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            STORY DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What secrets do the peatlands hide?

      

        

      
        An octogenarian distiller is wary of the goings-on in his distillery. The only person he can turn to is innkeeper Aileen Mackinnon.

      

        

      
        Amateur sleuth Aileen Mackinnon has a knack for numbers and accounting. After all, she was a revered forensic accountant once. Wanting to wear her sleuthing hat once again, she takes on this simple case, never expecting a foray into familial fights, flying bullets and death.

      

        

      
        Detective Inspector Callan Cameron is ordered to stay away from the peatlands. That means he’ll never find his best friend’s body. But something strange is brewing in Loch Fuar. As summer blazes through town, unease and distrust run rampant.

      

        

      
        Has the summer heat awoken a murderer or were they awaiting the return of a Mackinnon?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SCOTTISH GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bairn- Child/Toddler

        Bampot- Crazy

        Bana-ghaisgeach- Female Warrior

        Eejit- Idiot

        Loch- A Scottish Lake

        Wee- Little

      

      

      
        
        This book is written in English (UK)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        July 26th, 2005

      

      

      ‘You think we can find him?’ Daniel McIntyre had a youthful gleam in his eyes, but his broad shoulders made him look much older than eighteen.

      Callan Cameron set the newspaper on the rock and raised an eyebrow at Daniel. ‘Neither of us is a police officer.’

      They sat in the woods by the Senior Citizen Care Centre, a few minutes’ walk from the school. They’d graduated that summer, but their friend Blaine Macgregor still took a piano class there.

      Heather swayed around them, adding tranquillity to the afternoon. The newspaper shone under the sunlight. The headline read:

      
        
        Aaron Ridge missing.

        Reward of £5,000 for information about his whereabouts.

      

      

      Callan’s mother had called the missing man ‘a drunk’. So had the shopkeeper who’d sold Callan a new canvas board that morning. And no one, not even the man’s friends, hoped to ever find him.

      Blaine, short and bony, dropped his backpack next to Callan’s and plopped onto the grass beside Daniel. He’d grown a moustache, which clashed with the freckles on his boyish face. Blaine wiggled his fingers. ‘Ms Willoughby would rather my fingers fall off than play a single note off key. She’s worse than a drillmaster!’

      ‘Yet you wouldn’t give it up,’ Daniel said.

      ‘I love it.’ Blaine peered at the newspaper. ‘Do you eejits want to solve this?’

      ‘Five thousand pounds is a tidy sum of money, and they just want information about Mr Ridge.’ Daniel pointed at Callan. ‘Plus, your father’s an inspector. You must have some detection skills.’

      ‘Buzz off, bampot! Your father can build houses and look at you, you can’t even hold a screwdriver.’

      Blaine cracked up. ‘Callan’s right, you know.’

      Daniel smacked Callan on the head. ‘Bastards! Who fixed the damn ladder when you snapped it sneaking into Pat’s room?’

      Callan sobered up. ‘That was a fluke. But if my father finds out we’re snooping into his colleague’s case, he’ll have my hide and you know it.’ Callan checked his watch. The dial had a splatter of red paint he’d forgotten to clean. ‘It’s four forty-five. Do you want me to drop ye off, Blaine?’

      Blaine snorted. ‘You’re such a show off.’

      ‘Aye.’ Daniel joined in. ‘Mr Cameron should never have got you that car.’

      ‘He didn’t get me a car!’ Callan harrumphed. His father had been delighted to hand Callan the keys to his ten-year-old truck. Callan could never sneak out at night; its engine rattled so loud, the noise would give him away. ‘He bought himself a new one.’

      Blaine’s lips turned down. ‘Paw won’t let me drive.’

      Callan jostled Blaine’s arm with his shoulder. ‘Hey, you’ve always got me. I’ll drive you to your first sold out show.’

      Blaine laughed and jumped up. ‘A sold out show. That’s the dream.’

      Daniel stood up. Callan followed suit and kicked a stray pebble. The thing had been pressing against his right ankle. He plucked his backpack. ‘Until that sold out show, I’ll get you two eejits home.’

      ‘Aren’t you meeting Pat tonight?’ Daniel asked.

      Callan shrugged. He’d had a row with his girlfriend that afternoon and she’d stalked off to her best friend’s. Callan kept his tone light. ‘I have to get our esteemed piano prodigy home.’

      Blaine smirked, lifting a side of his mouth. ‘I know I can always count on you, Callan.’

      ‘That you can, Blaine. That you can.’
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Gravel crunched under the sedan’s tyres and a white mist whispered, tickling the silhouettes of trees in the darkening sky. It was summer, but impending rain had cut off the rays of sunlight.

      Aileen crept through the night like a spy. That’s what Mr McCloughan wanted: to be discreet.

      The dark clothes and black scarf camouflaged her in the shadows, but her heart thundered louder than the clouds rumbling in the sky.

      A stray tear of rain smacked against the windshield. The trees trembled in the breeze.

      Storm had eclipsed the spring.

      She jostled as the car hit another patch of uneven road. The further she travelled from the centre of town, the rougher the roads were. They reminded a traveller of their location: the north-western wilds of Scotland.

      Gravel crumbled, and a stone bolted. Her sedan shook like a plane in turbulence. Damn it. It was time to trade this city car for a truck. Even if she’d look like a mouse driving it, given her short stature.

      Dark brown strands of hair escaped her ponytail and Aileen tucked them behind her ears. When would she find the time to hack them off?

      ‘Gosh!’

      The pelting rain slowed her progress, a white curtain as angry as the wind. At least it offered a veil to hide behind. No way could anyone spy her out now.

      Her eyes strained to see the sign that would lead her to Loch Fuar’s most prized distillery and export: McCloughan’s.

      McCloughan’s was the first tumbler of whisky Aileen’s gran, Siobhan, had toasted her with. And typical of her gran, she’d tried to trick Aileen into drinking before she turned eighteen. Aileen learned to be firm with Gran early on, especially regarding whisky.

      Her forehead relaxed at the thought of the ninety-year-old Siobhan. Nothing slowed that woman down.

      And this weather won’t slow Aileen either.

      She hit another ditch and hoped her car wouldn’t crash into a rock and leave her stranded out here, especially given the spotty mobile connection. Again, the farther away from the centre of town you went…

      Through the downpour, she spotted a dark sign with gold lettering. Under it shimmered an image of a waterfall cascading into a tumbler.

      She’d found them.

      Despite the deserted road, Aileen indicated left and braced for the ride on an unpaved track. McCloughan’s were known for their ‘Highland experience’; tyre tracks etched in wet mud were difficult to drive along but showcased the rugged landscape.

      She gritted her teeth, used all her might to steer, and trained her eyes on the road. Her headlights caught fronds shivering in the wind on either side.

      Crash.

      ‘Ouch!’

      She’d hit a deep ditch. The engine let out a groan. If her petrol tank burst…

      She pulled into an empty car park. Using her sedan for this trip was not incognito, but it would have been foolish to walk here or hitch a ride.

      When her boyfriend found out her plans for tonight, they’d had another one of their rows, leading to physical blows. Or rather, she tried punching, and he deflected with a kiss. Then the night had turned sweet.

      Aileen huffed out the remnants of irritation at being in love with a detective inspector, aka a walking bodyguard-cum-safety alarm system.

      She knew how to take care of herself, thank you very much. But he always worried she’d land herself in trouble, often listing out instances when she’d been in jeopardy.

      Last night, she assured Callan she was in no danger from the McCloughan Distillery’s patriarch, Mr Pluto McCloughan – the man walked with a stick.

      His retirement was a loss to Loch Fuar. The heir, Jack McCloughan, had fallen far from the tree, so said the rumours according to trusted gossipmonger-in-chief, Isla McIntyre.

      Aileen stepped out of her car and straight into a puddle. ‘Hell!’

      The night was turning from irritating to worse. She glared at her boots. Who’d clean the crusty mud from them later? She didn’t have time for this. But why was she here, then?

      She breathed through her nerves. A girl needed downtime, even if it included a bit of sleuthing. Especially if it included sleuthing.

      She shut the car door behind her and a chill flashed through the air.

      Time for the fun to begin.

      Aileen waited for her eyes to adjust so she could peek through the trees and see. There: the outline of a stone building, just one storey tall and topped with a typical peaked roof. Next to it stood another building with a chimney, exposed bricks, and a frieze carved above the door.

      Pluto McCloughan’s house. That’s what Ethan, the pub owner, had told her.

      Aileen splashed her way towards it, careful to not switch on the torch. She always carried it, a hangover after solving a few murder cases on her own.

      The wind tugged at her raincoat’s cap and spiked goosebumps on her skin.

      If her feet slipped and her arse landed in the mud… she shook her head. Wet clothes, muddy shoes and soggy underwear were a recipe for disaster.

      Her face dripped, and eyes stung from the moisturiser that had dissolved in the rainwater. Aileen put one foot in front of the other.

      The house grew larger as she neared. A golden glow emanated from the ground floor rooms. Pluto McCloughan was waiting for her.

      She veered around a puddle and stepped under the awning. At last.

      Aileen took a minute, surveying the silent building next door, the distillery. The patter of rain prevented her from hearing the waterfall, the natural resource distilleries in the Highlands used to fashion their whisky.

      She flicked a glance at the car park behind her, shrouded in blackness. The pitch-grey sky swallowed the views McCloughan’s brochure waxed poetic about. Where were the endless mountains, the stone bridges and tartan-striped peatlands?

      So much for long summer days…

      Aileen faced a door which sported roughened, exposed wood to match the outer brick structure. She banged the barrel-shaped door knocker.

      Within a second, the door swung open to reveal a face topped with tufts of white hair, and a beard and eyebrows to match. All he needed was a Santa suit.

      ‘Ms Mackinnon!’ A smile split his pink lips to reveal yellow teeth. His cheeks glistened in the lamp light. ‘Come on in, lassie. The rain’s a pisser.’ His Scottish burr rang through each word, and his booming voice echoed through the house, despite his earlier command for her to be discreet.

      He settled a large hand on her arm and yanked her in. ‘Ah, some whisky would do ye good.’

      Aileen smiled. ‘That would help, yes.’ Her boots and raincoat dripped soggy mud around her. She tried not to step on the hallway rug.

      McCloughan caught her gaze and snorted. ‘Ricky!’ he roared.

      Footsteps stomped against the stone floors and a tuft of dirty-blond hair appeared.

      McCloughan nodded at the skinny man. ‘Grab the lassie’s coat and shoes. Get them dry and warm.’

      Aileen thanked McCloughan and Ricky.

      The patriarch waved off her gratitude. ‘Manners me maw hammered into us lads. A good smack on our bottom is all we needed. Sometimes I wish I’d done the same with ma Jack. Bloody sod.’

      Aileen padded behind McCloughan, relieved at not being weighed down by a coat and gumboots.

      Photo frames littered every surface and covered the walls. The man sure had a lot of friends and happy memories.

      ‘Let’s sit by the fire in the drawing room.’

      She followed him through a doorway to their right; the one with the warmest glow. Embers of fire crackled in the massive fireplace. The mantel held more photographs. Several lamps on side tables shone, highlighting old art on the walls and ostentatious furniture. All seats faced the same way: towards a huge throne-like chair in the centre of the room.

      Aileen gasped as she noticed a circle of revolvers attached to the wall behind the throne. Was this a drawing room or a Great Hall in a palace fixed with artillery?

      McCloughan chuckled at Aileen’s expression. ‘Aye, ma forefathers sure loved hunting in these forests and peatlands. Now they’re heirlooms gathering dust.’ He gestured to the room. ‘And my dear Linda sure loved decorating. This entire house was a canvas she painted on. I didnae have the heart to change a thing when she passed.’ His eyes twinkled with love and longing for his late wife.

      Aileen bowed her head. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Ah, don’t be. A whisky will cheer things up.’ The man clomped over to a table in the far corner where whisky decanters sparkled. He splashed generous amounts of golden amber into two crystal tumblers. Enough to loosen Aileen’s tongue.

      Everything about this man oozed abundance. He lived well and lived big.

      ‘Oh, take a seat, lassie. Don’t be so stiff.’

      ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

      ‘Later the better.’ He grinned, handing her a tumbler. ‘It’s been ages since I entertained a woman this late in the night. My skills may be a wee bit rusty, but respect my maw drilled into us, too. With a spatula.’ He raised his own tumbler. ‘Drink up.’

      Aileen intertwined her hands around the glass, took a sip and grimaced. Unadulterated whisky trickled down her throat, blazing warmth in its wake. Her muscles sparked with life and the heady aroma of malt sent her tongue tingling. ‘Wow, Mr McCloughan. This is⁠—’

      ‘Pure dead brilliant? Ha! That’s the expression I’m going for when someone tastes our ambrosia. But… But that’s not the case anymore.’

      Aileen frowned. Ethan had refused to tell her much except that Mr McCloughan wanted the distillery accounts audited by a trained forensic accountant. ‘What do you mean, Mr McCloughan?’

      ‘Oh, please. Call me Pluto, lassie. It’s only right considering I’m letting ye into the fold when I tell ye this.’ He studied the liquid against the light. ‘Ever since the first whisky was made in these Highlands, the McCloughans have been quenching thirst. We persevered when the taxes were too high in the 18th century. From then until the doctor demanded I take a back seat, this nectar was as pure as a drop of gold. And no’? No’ it’s just scented water with a bitter taste.’

      Spittle flew and his eyes widened in rage. ‘Bah! Is it the water that’s turned? Machinery gone sour? No! No, it isnea. It’s that wretched son of mine. The damned pest’s fooling about. This whisky ye drink, lassie, is from ma personal collection. Sitting in barrels I bottled as a wee lad. And no’? No’ ye should taste what we sell. It looks all right, but to a trained connoisseur, it tastes like shite! There’s something wrong with it. Something foul…’

      He shook his head. ‘I won’t have it, lassie. I won’t have that imbecile run our name through the mud. Find out where he’s cutting corners. How much he’s secreting into his own pockets. I’ll pay ye handsomely. Anything to save this place.’

      Aileen swallowed. ‘Oh, but I… I⁠—’

      ‘Seventy years of my life I gave to this place. And to see it reduced to this? Do this before I breathe my last. Lord kens I havenae got long, not with all the pills the doctor’s making me swallow each day. Say ye’ll do this for me, lassie.’

      A long checklist of tasks ran through her head – an inn full of guests, the new catering business she planned to start as a buffer for the downtimes, her responsibilities as a friend, girlfriend… Her eyes landed on the man who looked like Santa Claus in so many ways.

      The no sat on the tip of her tongue.

      Her dormant curiosity reared its head.

      Callan would kill her.

      No. Say ‘no’, Aileen. Just a simple word, one syllable⁠—

      ‘Yes. Yes. I’ll do that for you, Mr McCloughan. I’ll go through the books. Do you have a record with you?’

      Oh, damn.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What the hell?’ Callan blinked at the sheet of paper. ‘What does this mean?’

      Detective Chief Inspector Rory Macdonald sighed. ‘Don’t make me explain it to you.’

      Callan slammed the piece of junk on the table. The desk rattled with the impact. ‘How dare they?’

      ‘You know there have been talks. And it’s not environmentally friendly.’

      ‘It’s not environmentally friendly to provide a murdered eighteen-year-old the dignity he deserves?’

      Rage burned Callan’s lungs, and his nostrils flared. He held on to his senses. Barely. Blaine Macgregor, his best friend, had gone missing fifteen years ago. When Callan solved his missing persons cold case, he’d discovered their mutual friend had murdered Blaine. But he’d never found Blaine’s body. All they knew was the Erwins had buried him somewhere in the peatlands that sprawled on one edge of Loch Fuar.

      Callan saw shadows flickering in Rory’s eyes. His boss didn’t like this order either.

      ‘It’s bloody politics, isn’t it?’ Callan growled. Everything always boiled down to politics.

      Rory hated diplomacy. The language of politicians. ‘I’m sorry. The environmental group protested, and the council responded with this. You know what it’s like when elections are right around the corner. And it doesn’t say you can’t find Blaine Macgregor, it says⁠—’

      ‘The police are ordered to evacuate their current excavation on the peatlands unless they can prove with evidence that an object of importance to their case or the remains of a missing person are buried there.’ Callan hated his photographic memory sometimes. ‘That’s bollocks.’

      Rory pushed back his chair with a squeak against the floor. He stalked to the window. ‘It’s shite and I know it, damn it! But that’s an order, acknowledged and backed by the higher ups. There’s nothing I can do. Environmentalists proved, with stats, what happens when you dig the bog. Plus, this council has an Environmental Protection Committee. They won’t back down. And since we’ve been unable to find anything concrete in the last six months…’

      Callan didn’t need reminding of that epic failure. Mist and frozen ground halted their progress in the winter. And in spring they found nothing but a couple of old coins.

      Where the heck did the Erwins bury Blaine?

      Gerald had confessed to killing Blaine in a fit of rage and said his father buried the body for him. When Callan met Gerald Erwin at the prison, the eejit smirked and denied knowing where the body was hidden.

      Callan’s next stop was Dr George Erwin, Gerald’s father. The man refused to open his front door, let alone talk. And then he’d claimed in court – and continued to tell whoever would listen – that he condoned his son’s actions and would never hide a murderer or a body, contrary to what he confessed in the beginning. But criminals and their stiff-collared, Rolex-wearing lawyers meant diplomacy.

      ‘I can ask Dr George Erwin again.’

      Rory huffed, tainting the windowpane. ‘He’ll report you for harassment. He pointed us to a location, didn’t he?’

      ‘And Blaine isn’t there! Now Erwin says he had nothing to do with the murder. That’s a lie but we can’t prove it. And now we’re not allowed to search. He can use this to get his son out of prison. A murderer can walk scot-free because we don’t have a body.’

      He hadn’t worked hard enough or asked the right questions to rescue Blaine fifteen years ago. And now Callan couldn’t find Blaine’s body to give him a proper burial.

      Rory shook his head. ‘We have enough evidence, Callan. You just want to find Blaine for your peace of mind. Admit that.’

      Callan didn’t wrench his mouth open. He didn’t want to admit the guilt that ate him every single day.

      ‘You should do what you set out to – give Blaine a memorial and close that chapter of your life.’

      Callan’s girlfriend’s words echoed back to him. She wanted him to let go of the past and the what ifs. But he’d still held hope. And now it was gone, banished by one sheet of paper dripping with politics and diplomacy.

      Callan had truly failed his best friend.
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      Aileen pulled the first ledger closer. Her wristwatch told her it was a few more hours until dawn.

      Pluto’s minion, Ricky had set her up in a loft with no power outlet, not even for a bulb. She worked by torchlight.

      The torch flickered. Oh no. Did she have batteries?

      Aileen flipped the page and⁠—

      Boom. Boom.

      Something pierced through the silence.

      Gunshots.

      Her legs crumpled, crashing her to the ground. Her arms covered her head.

      Were they close?

      Her body vibrated, thoughts looping into each other to flash images she didn’t want to come true.

      ‘You’re safe. You’re safe,’ she whispered to herself.

      But was she safe? What if the shooter got closer? What if⁠—

      Her heart throbbed towards a heart attack.

      Fear kicked her into action. She hunched over and crossed to the loft’s window, squinting to pick out any silhouettes. Nothing.

      Silence filled her ears. Dust particles slowed as they floated under the moonlight.

      Who was out there?

      Aileen turned, pressing her back to the wall. Had she dreamt it? No way.

      Focus.

      She glanced at the desk which commanded the loft, its surface topped with dust-coated leather ledgers, and receipts hanging out of drawers.

      Up here, with the full moon’s spotlight pouring in from two massive windows, she might be safe. Or illuminated like a ballerina on the stage.

      And Pluto was down there with Ricky. She had to wake them up.

      Aileen scrambled out of the door and down the corridor. The staircase walls closed in on her.

      She stumbled, just one false move from breaking her neck. Her feet landed on the second floor and she managed to steady herself. ‘Shots fired! Get up! There’s a shooter! Call the police!’

      Crap. She’d forgotten to call the police.

      Her fingers shivered as she hit 999. Callan would be pissed.

      The moment someone answered, she gabbled down the phone, breath rattling in her throat as she continued down the stairs.

      Somehow the operator understood and asked her to stay on the line. Units were on their way.

      This far out? She’d be lucky if they even found the McCloughan property.

      Her feet hit the first landing. ‘Pluto, Ricky! Wake up!’

      She heard no sound except her feet thundering over the floorboards. Had they gone out to investigate?

      She descended the last flight to get to the living room. ‘Pluto?’

      Moonlight pooled on the carpet like grey puddles of water. The unshuttered windows revealed the stillness of the night outside.

      Where was the shooter? Who got shot?

      Aileen ran into the throne room and to the circle of revolvers on the wall.

      She  stammered to a halt. Even if she climbed, she couldn’t reach them. All that armed glory for naught. She couldn’t shoot either, could she?

      Thoughts fogged her mind, evaporating her survival instinct. She had to keep herself safe. Especially now that she’d run down here like an eejit.

      She scanned the landscape outside, hoping to glimpse the shooter before they broke in.

      Why were they here? Who’d be out there in the night?

      She dived underneath the long sofa by the fireplace, pulled her legs in, and wrapped her arms around them. A stupid move, in retrospect. Her arms would quickly go numb in this position. What would she do with a limp limb?

      Her breath panted as if she was wearing a microphone, so loud she was convinced that the shooter would make her out like a⁠—

      Her nose twitched. Ignore the carpet’s bristles. They stank, reeked of wet cloth not dried for days.

      She held her breath but couldn’t, couldn’t⁠—

      Crash. The front door cracked against the wall.

      Her heart banged against her ribs in fear.

      Footsteps barged inside, loud as a horse’s hooves.

      Aileen bit down on her lip, hoping to stop the trembling. Useless.

      The barrel of a revolver dangled in her field of vision.

      She yelped.

      A giant hand grabbed her arm and tugged. ‘Ye wee bastard!’

      Shit. Aileen jabbed at the man’s torso, then kicked him.

      He didn’t move.

      Her whole body quaked, as if an earthquake shook the world.

      ‘Who are you?’

      She gulped oxygen into her lungs, which burned with the effort. ‘No…’ Her voice grated against her vocal cords, a ghost speaking. ‘No⁠—’

      ‘Who—’ A gust of breath blazed across her neck. ‘Are you?’

      ‘Don’t hurt me! Please.’ Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry…

      ‘Jack, you’re scaring the poor girl.’

      She froze. Jack?

      ‘What’s she doing in my father’s house? Call the bloody police!’

      Jack tightened his grip on her arm until she shut her eyes and squirmed with pain.

      ‘You’ll do no such thing! Let her go!’ Heavy footsteps pounded into the room. Pluto. ‘Let her go. Now.’

      Jack McCloughan’s grip on her loosened, and her feet hit the floor. He stuck close, the intensity of his rage scalding her back. ‘Who is she, father?’ Spittle landed on her shoulder like missiles meant to detonate.

      ‘None of your business.’

      ‘Someone fired shots in our backyard and it’s none of my business that a stranger is in your house?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Father—’

      Aileen cleared her throat. ‘I’m Aileen Mackinnon.’

      The air pulsed for a beat. ‘What?’

      ‘Ai-Aileen Mac⁠—’

      ‘A Mac… How dare you? How dare you allow a Mackinnon on our land?’

      ‘It’s my house and I’ll do as I please.’

      ‘Are you joking?’

      ‘Jack, Pluto, please.’ A woman hustled over, holding her hands up. Her dressing gown camouflaged with the upholstery of the chairs in the room.

      When Jack opened his mouth, she shook her head, her cornrows bobbing around her small face. ‘The poor girl’s afraid. We are humans and can afford courtesy towards people who need our help. Besides, the police are here. I think she called them?’

      Aileen nodded, her ears registering the wail of sirens. The cacophony echoed louder until tyres splattered mud and headlights splayed across the windows.

      The woman answered their knock and ushered them in. ‘We’re grateful you could come.’

      ‘Aileen Mackinnon?’

      Aileen raised her arm for a handshake and realised it shivered like a twig in a storm. She tucked it against her side. ‘That’s me.’ She said.

      ‘Are you alright, ma’am?’

      ‘I believe she’s in shock,’ the woman said.

      The police officer pulled out his phone. ‘I’ll get the paramedics.’

      ‘I… I don’t need…’ But neither of them paid her any heed.

      Jack introduced everyone to the officers.

      ‘She needs a whisky,’ said Pluto.

      ‘Ma’am, why don’t you sit down?’

      Aileen bit her lip. Get a grip, she said to herself. Tell them.

      ‘Shots. I heard two of them right before I called. They were gunshots, I’m sure. I think I saw the flash of a spark as well. Somewhere in the peatlands. I thought it was near, yet far… from here. And I decided to run down to warn Pluto and Ricky.’

      ‘Ricky?’

      Aileen bobbed her head. ‘Aye, Ricky. But no one answered me.’

      As she focused, careful to include all the details, her trembling stopped. Yet the paramedics insisted on checking her and draped a blanket over her shoulders.

      She wasn’t a mouse, dammit.

      And she certainly didn’t want to be wearing a blanket when she had to face the man who’d stalk in here soon. He won’t blow a gasket, he’ll blow her up.

      Her worries came to fruition when a dark grey SUV barrelled in through the main gates towards the car park, spewing mud and water. Only one man she knew drove like the hounds of hell were nipping at his back wheels at 3 a.m. Equipped with a new car and sturdy wheels for roads like these, her man was incorrigible.

      Detective Inspector Callan Cameron slammed the truck’s door so hard it rattled. His gaze scorched a path towards her despite the distance and the window separating them.

      Oops. If she were dramatic, Aileen would say his footsteps thundered towards them and the grey in his eyes swirled like storm clouds in the dark sky. But she wasn’t dramatic…

      ‘Inspector—’

      One glare at the police constable shut him off. And then the fire singed her.

      ‘McCloughan.’ He nodded, his short-cropped hair giving him a militaristic look. His chiselled jaw muscles twitched, not helping her cause. She loved her man to bits but⁠—

      ‘I’d like to have a word with Ms Mackinnon in private. Excuse us.’

      He stepped in front of her and held out his hand.

      She set hers in his on autopilot. Her hand shook again.

      ‘Hell,’ he said, and pulled her up.

      The next thing Aileen knew she was out of the McCloughan’s house, with bricks digging into her back and a growling man pressed to her front.

      ‘What the hell?’
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        * * *

      

      Callan yearned to rip into something. In the thirty minutes it took him to drive here, his heart had lodged itself in his throat. How many times had she made him worry so? He had to lock her up and chain her to her inn. Not humanitarian thoughts. ‘I told you not to do this.’

      Aileen lifted her chin, informing him she was up for an argument. ‘How could I have known something like this would happen?’ She was shaking like a leaf but she’d argue. Stubborn eejit.

      ‘You drive down here, alone, in the middle of the damn night. What did you think would have happened?’

      ‘I called the police⁠—’

      ‘And weren’t you lucky your phone had service? Or I’d be investigating your murder right now. Ever thought of that, Aileen?’

      ‘I’m fine. See?’ She tugged at his right hand and placed it on her chest. ‘Feel that? I’m alive.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t need to feel your heartbeat to know that. You ratting out stupidity is enough.’

      Aileen narrowed her eyes. ‘I’m going to chalk that up to stress.’ Her soft lips pressed against his. ‘Don’t you dare insult me next time. In case you forgot, you’re not the boss of me.’ Then she ducked under his arm and strutted inside.

      How many times would she put herself in trouble and get away like this? It didn’t matter. He’d save her every time. Not that she needed saving…

      Callan ran a hand through his hair. This night shift was getting to him. Not only had he seen not the sunlit world in a while, the shift was so silent that even Lieutenant General Warren didn’t call to complain about his neighbour’s cat.

      ‘Inspector?’ Police constable Kirkpatrick stepped forward out of the shadows.

      Callan grunted.

      She pulled out her notepad. ‘Mr McCloughan, the younger one, says he heard at least three gunshots coming from the peatlands. His wife confirmed that. The elder Mr McCloughan said he heard nothing, only the commotion in his living room. And then Mr Ricky, he… well, he didn’t say much.’

      ‘Did Aileen Mackinnon hear three gunshots?’

      ‘No, she heard two. That’s what she told the operator. Should we check it out?’

      He’d have to speak to every person inside. ‘Get your partner to put them in separate rooms. I don’t want them communicating with each other. And tell him to get statements. We’ll go into the peatlands.’

      Now that they had a case to solve with witnesses claiming to have heard gunshots at the peatlands, they could go investigate. But the bog was where devils hid, even in summer. Dark mist called it home, like the smoke from a witch’s cauldron.

      He almost called off the search until dawn, but if there was something to find, they needed to locate it before the grey clouds shrouding the moon burst into rain.

      ‘Come on.’ His voice sounded distant to his own ears. But he put one foot in front of the other, heading for the dark and deadly mass of hell. ‘Better get this done with.’

      They passed the big house, leaving the distillery on its other side. Behind it was a smaller cottage, with just one floor above and a lamp glowing behind a netted curtain.

      Jack and Sarah McCloughan’s house.

      Behind it, Callan’s torch highlighted a hedge, bobbing with some summer flowers he couldn’t name. In the night, they didn’t appear as jolly as they were meant to.

      ‘Here.’ They walked through a small gap in the hedge, and Callan’s wellies sunk into the peat.

      Damn rain. The police constable’s wellies made a sucking sound. Something about it grated on Callan’s ears and an image flashed in his mind of a Second World War gas mask.

      Sweat trickled down his back. Callan loosened the zip of his well-padded jacket. The smart dashboard in his car told him the temperature was in single digits. Why then was he sweating?

      Mist glided over the peat, surrounding them like a cage.

      Callan looked back to make sure he wasn’t alone. He wasn’t scared, but he was reassured by the silhouette behind him, draped in neon yellow.

      His muscles turned to lead. He drew in a breath that burned his nostrils. Get a grip, Cameron.

      ‘Sir?’

      He stopped. ‘Aye?’

      ‘Should we go in separate directions?’

      And risk one of them landing in a ditch and hurting themselves with no mobile service? ‘No, let’s take a zigzag route and cover max territory.’

      Stone markers demarcated the part of the bog that fell into McCloughan land. They stuck to the low fence, then swished to the right and continued straight.

      One advantage of smartphone technology was the compass, which proved handy now that he’d learned to use it. Especially tonight when the clouds surrounded them and obscured their vision from all sides.

      They walked to the other low fence and back again in a diagonal line. The mist puffed around them.

      Callan checked over his shoulder to make sure his police constable hadn’t tripped or wandered off.

      ‘How large is their land?’ Officer Kirkpatrick said.

      He didn’t know. ‘Don’t dally.’ Callan trudged ahead, focused on the ground and his compass, hoping his phone wouldn’t die.

      The night would lighten into dawn soon, one advantage of summer. And the shadows of trees, too giant to be real, would fade away. What sort of creep loomed over humans like that?

      Another rivulet of sweat trickled down his back, and he could feel a giant soggy spot under his armpits. It was the late night exercise. It had to be the exercise.

      Callan breathed through his teeth, suppressing the pictures of masked giants, screams, and⁠—

      ‘Sir?’

      He almost missed the squeak and gag. Almost walked away.

      His torch caught the one spot where the mist wasn’t threatening to overpower his world. A boot.

      He skirted his torch around before making his way to it.

      His wellies were a blob of mud and his hands frozen bloated digits.

      Cold sweat zinged a shiver through him.

      Denim-clad legs emerged from the dark, attached to a torso covered with a blue overcoat and⁠—

      ‘Ah, hell!’

      There was a bloodstain where the man’s heart should be. And his face…

      Callan breathed through the belly-souring sight.

      The man’s skin had sunken into his bones, his lips tainted blue. The eyes stared into space. White hair flickered in the breeze, the only movement.

      ‘Call SOCO.’ They’d need a slew of scene of crime officers. Not only because the crime scene was a wide area, but also because the dead man was once important in Loch Fuar.

      Callan felt his gut drop at the implication of what his mind registered.

      Dr George Erwin. Dr George Erwin was dead, shot to death. And he’d taken with him the secret location of Blaine’s grave.

      In that moment, the little optimism he had of ever finding Blaine splintered. Now his best friend was truly lost forever. Callan’s eyes prickled. Hard damn luck.

      But the doctor had the worst of it.
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            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun had banished every grey cloud from the sky and a breeze swayed the heather brushes, but Callan’s thoughts were sour. He wanted to howl, rip something apart. But nothing short of a miracle could make things right again. He’d never find his best friend. Erwin took that secret to his grave.

      They’d erected a tent to protect evidence from the rain, and its white sheets fluttered in the wind.

      Callan swiped a hand over his face. Heat doused him in beads of sweat. The mist had faded, bringing the shrouded scene to life: shrubs spotted with dew drops, wet earth effusing its scent and a silence weighed down with death.

      Dr Brown rushed in with pinched lips, the bags under her eyes more prominent than ever, her hair a violent tornado of grey.

      He stepped back to let her do her job, and followed the markers towards the layby. There was no point in pondering the what ifs. Aileen was right. It was time to move on. Easier said than done.

      Two vans appeared beyond the white and blue striped police tape, and several cars dotted the road – more traffic than this area had ever seen. Many cars appeared coated in liquid chocolate, just not as sweet.

      One car sat in the layby, the emblem on its bonnet informed Callan it didn’t belong to any of the hordes of officers prowling the area. An honest police officer’s salary didn’t stretch enough to afford a high-end luxury SUV.
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