman objected once more.

      “But as my place of business is in Scotland, I get to decide,” replied Kristy, who had come into the coffeeshop. “We Scots love our animals; they are part of our lives – and they are as welcome in here as my human patrons. I’m sorry you don’t feel comfortable in their company, but I’m sure you understand that I can’t change my rules for one guest. Feel free to finish at your own pace. Your order is on the house. And I wish you a great rest of your holiday.” She nodded curtly at the troublemaker and returned to her sales counter.

      Shona was impressed. She had never seen her shy cousin be so assertive. A few customers, who had watched the scene with growing interest, broke out in spontaneous applause, which the angry woman took as her prompt to leave, imperiously telling her husband to follow along. He mumbled a sheepish apology and left behind her.

      “Wow,” gasped Shona as the door slammed shut. “The police and Food Standards? Some people don’t have real problems.”

      “I’m sure they’ll post one-star reviews all over the internet,” said Kristy, suddenly looking rather dejected.

      “Don’t worry about that! Even if they do, some of us can just comment with something like ‘cats and camels with your coffee’ and that will bring in a tonne of new people,” Shona reassured her.

      “And your regulars will never abandon you, anyway,” added Anna, who stood up and gave Kristy a regretful smile. “I’m afraid duty calls. Will I see you at choir practice tonight?”

      Kristy nodded, and her smile returned as well.

      “We’re tourists too, and we find your bakery just wonderful,” an elderly lady who had been patiently waiting in the queue for her turn chimed up. “We’ll leave you a great review! But tell me, does Kirkby also offer whisky-tasting?”

      “That’s very kind of you, thank you,” Kristy replied happily. “And aye, we do have a distillery. But it only opened yesterday, so I’m not sure if they offer tastings yet.” Kristy gestured at Shona.

      “Visitors as friendly as yourself are always welcome!” Shona approached the woman and shook her hand. “I’m Shona Fraser from the Golden Alpaca Distillery, and if you’re interested, I’d be happy to welcome you later.”
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        * * *

      

      Kendrick sat on the wooden bench in front of his cottage, enjoying the warmth of the late afternoon sun but at a bit of a loose end. He’d only had time to rest this past half hour; until then, the entire day had been a whirlwind of activity: the movers had arrived at eight o’clock in the morning, and it had taken them only an hour to place all his belongings in his new cottage. For the next hours, he had unpacked boxes and installed lamps until his rather minimalist household was all set up. Most of the things in his old place had stayed with Glenna.

      When he was done, he had driven to the large supermarket in Inverness to stock up on supplies for the week. As luck would have it, he had promptly bumped into his twin sister Kyleen, who had teasingly enquired if he was already done with his rural relocation after only one day. With a wide grin, she had shoved her phone at him; the display showed the latest post on some Highland blog. It’s topic: the distillery opening in Kirkby and the ‘insidious assassination attempt’ on the business’s mascot. Seriously?! That was how this amateur reporter had phrased the accident? To make matters worse, the blog post featured an unflattering photo in which both Kendrick and his van were clearly recognisable. Thank you very much for that!

      Kendrick didn’t know what annoyed him more: that he was once again the focus of his family’s mockery or that he had actually had a rather unfortunate introduction to his new hometown. Probably a mix of both. He could only hope that the region’s animal owners wouldn’t make a big deal out of it. Most of them had known him for years anyway. But it was a pity, and it rattled him more than it would at other times. At this point in life, he was quite thin-skinned.

      His thoughts drifted back to his ex, Glenna, and his sister Davina, and it was no small effort to redirect his attention to the present. He didn’t want to go there! Especially not now that he had relocated to Kirkby, primarily to get away from it all. Officially, of course, his main reason was to provide better local veterinary care, and on a good day, he even believed that line himself! On other days, like today, or most days really ... not so much. Bloody hell!

      Back in Kirkby, he sat on his bench, all alone, not sure what to do with himself. In the morning, he had checked in with Marlin first thing to hear how the alpaca was doing. Apparently, Nessie had survived both the alcohol and the collision unscathed, which was great news. Kendrick didn’t even want to imagine the consequences if the alpaca hadn’t survived the crash. He should probably pay a visit to Shona Fraser soon and apologise in person. He had been rather harsh with her yesterday because the whole incident had left him rather shaken. Still, he was convinced that at its core, his criticism was justified; she should have looked after her pet or, better still, not have taken it to the event in the first place.

      “Hello? Anybody home?” he suddenly heard a voice from the garden gate. Before he could get up or respond, a handsome young Newfoundland came dashing at him and greeted him enthusiastically.

      A moment later, the dog’s people followed: pub owner Jon Grant and his girlfriend Isla Fraser. “Sorry to drop in unannounced. We’re not interrupting, are we?” Jon asked.

      “Not at all. It’s good to see you!” Kendrick laughed as Polly, a dog he’d treated before, tried to dig her snout into his trouser pocket.

      “Polly, stop it!” Jon scolded half-heartedly, but Kendrick waved him off.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m always happy to see that my patients like me, even if I might have poked and prodded them in the past. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water? A beer?”

      “That’s usually what I say,” Jon replied with a laugh. “And no worries. We just wanted to stop by and see how you’re doing. If you’ve settled in alright or if you need any help.”

      “And if you’ve recovered from yesterday’s collision,” Isla added cheekily.

      “I’m done with the move,” he replied and then hesitated. “As for everything else ...” He shrugged and sighed.

      “You caused quite a stir,” Jon replied good-naturedly. “‘The Camel Killer of Kirkby’ has been my favourite headline so far. I feel you got more coverage on social media than Shona’s distillery.”

      Kendrick grimaced. He had deliberately stayed offline today. The blog post Kyleen had shown him earlier was already more than he could take.

      “Come on, there’s no such thing as bad publicity,” Jon consoled him. For his part, the bartender seemed to view the incident and all that followed as a joke.

      “You can trust him on that,” Isla chimed in. “Jon used to be a successful advertiser before he pivoted into the lower echelons of the hospitality business.”

      “Maybe I will be able to laugh about it one day,” sighed Kendrick gloomily. “But that day is not today.”

      “Don’t worry, it won’t take long until some other story will have all Kirkby talking, and this little incident will be old news … literally!”

      “Aye, now there’s something to look forward to!” The surprise visit had cheered Kendrick up, and yet he still found himself wondering how long his guests were planning to stick around. He chided himself for his grumpy attitude. This was so not him! He could usually laugh easily at himself and any mishaps, and a sense of self-deprecating irony was a must-have coping skill in his family. At least for the few male members. He rubbed the back of his hand over his three-day stubble. “Sorry, I’m such an eejit.”

      “You’re not,” Isla assured him. The mischief was gone and instead she gave him a look of compassion. Which didn’t make things much better. “We need to apologise. Yesterday must have been hard for you, and our teasing doesn’t help. Which reminds me, the reason we stopped by is we wanted to ask you if you like to sing.”

      “If I like to sing?” he repeated, slightly taken aback by the change of topic.

      “Aye, we have a choir rehearsal every Monday, and it’s a lot of fun. Also a good way to meet more members of the community.”

      “Makes sense but …” Public singing? Not in this life! He loved music and dancing, but the sounds his vocal cords produced when he tried to sing ... “My sisters used to say my singing voice should be considered a weapon of mass destruction and banned by the Geneva Convention. So I’ll have to pass on the choir.”

      Jon laughed out loud. “Welcome to the club! Isla has been trying in vain to get me to join for weeks. For some reason, she believes that everybody can sing.”

      “Oh, I can sing. It’s just that nobody wants to hear it.” Kendrick grinned.

      “Men!” muttered Isla and rolled her eyes. “Okay then, let’s move on to plan B. If you don’t want to join the choir, how about having dinner? We could go out, maybe find a place with outdoor seating.”

      “Or we could have a barbecue right here,” Kendrick suggested to his own surprise. “I went shopping earlier and bought far too much for one person.”

      Isla and Jon exchanged a quick look that seemed to hold an entire conversation. Kendrick was both fascinated and a little put off by this show of intimacy some couples had. Of course, he and Glenna had shared it too, and it hadn’t protected them from the biggest misunderstanding of their lives. He also knew this silent form of communication from his sisters, and he got on almost wordlessly with his twin in particular. But what would these two decide telepathically?

      He was expecting a polite no when Isla let out a cheerful “We’d love to!” and promptly started pulling jars and containers out of her rucksack. “It’s a good thing we picked blueberries, mushrooms and herbs on the way over. We can put them to use right away.”

      Kendrick stared at her, too stunned to respond. Had they expected to have dinner at his place?

      “I know what it must look like,” Jon explained, “but Isla takes her expedition kit on literally every single walk. She simply can’t not collect food. It’s usually delicious too,” he added, receiving a nudge in the ribs from his girlfriend.

      “In that case ...” Kendrick smiled weakly and got up.

      

      By the time Isla, Jon and Polly left around ten o’clock, Kendrick was feeling a good deal better. They had enjoyed a pleasant evening and a fantastic meal. He hadn’t known just how good grilled steaks and charcoaled potatoes could be. Isla hadn’t even got close to the grill but had made a salad, sprinkled fried mushrooms on top and whipped up a delicious dressing with the wild herbs. Still, most likely it wasn’t the delicious food that had improved his mood as much as the company. They’d had a good time chatting about Kirkby and whatever else came to mind. Jon had shared about his early days. It was hard to believe that he had only arrived in March! He seemed completely at home and felt a part of the village community.

      Kendrick enjoyed hearing more about Jon’s background too. He hadn’t realised that the cheerful pub owner had only recently gone through a really bad period with burn-out and a break-up. So he wasn’t that different from Kendrick himself, who had briefly been tempted to tell Jon and Isla why he had really moved up from Inverness. Then again, he just couldn’t bring himself to tell his new neighbours about Glenna and Davina. He knew the whole situation wasn’t his fault, or anyone’s fault, really. But he suspected the story would lead to an outpouring of pity he simply could not take. Being deserving of pity meant you were weak, and weakness was the last thing he was willing to admit to himself at the moment. That might not be the healthiest attitude, and he suspected his secret would catch up with him eventually and hit him all the harder for it. But for the time being, he just wanted to feel normal. So he had given them his usual spiel: that the area was underserved and needed a vet close by and had only briefly mentioned how glad he was to be out from under the matriarchy that had ruled his life.

      Jon and Isla had taken his explanation at face value and seemed genuinely pleased that he was now a full-time Kirkby resident. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but for the first time in several weeks, Kendrick had felt comfortable in his own skin tonight. He had a beautiful new home and there were people who might become his friends. Life wasn’t too bad after all.
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