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      To Gayatri.

      

      Silent presence is support enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STORY DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A cold case threatens to shatter Callan’s career.

      

        

      
        Blaine Macgregor vanished on a summer’s night fifteen years ago. Now, Detective Inspector Callan Cameron is investigating his case one last time. But for Callan it means unearthing a bygone summer he’d rather forget.

      

        

      
        Amateur sleuth Aileen Mackinnon overhears a guest’s puzzling conversation and can’t stop asking questions. Is she being duped again? With Callan refusing to open up about his case, Aileen needs a distraction. What better than a case of her own?

      

        

      
        As Aileen and Callan balance on a thin rope of betrayal and trust, one question haunts them: Is Blaine still alive?
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        Bana-ghaisgeach- Female Warrior

        Bairn- Child/Toddler

        Bampot- Crazy

        Boke- Vomit

        Feartie- Coward

        Eejit- Idiot

        Wee- Little
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Oh shoot!’ Her body braced and muscles shuddered. Dripping with sweat, Aileen blinked at the man looming over her.

      Detective Inspector Callan Cameron’s electric blues, with their special hint of grey, assessed her with an intensity enough to burn through paper. They clearly didn’t like what they saw. ‘Fifty times in as many minutes, Mackinnon! What’s wrong with ye?’

      What’s wrong? Her stomach growled, ready to eat itself. Her clothes stuck to her like a second skin, making her body itch, and her breath raced faster than the speed of light. That’s what was wrong!

      Aileen tried to turn onto her side. The mat underneath should’ve been comfortable, but after this torture, it was akin to a hard stone grinding into her aching arse.

      Another moan slipped through her clenched lips. Her dark brown locks, now appearing pitch black thanks to all the sweat, had broken out of their militant ponytail.

      Bloody inspector! Now she had to deal with this haystack for the rest of their⁠—

      ‘Up!’ The word lasered through her constant pants.

      Aileen muttered a few curses between shallow gasps.

      They didn’t sound as muted as she’d thought.

      ‘If ye’d channel some of yer frustration here, ye wouldn’t be on yer arse all the time.’

      She continued to huff, a steam engine with no signs of stopping. Aileen’s legs quaked, so she pushed against the mat with shivering arms and landed on her rump. She’d be able to use her legs sometime tomorrow, she hoped. ‘Can we call it a day?’

      Callan folded his arms, muscles bulging like taut balloons. Had they grown overnight? Unlikely.

      There wasn’t a hint of perspiration on his scowling face. A soot-black mop and scruff jaw with the barest of prickly beards gave him an edgier, dangerous look – never mind those defined bones. ‘Ye can’t ask yer enemy for a timeout. For all ye ken, they’d finish ye off in two minutes, given yer less than average stamina.’

      Aileen gritted her teeth. ‘I’m not going off to war. Help me!’

      Still, the infernal man didn’t move. His sharp eyes scanned the barn, which was fitted with fitness tools, searching for more torture equipment.

      She wouldn’t give him the chance. If she wanted to get back to Dachaigh using her own legs, she had to end this.

      Aileen crouched on all fours and gripped Callan’s forearm, then used the last millilitre of fuel left to heft herself up.

      The ground quaked, those torture-buffers – aka blue mats – providing some cushion for her legs. White light blinded her, beating onto her damp back. Was it suddenly hot in here?

      Aileen’s throat pleaded mercy. A woman lost in the desert was better hydrated.

      This had been a bad idea.

      Callan had taken it upon himself to teach Aileen self-defence. For the four sessions they’d practised together, Aileen had found herself on her arse more than her feet.

      The inspector never promised to be a gentle person; he represented his features: all muscle and not an ounce of fat to spare. Add this to Coach Callan and diamonds could be more yielding – he showed as much mercy as Henry VIII to an adulterous Anne Boleyn.

      She didn’t want to listen to his instructions. Her pumping blood and ceaseless pants obstructed her hearing, Aileen only hoped to get out of there in one piece.

      Callan muttered a jab. ‘If ye don’t do as I tell ye, this is useless!’

      Aileen peeked up at him, her petite height nowhere near his six feet plus. Damn him! Her tiny frame meant he often picked her up and dropped her on the mats, as if she were a twig. It frustrated her, to say the least. How do you hurt a boulder?

      He cares enough to want to protect you.

      ‘I don’t have the time to follow your ridiculous exercise regime.’ She spewed a few more curses. His fitness mindset hadn’t rubbed off on her, although his affinity to curse had.

      It caused him to scowl harder. ‘I ken what ye’re trying to do. Ye can’t distract me. Move! Fifty push-ups followed by fifty squats.’

      ‘I’d be dead on the floor!’

      His lips twitched as he waved her off. ‘Get moving!’

      Was he trying to hold a smirk? She could manage some kickboxing, especially with him as her target.

      Crossing her arms across her chest, she pursed her lips. ‘Not doing it.’

      Callan tipped his chin, as if contemplating her argument. ‘I won’t let ye solve cases with me if ye don’t.’

      Hell, he drove a hard bargain. No more sleuthing?

      ‘Five squats and two push-ups.’

      ‘Twenty and ten. I’ll let ye have an extra piece of the chocolate-hazelnut tart.’

      A fool would refuse it. She might learn to walk without her legs. Or a generous serving of chocolate with hazelnut might resurrect her.

      An agonising eternity later, Aileen slipped on her normal shoes. They trained twice every week at a barn belonging to Old Brun, someone from Callan’s past. She hadn’t met the man, nor did she know anything about him.

      She stared at her blotchy face in the mirror. She’d been able to calm her racing heart after a freezing bath. Callan said it would soothe her sore muscles; Aileen wondered if they’d divorce her for all the torture she’d put them through.

      Most people had a palpitating heart and red face from other activities on a date.

      Was this supposed to be a date? Or had he brought her here to appease her gran?

      Siobhan had negotiated with Callan months ago: answers in exchange for a date with her grandwean.

      Aileen shook her head. This was Callan’s idea of taking her on a date – he’d said so. It suited him. They weren’t much for sitting around discussing movies or the weather. They hashed out murder investigations. Neither of them pretended to be normal.

      It still plagued her, what a man like him saw in her. His loyalty and respect for his badge would make any sane female swoon. Then came the icing on the cake: muscles paired with a grumpy, chiselled face crafted to perfection, and topped with military-cut black hair. The epitome of swoon-worthy.

      And her? A recovering overworked accountant who, at twenty-eight, wanted adventure to spice up her life. She’d achieved her goal after coming to Loch Fuar a few months ago. Despite being more adventurous than when she’d arrived, Aileen couldn’t fathom how Callan thought she resembled her grandmother: witty and mischievous.

      Siobhan was famous in Loch Fuar for her boisterous yet loving nature. Callan sure adored her, despite the constant banter between the two of them. And Aileen suspected she terrified Callan a wee bit.

      Aileen’s stomach growled as she stepped out of the locker room.

      A hungry, wannabe adventurous woman…

      She turned to where Callan leaned against the wall, massaging his right knee.

      Licking her lips, she dared. If they were dating, he’d tell her about it, wouldn’t he? ‘Is your knee hurting again?’

      Callan jumped like someone had caught him nicking a cookie. He cleared his throat. ‘Hungry? I’m starving.’

      The hope in her chest deflated. Callan didn’t trust her enough to share his ghosts. But then she hadn’t told him everything either, had she?
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        * * *

      

      Callan hummed the tune of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Autumn was his favourite part of the piece, music for battered ears, although the sweet melody of Aileen’s profanities had soothed him. He grinned, jogging over to the blue door of Loch Fuar’s tiny Police Scotland office.

      In the north-western part of Scotland, summer rarely blazed to burn skin, although it did thaw their frozen blood.

      He schooled his expression. Nobody in Loch Fuar was privy to their dates, and Callan wanted to keep it so. This small town had too many uncontrollable, wagging tongues, which all too often gave rise to scorching forest fires.

      The days he’d scheduled to spend time with Aileen, he’d fought his smile more and cursed less, worry lines fading from his forehead. He couldn’t let it show, though. They’d made the wise decision to keep this secret from the meddlesome Loch Fuar citizens. It was bad enough that most of them thought he and Aileen were the perfect pair and never attempted to censor their matchmaking attempts.

      The office sat silent, unlike most police stations. What else would it be like in the Town of Saints?

      Officer Robert Davis patrolled the most touristy destination: the loch, their town’s namesake. Or should it be the other way around?

      Callan didn’t care.

      It was the perfect summer afternoon, which in Scotland meant sun with no rain. No wonder tourists flocked to the loch by the hundreds. You’d be daft to miss the weather. Sunny, freshly pressed lemonade days were rare in Scotland.

      Callan shuffled towards the coffee machine. It trumped lemonade any day, especially after a long, energetic lunch.

      The sound of the coffee squeezing into the carafe filled the air, along with its heady aroma. A barista didn’t brew their coffee, but a cheap substitute wouldn’t do for them.

      Humming again, Callan studied the small station with its deserted waiting room where he’d crashed plenty of nights. The reception desk divided the wide room between civilians and their team in blue.

      Callan scrunched his eyebrows. What was that? He walked over to the desk, scowling and thinking of ‘Winter’ after ‘Autumn’.

      A notepad lay discarded by its owner – tiny, black and embossed with: DCI Rory Macdonald, 2005. Callan frowned, Vivaldi fizzling into dead silence.

      These were Rory’s notes from the summer of 2005. Where had they come from?

      A tinkle by the front door alerted him. It unlatched with a groan to reveal the owner of the diary. His white candy-floss hair was ruffled, like he’d been running a hand through it, his plaid shirt – a match for his biscuit-coloured trousers – reflecting the wrinkles on his face.

      DCI Macdonald, who liked to be addressed as Rory, gave Callan the eye. Then those experienced, all-seeing eyes studied the black notepad in Callan’s hand. ‘Nosing about, eh?’

      ‘Curious. The most important attribute for any detective inspector.’

      Rory chuckled, the tight lines beside his eyes crinkling, letting in some humour, before he ambled over to the coffee machine and lifted the carafe.

      Why else would they have decent coffee in this place? They ran on it.

      He slurped, taking his time to ponder over what to say. ‘Ye’ve closed yer share of cases, but the ones ye can’t solve?’

      Callan sighed. ‘They haunt ye.’ As they did any detective inspector.

      Looking into his mug, Rory took another moment. ‘Ye learn to move on, even if it’s disappointing. Although sometimes some are so close to home, ye can’t let go.’

      Guzzling his coffee, Rory stalked towards Callan and pointed at the notepad with his forefinger. ‘Fifteen years on, and this case still haunts me. Every summer.’

      Callan saw it now. His hair, clothes and, aye, the missing spark of humour in his eyes didn’t complete the image of his boss.

      The Summer of 2005 had changed everything. Not only for Rory, but also for the then teenaged Callan.

      Steeling himself, Callan flipped a few more pages and read ‘Blaine Macgregor’.

      Someone flicked a switch. The crushing weight of a thousand memories and sorrows flooded into his system, annihilating all the good ones he’d created with Aileen.

      Blaine Macgregor, the boy who ran away.

      He calmed his heart, although nothing stopped the memories pouring in like a river into the ocean. ‘Ye investigated his missing person case?’

      ‘As a detective inspector, aye. Blaine, the quiet, straight-A student with a father whose sole concern was how much his son scored in his tests.’ Rory ran a hand through his hair, ruffling it even more. ‘I wanted to find him. And now, fifteen years on?’

      Callan got it. Rory wanted to reopen the case and put an end to this annual agony.

      Rory’s mug clunked against the desk. ‘I’ve had it, Callan. I don’t want to go through this every summer, and it’s only a matter of time before I retire. It’s time to try again, give it another go before I put it in the past and forget.’

      Seeing his usually laid-back boss like this disconcerted Callan so much that he blurted out, a student attempting to butter up his teacher, ‘I’ll look into it for ye. See if there’s any additional information come to light.’

      Rory’s dull eyes met his. ‘Ye sure?’

      Callan shrugged, as if contemplating a walk in the park. ‘It’s been quiet lately and I haven’t got much to do.’

      ‘I let it loose on our local grapevine for people to step forward if they’ve got any information. They could do so anonymously too.’

      Callan filled his mug again. ‘We’d get more clues that way.’ He’d need fuel if he wanted to put his best foot forward. ‘Let me set up a board, see how it all played out.’
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        * * *

      

      Incredibly stupid. He’d been a bampot.

      Blaine Macgregor wasn’t some random missing person, but someone Callan shared a past with.

      He ran a frustrated hand over his hair for the thousandth time. Fifteen years and the mystery of this missing lad still sat unsolved, leaving haunting questions in its wake. Everyone, including Rory, after two years of colossal investigation, had conceded that Blaine had indeed run away without informing a soul about his plans.

      How did Blaine leave town?

      Rory had scribbled the question in his notes in a barely legible chicken scrawl. As yet, it sat unanswered. Legible or not, the question etched itself into Callan’s mind. No one knew how he’d got away, especially with just the clothes on his back and no money in his pockets.

      Not one watchful soul from Loch Fuar had seen Blaine take the train out of town; nor had they seen him boarding a bus. There was little traffic around the train station or bus stops. A train passed through the town twice a day and the bus once every four hours. Quaint.

      It was easy to track a passenger, even in the times before video surveillance. The town had always had those all-seeing eyes and wagging tongues.

      Callan leaned a hip on his paper-strewn desk, hand wrapped around his coffee cup. A few sheets crumpled under his weight, and the desk let out a groan.

      Slurping the bitter sludge, he perused the incident board, mind clicking away facts and figures. He stared at the collage of the past – his past.

      Blaine Macgregor, then aged eighteen, had been bony and short, unlike most lads his age. He’d taken his features from his Asian mother. He looked like her too, save for the light smattering of a moustache on his upper lip and those freckles.

      Turning to the file he’d dug from old records, Callan read it, piecing everything together. An all-nighter stared him in the face. But he needed to lay it all out first, maybe armed with three pitchers of coffee.
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        * * *

      

      Rory tapped on his door, drawing Callan awake with a gasp. ‘Ye spent the night here?’

      He blinked the sleep from his eyes and groaned upright in his chair. Damn it! Now his bloody muscles would be stiff from slumber. He hadn’t meant to doze off. He’d been so deep into this case, he’d had to sit back, unknot thoughts and think things through. Callan couldn’t remember when he’d tumbled into sleep or what had become of his super-early alarm.

      Rory clomped in and hefted the few files covering the visitor’s chair away. They dropped to the floor with a clap. ‘Ye could clean up, ye ken.’

      Callan trudged towards the coffee machine, eyes swollen from sleep and his head in a haze. ‘What brings ye here this early? It’s barely dawn out.’

      Rory crossed his legs and sat back. ‘How are ye getting on with it?’

      A sip of dark petrol, and his eyes awoke. Callan studied his boss’s every tell. The pallor of his skin matched the white scruff that begged for a shave. The shirt he wore pleaded for an iron. They hadn’t a good night’s rest between them.

      And this would be the case until they resolved this mystery once and for all.

      Sometimes it was better to crack on than linger. ‘I wanted to walk through the investigation with ye.’

      Rory nodded, but didn’t lean in to contribute. Instead, he stared at the board Callan had set up. ‘Hit me.’

      Facing the board, Callan caressed his prickly chin and crunched the facts. He had no time to shave or brush his teeth. Not yet. ‘First off, who were the last people to see him?’

      ‘Cosimo Bocelli and Patricia Adair.’

      Callan frowned, eyebrows piled high on his forehead. A consultation with the notes had him question a few facts. ‘Blaine went missing after sundown. His father would’ve skinned him if he didn’t get back before dusk.’

      Rory’s boots thudded as he came up to Callan. ‘His parents said he never came home that night. Now to be honest? I didn’t peg the Macgregors as a happy sort.’

      Blaine’s youthful face stared back at them from the board, smiling. The small smile didn’t reach his eyes – it never had.

      Callan thought back to Blaine’s house. ‘He lived in the neighbourhood closest to the Kirk School. He’d be the first one to get to school every morning.’

      Rory hummed. ‘Studious bloke but apparently terrified of his father. His mother, I remember, sniffled the entire time, burrowing into the sofa like a timid mouse.’

      His boss tapped his feet on the floor. ‘The father didn’t show a speck of emotion for his missing son. I’d have been in pieces if it were me. I couldn’t sleep the night my wean went off to college, and I knew he’d be safe there – had his contact details too.’

      Rory made an excellent point. Parents argued with their children all the time, but it didn’t mean they hated them.

      ‘He wanted Blaine to pursue a medical profession. However, Blaine wanted to play the piano. They had wild arguments about it.’ At least they did when Blaine had enough courage to speak up.

      ‘His father assumed he’d run away.’ Rory tapped Blaine’s photo. ‘Told me he’d been planning this for weeks.’

      Callan heard the lingering but in Rory’s voice.

      ‘But no one saw him board the bus or train. And in a tiny town like Loch Fuar, someone always sees what they shouldn’t.’

      Rory’s frustration and helplessness were tangible. In a rare act of kinship, Callan placed a hand on his boss’s shoulder. ‘We’ll find him, Rory. This time we will find him.’

      Rory shut his eyes. ‘Dead or alive?’

      Callan’s heart squeezed as shards of ice pricked painfully. Dead or alive, he couldn’t tell, but finding his former best friend?

      He’d die trying.
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        * * *

      

      A light breeze puffed through the air, and no clouds interrupted the warm morning.

      Aileen stifled a yawn. Yesterday had been so tiring, she’d barely managed to open her eyes this morning. Her muscles ached, and she longed for a nice, long bubble bath.

      She had no time to spare for such frivolities, though. The ping of her email brought her back to reality. Long bubble baths were a thing of the past when you had a fledgling business in your busy hands.

      Aileen hunched over the laptop, reading and responding to emails. She’d finally opened the reservations tab on Dachaigh’s website and requests were pouring in like a waterfall after a frozen winter. The inn smelled fresh and cosy – it was a respite for any traveller, thanks to the handyman, Daniel McIntyre. Aileen brought out her gran’s aprons. They had stains, tangible reminders of hazy, happy memories.

      A handful of guests lodged at the inn. However, she’d have to operate at full capacity for a couple of months for the books to turn black.

      Aileen gazed out the window. The flowers on her windowsill danced in the breeze. Not long now before autumn descended and coloured the landscape orange.

      Yesterday had been a riot with Callan by her side. They’d continued their banter all through their late lunch, gobbling spaghetti and chocolate tarts. She’d never admit it to Isla, her best friend, who always tried to wrangle the two of them together, but Callan knew how to have fun.

      Should she text him and see if he wanted to meet her tonight?

      Excitement bubbled in her gut. No, she was being pushy. Aileen didn’t want to be one of those girlfriends.

      Girlfriend… Was she Callan’s⁠—

      The front door creaked, jolting Aileen out of her reverie.

      A man dressed in a dark coat stepped in. His bulk blocked the sunlight streaming in from the doorway, his fuzzy white hair glowing like a halo.

      Limping towards the reception desk, he asked in a strong burr, ‘Is this Dachaigh?’ His voice echoed through the reception area.

      Aileen smiled in greeting. ‘Yes. Good morning. I’m Aileen Mackinnon, the innkeeper. How can I help you?’

      He didn’t bother returning the smile. A beady set of grey orbs pinned her to the spot. ‘I need a room for a week at the maximum.’ The burr, coupled with a scowl, could give someone the wrong impression. She hadn’t angered him, had she?

      Not wanting to irritate him further – if she indeed had – Aileen bobbed her head, hoping her smile didn’t look like a grimace. ‘Sure.’ She clicked a few keys on her laptop. He scratched his beard, which mirrored his hair but clashed like a chessboard with his tanned skin. ‘I think we can accommodate you for a week. I’ll need some details though.’

      When she asked for proof of identity – something she insisted on now thanks to previous experience – he reluctantly handed her a driving licence that bore the name, ‘Matthew Edgar’.

      It placed him in his mid-fifties and – Aileen blew a raspberry – showed her he didn’t care for his things; his licence had frayed edges.

      Aileen logged his details on her new system and used the software to allot a room. Despite his scowl, she held on to her smile. She might end up adding sore cheeks to her list of aching body parts. His haughtiness didn’t bother her. She had plenty of practise dealing with grumpy people now, thanks to Callan.

      Aileen plucked a brochure from the myriad ones she’d made on Loch Fuar or brought over from the tourist information centre. She kept an upbeat chirp in her voice. ‘This is a map of Loch Fuar; it’s handy when you’re trying to get around. We don’t always have internet connectivity here.’

      Edgar dismissed the proffered map with a wave of his hands. He hadn’t glanced at it. ‘I’m fine.’

      Scrapping the meagre leftovers of her even temper, Aileen fought to make conversation. ‘Are you here to visit family?’

      The man paused, his gruff tone falling to a threatening hush. ‘Why do ye want to ken?’

      She chuckled, her laugh shaky. ‘Well, you’d need a map if you were a tourist. If you’ve been here before⁠—’

      ‘Tourist,’ he gritted out. ‘I’m a tourist here. I got my brochures at the tourist information centre.’

      ‘Oh, wonderful.’ Aileen smiled too brightly. Her palms had gone cold. ‘Though you mustn’t miss the⁠—’

      ‘I don’t need yer help. My room?’

      Aileen cleared her throat and considered throwing him a dirty look. But a walk-in customer for an entire week? How could she refuse?

      She handed his keycard over and watched him trudge up the stairs. His left leg must hurt, for he took each of the stairs with his right.

      Aileen frowned. Did she have a penchant to attract nasty guests? Had he conned her, or was he a genuine tourist?

      She gulped those thoughts down and stomached the curiosity. Her brain had become conditioned to search for mysteries even in the most straightforward situations.

      To keep her hands busy and mind quiet, Aileen rearranged the clutter on her desk, stacking the registers in a neat pile, and making sure she’d categorised and aligned the brochures before collecting the pens littering the table. Three needed refilling. Aileen pursed her lips. Where had she kept the refills?

      In the Control Room.

      Muttering to herself, she made her way to the first floor. Her footsteps echoed in the empty stairwell, and thanks to her sore glutes, she walked stiffly.

      The next time Callan came round, she’d give him a piece of her mind. What had he been thinking training her like she’d be wrestling for gold in the Olympics?

      Once on the landing, the worn carpet muffled her heavy treads. The carpet ensured she didn’t bother guests if they were having a lie-in, although most of them had gone off for the day.

      Birdsong drenched Loch Fuar’s verdant moors in a calming blanket, and the sunshine wove a golden curtain of cheer, though everyone knew such weather in Scotland could fizzle out like an unattended candle by the windowsill.

      The carpet ran the length of the long corridor with guests’ rooms on either side. At the end, sat the Control Room, now locked securely from light fingers. Aileen kept all the stationery, records, and CCTV footage in there.

      The corridor smelled of fresh meadows, a perfect fit for the day. Aileen grinned, a genuine smile this time.

      She’d designed her amazing life!

      A muffled thud stopped her short. Where had it come from? Weren’t her guests out?

      Aileen caught the ajar door to her right. Room 7, the plaque on the door said. Mr Matthew Edgar’s room.

      Come on, Aileen! Stop being jumpy. He must be placing his suitcase in⁠—

      ‘No one should see me. I’m telling ye.’ The hiss carried from Edgar’s room.

      Aileen strained her ears. Who was he speaking to?

      He must be on the phone…

      After a long pause, he responded. ‘No! I’ll find a way to get there. Half-past two, aye. Aye. Come alone!’

      A lull settled again before Edgar hummed a ‘yes’ and muttered a curse. ‘I told ye. Be there.’ His tone brooked no disagreement and then came silence. Aileen’s heart sped like a bullet train. A floorboard creaked in place.

      Had he hung up?

      Aileen unfroze when a shadow fell between the ajar door and the adjacent wall. Thinking on her feet, Aileen strode towards the Control Room.

      As she reached it, the door to Room 7 swung open. ‘Ms Mackinnon,’ a gruff voice called.

      ‘Ah! Um…’ She cleared her throat. ‘Mr Edgar.’

      He smiled thinly. Had he caught her? His beady eyes bored into hers, seeking answers. The man towered over her petite frame, his bulk twice as wide as hers. ‘Is everything alright?’ he asked, his tone patronising.

      Aileen slid icy hands into her pockets. ‘Of course, just, ah… getting some supplies.’ She chuckled. ‘Is everything alright? In your room, I mean.’

      Edgar smirked. ‘I’m fine. Excuse me.’ He walked back in and shut the door with a definitive click.

      This man was not a tourist. But she’d never seen him before.

      Isla, gossip extraordinaire, should know.

      Who had he been talking to? What plans were they making? Who exactly was Edgar?

      She should follow him and⁠—

      Aileen shook herself. Everyone applauded her on her professionalism. They didn’t care for this nosy cat she’d transformed into!

      She put a lid on her curiosity and grabbed the metallic doorknob.

      Sliding into the room, Aileen got back to work.
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      Patricia Adair lived in a tiny apartment over her electrician’s shop. Like Callan, she loved to work.

      The history he shared with her made his skin itch.

      Two years of his life at the most foolish age, he’d spent running in circles around her. What had he been thinking?

      And now, according to Rory, she’d been the last person to see Blaine before he disappeared. And he’d never known.

      Before he cut the engine, a shrill droning rumbled inside Patricia’s shop.

      Bloody hell!

      His breath stuttered and his shoulders bunched up.

      He’d promised Rory. He had to do this.

      Callan peered through the window to see the tall blond woman bent over a mess of wires and cables attached to an oven. She muttered to herself as she dug into the blob.

      With rigid fingers, he knocked against the grimy glass, startling her into spewing a string of expletives. She spotted him on the other side of the door and blushed a deep red. ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

      He pulled out his badge. Maybe formality might help smooth out the awkwardness. They had hardly spoken in the last decade and a half – since she’d gone off to marry another man.

      She rolled her grey eyes. ‘I know who you are, Callan. What brings you by?’

      Callan bided his time, inspecting the various bits and bobs scattered around her shop while he evened out his heart rate.

      A box full of testers sat on a shelf; another held pliers, and a couple of wrenches littered her work desk. She had always been a messy person, which suited him fine. Until her chaos had slipped into their relationship.

      He cleared his throat to stay in the present and centre his thoughts.

      Case. Focus!

      ‘Blaine Macgregor. We’re investigating his case again.’

      Patricia bobbed her head and sauntered back to her work desk, blond hair swaying behind her. ‘I see. I heard about it this morning at Isla’s Bakery. What do you want to know about him? As I recall, you two were attached at the hip.’

      To make her point, she hitched a hip on the desk.

      Callan made a show of consulting his notes, despite his photographic memory. ‘And apparently you and Cosimo were the last people to see him.’

      The tester in her hand clattered to the wooden desk, and she shot Callan an intense stare. ‘So?’ The word pierced the space like a pin to a balloon.

      The stench of burned rubber hung low in this tiny shop. Had the balloon deflated?

      ‘Do ye recall where and how ye met him? When ye last saw him?’

      She chuckled dryly. ‘You don’t want to know.’

      He stifled the urge to roll his eyes. What had he seen in this woman fifteen years ago? Her ego and drama smothered those close to her. He’d been a victim before. Now he cared little for her theatrics.

      ‘I need to ken.’

      Patricia lifted her hands like a diva. ‘You brought this on yourself.’ Crossing her arms, she smirked as if letting him in on a scandalous secret. ‘Cosimo and I were on a date. Blaine gatecrashed it. When storm clouds gathered in the sky, Cosimo, being a compassionate lad, offered to take Blaine home.’

      A pin pierced Callan’s heart, the pain tangible.

      Stuck in bed, aged eighteen, he’d waited for Patricia to come visit him as any girlfriend might.

      Drama and ego. She’d never cared.

      What a blind eejit he’d been! At least he’d grown up since then.

      His thoughts were written in bold on his stupid face. Patricia scoffed. ‘I told you to stay out of it. Nothing about us personified pleasant, did it? The summer before we left for uni, last one to be carefree, and you weren’t there to enjoy it with me.’

      More than a decade had passed, but Callan’s heart sizzled at her snide remark. ‘The bloody accident put my arse in the damn hospital, shackled to a bed, Patricia!’

      Callan hissed to keep the betrayal at bay. Blaine. This visit had nothing to do with them.

      Patricia tossed her hair over her shoulder. ‘At eighteen, I had so many dreams! You knew them all. I wanted to travel the world. I couldn’t see the world strapped to a one-legged arsehole, could I?’

      Her words were a slap to his face.

      One-legged arsehole?

      Yes, that had happened fifteen years ago.

      Callan swallowed the bile rising at a dangerous pace and capped those memories before the box could open. He didn’t want to get ugly with his emotions.

      Back to work, Cameron!

      ‘Where did ye drop Blaine off?’

      She waved her hand like it didn’t matter. She’d featured Blaine as a pawn in her dramas. ‘His house, I think. We dropped him off first so we’d have our privacy.’

      Callan had known she’d play him like a well-tuned guitar, so he let her jab slide. Her betrayal didn’t hurt as much as his blindness to it. He didn’t care what they’d done on their date. Blaine mattered to him.

      ‘Where did ye run into Blaine?’

      ‘Cosimo and I had a picnic by the loch. He came out of nowhere and spoiled the best date ever.’
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        * * *

      

      Back in his car, Callan gripped the steering wheel tight.

      One-legged arsehole.

      Was it how everyone thought of him? What Aileen saw him as?

      Were their dates a charity for her? A favour to Isla to boost his ego?

      Callan ran a trembling hand through his hair.

      No wonder she always coaxed him to talk about his leg – or lack thereof. It must embarrass her to be seen with him. He’d heard those remarks before from past relationships…

      His phone pinged, and Aileen’s name lit up the screen.

      No, he didn’t want to meet her for dinner tonight. He didn’t want to let her in, because her power over him? It raged a thousand times stronger than Patricia’s ever had, and they’d known each other for less than a year.

      Callan turned the key in the ignition. He needed a jog – desperately.
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        * * *

      

      Callan ran full throttle, yet the exercise didn’t burn off the hurt, the anger and the questions. What had Blaine been doing at the loch? The lad didn’t like hikes or walking, certainly not on a treacherous road like the one leading to the loch.

      He increased his pace, trying to stifle the thoughts in his mind. But the more he bottled them, the more they threatened to burst.

      The soft ground propelled him to run faster, harder. He avoided the stray branches and cluster of dry leaves. The Highland scenery, with the mighty mountains in the distance, the earthiness in the air and the grey mirror-like loch, usually helped him cool off. Not today.

      Why the loch? Did Blaine have plans to drown himself?

      Callan’s steps faltered. Righting himself, he sprinted faster still, his thoughts turning to Aileen.

      What a woman! Smart, beautiful and fun in a quirky way. She made him light up like a firework. She’d called her life ‘riskless’ yet she personified trouble – there was never a dull moment with the feisty brunette.

      His dangerous thoughts cut off when he heard another set of footsteps behind him. Heavy panting followed soon after.

      Callan gritted his teeth. He hated company, even if they were joggers passing him by.

      His punishment for skipping out on his pre-dawn jog.

      Now he had to endure this, dressed in his long tracksuit bottoms and shirt – all in black of course. He didn’t own any other colour.

      Shorts would be so much better, but they were also more revealing.

      ‘Cameron!’ the voice squeaked, familiar and unwelcome to the same extent.

      Callan snarled low in his throat and continued at his fast pace.

      ‘Hey!’

      The voice gained on him, footsteps pounding faster.

      Damn it! The last person he needed to meet: Dr Gerald Erwin, another pal from the past.

      He sprinted, calling out repeatedly, then slowed to a jog when he drew alongside Callan, all the while panting heavily. ‘Heard ye reopened Blaine’s case. Good lad he was.’

      Callan hummed, wanting to be alone, but Gerald didn’t bother with Callan’s lack of enthusiasm.

      He swiped at the sweat clinging to his bushy eyebrows. ‘I tried to think back to the last time I saw him. To be honest, I recall that week, hell, that day, like a movie I’ve watched several times. Remember how we’d turned the big one and eight? Legal to drive and have a drink.’ He waved his hand. ‘Separately, of course. We behaved responsibly even then.’

      Callan merely pressed his lips together, calming himself with the petrichor of the Highlands. It eased the throbbing stress to some degree. His legs threatened to bolt – he didn’t want to talk about the bloody case. What happened to the right to a clean environment without interruptions?

      ‘The first week in August fifteen years ago, the forecast said it would rain. We thought we could brave the storm. Immortal teens, right?’ Gerald chuckled, lost in his own world with not a care to what Callan thought. ‘Hailey Noah, Jason Mitso, Blaine, and I, we’d made plans to go camping on the other side of the loch. To goof around, watch the stars before we all took off for our dreams. I couldn’t wait for medical school. Getting my life started, you know. At the last moment, Blaine bailed, said he had to go meet his piano teacher. He sounded distraught and urgent.’

      The doctor’s sharp eyes met Callan’s as they strode through the trail. Callan didn’t even pant. His muscles craved more. Hell, why couldn’t he jog without being bogged down by his blasted past?

      ‘Never saw him again. The others, Patricia and Cosimo excluded, went to the other side of the loch to camp. Pat and Cosimo were on a date.’

      Callan made a mental note of all Gerald said like print on paper, then waved towards the car park. His private time with the mountains was over. ‘I need to get back.’

      Gerald grinned a thousand-watt smile. ‘Of course! Back to keeping us safe. Hey, I have to say, it’s commendable.’

      Callan arched an eyebrow. Where had a compliment come from? He’d never heard one in the twenty years he’d known the man.

      ‘Thank ye.’

      Gerald waved it off. ‘It’s impressive how you keep yourself fit, despite having to cart a prosthetic leg around. I always give my patients your example.’

      Callan stopped cold and peered into his dark hazel eyes. Was he rubbing salt on the wound, or was he for real?

      No time to ponder on these useless things, Cameron!

      He pointed to the car park again.

      Gerald, taking the hint, nodded towards it. ‘Aye! See you around.’

      Callan didn’t reply. He honestly didn’t understand why the teenaged Callan had considered such a sod his friend.

      Callan parked in a neighbourhood where the chimneys chugged smoke, and the tanginess of detergent floated with the wind while washing dried in the squarish yards.

      Rory had texted Callan, telling him to go see Blaine’s old piano teacher. Fifteen years ago, she’d said the boy had come to her with some routine questions. Now she’d cracked her tight lips open.

      Bright red flowers fluttered with the breeze on the windowsill. Another set of pots stood on each step, leading towards a wooden door. The brass door-knocker gleamed in the bright sunlight.

      Callan tapped his foot, waiting for someone to answer.

      The locks turned to reveal a long passage with an oriental carpet spanning its length. The squeaky brown wood peeked out on either side.

      Thud!

      A walking stick smacked against the carpet. Two wrinkled hands attached to an equally weathered face joined it.

      Candace Willoughby’s hair had gone snow white, yet she still looked smart. Her dark green sweater and A-line black skirt were a uniform she’d worn all her life. Her cropped hair fell to her chin. Once she’d tied it in a tight bun. A string of pearls rested against her thinning neck, and another chain glittered in the summer light, this one attached to half-moon-shaped spectacles. Behind the gold-rimmed glasses were sharp cat-like grey eyes.

      Her red lips thinned and dark eyebrows arched. ‘Aye?’

      Callan pulled out his badge. ‘DI Callan Cameron.’

      She pursed her lips until they all but disappeared under the wrinkles. ‘This is about Blaine Macgregor.’

      ‘If ye could answer a few of my questions?’

      She lifted her chin. ‘I rarely entertain questions about my students. But I heard ye’ve reopened the case.’

      Abruptly, she turned and plodded inside.

      Was this an invitation for him to enter? Callan followed.

      She’d pulled the curtains aside to let the sunshine in. A grand pianoforte sat right in the centre of the room, taking most of the space. Flowers decorated the old furniture.

      Candace sat on a creaky armchair, directly under the sunlight. Her skin shone like a thousand diamonds. She gestured towards the other sofa, which was so soft that it swallowed him. He fidgeted to sit straight, with little success.

      Without his asking, and before he could get his notepad out, she began. ‘I told the officer who came around, Blaine had come to ask me about a composition. He practised diligently, never missed a single day. Those are the students I want to teach, not numpties whose parents buy pianos because they can afford to. Not a speck of discipline or respect in that lot!’

      Hand firmly wrapped around her stick, her eyes pierced his. ‘I never taught ye.’

      Callan shrugged. With the reputation Candace Willoughby’d had, Callan hadn’t wanted to go anywhere near the instrument. She would make her students play until their fingers fell off. ‘I didn’t take piano lessons.’

      ‘Ma’am,’ she whipped out. For a moment he thought she’d said ‘jam’.

      Taken aback, Callan frowned. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Ye may call me ma’am. It’s “no, ma’am”,’ she said as if schooling a child in manners.

      Unsure and caught unawares, he bobbed his head. ‘What did he ask ye when he came to meet ye, ma’am?’

      ‘I’d tell ye if I had enough memory to recall what I ate for breakfast today.’ She flicked the hand that wasn’t clutching her stick. ‘I might forget my name, but I’d never forget music. I can’t play anymore, at least not as well as I used to.’

      She didn’t speak for long, staring out at the gentle breeze tickling her flowers. ‘A week ago, I listened to a composition from a vinyl. And I remembered him, the frail boy. He’d have played this piece well, I thought.’

      If she remembered such details, surely he could get her to remember a night of significant importance fifteen years ago. So he asked again, ‘What did he want from ye that day?’

      She didn’t hear him, lost in a world of her own. ‘When the other inspector asked me, I thought he’d done it. Taken off to follow where his heart beckoned – to music. His damned father wouldn’t let him. So I thought he’d finally set himself free, let his talents soar. Ye should check with orchestras in Vienna.’ She trailed off. ‘Ye need to ask the father. The man is capable of murder, he is.’

      Callan froze. Murder? He’d said nothing to suggest that. Licking his lips, Callan swallowed the bile rising in his throat. ‘Did Blaine ever fear for his life? Had he said anything about his father wanting to murder him?’

      Her grey eyes narrowed until all Callan could see were black slits around more wrinkles. ‘I’m a teacher. I noticed when one of my pupils wasn’t at his best. Words bruise as much if not more than physical blows.’

      Callan leaned in to ask another question when Candace’s face relaxed and she looked out the window. ‘The day he came to me, he sported a bruised lip. It hadn’t been his father who split it. He’d had a fight with one of those burly friends of yers. He’s a handyman now, as far as I recall.’

      Handyman? Loch Fuar had one handyman.

      An icy shiver of dread raced down Callan’s spine.

      Blaine had had a fight with Daniel?

      The thought froze his questions in his throat. Candace spoke again. ‘They fought about you. I remember because I asked Blaine how it mattered above his music. And he said, “Ye hold on to friends who’d walk to the ends of the earth for ye. When all is gone, it’s they who remain.” Smart lad. It all ended too soon.’

      Murder. Had someone murdered Blaine?

      Unlikely – they’d never found a body. And they would’ve, especially in the neighbourhood where Blaine had lived.

      The residents in the picture-perfect middle-class community considered it their duty to know what went on in their neighbours’ house.

      Old Candace Willoughby had confessed her memory wasn’t as it used to be. How could he take her word for it?

      Daniel and he had been tight since they were wee bairns. And Daniel had never mentioned a fight with Blaine.

      Callan got in his car on autopilot, doubts and questions swirling in his head. He rotated the key to fire the ignition –nothing. He tried again, yet the engine didn’t purr to life.

      Bloody hell!

      Callan got out and glared at it. Then opened the bonnet, finding nothing amiss inside. He knew little about repairing cars, though.

      When he called, the mechanic said it would take the tow truck an hour to get there. Bloody Loch Fuar had just two trucks to cover the entire town.

      Muttering more profanities, Callan trudged back to the police station, not paying heed to the birdsong or the warming light.

      As far as he was concerned, the day was out to get him.
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      Aileen clenched and unclenched her hands.

      Her gaze flitted around the plush sofas and the homely, rustic walnut furniture as she inhaled the scent of cinnamon bread: signs of home. But home didn’t calm Aileen.

      The cuckoo clock chimed the hour.

      She’d messaged Callan two hours ago, and he’d read it. So why hadn’t he responded?

      Her brain and gut had waged war since dawn. She hadn’t meant to be pushy – or worse, needy. Now she’d scared the man off when he’d barely opened up.

      Aileen paused at the picture window. Was he tiring of her? They’d been spending too much time together, what with solving that case in Loch Heaven and their self-defence classes. He had to be bored with her mundane personality.

      A rabbit scurried over the grass and disappeared behind the hedge. Aileen’s breath faltered and her melancholy disappeared.

      She was just lonely.

      Callan had a lot on his plate, being one of only three members of the local police team. It must be a busy day.

      Scowling at herself, Aileen made her way to the one place that always brought a smile on her face: Isla’s Bakery.

      The bakery bustled with people, many out on the footpath, queued up to buy something sugary. Mothers with prams, late office goers and gossiping grandmas chatted, their blether unceasing and spiced with sizzling gossip.

      Before entering the premises, the buzz drifted to her ears, like the smell of bread wafting through the air, one name being uttered again and again.

      ‘Blaine Macgregor.’

      Blaine who?

      The welcoming aroma of fresh scones and pastries engulfed her in a hug, and Aileen’s mouth watered at the sight of a chocolate eclair. She was just about to take another heavenly whiff when a flurry of red slammed into her. Isla’s squeeze was like someone wrangling the last bits of toothpaste out of the tube. But the hug’s warmth reminded her of chocolate eclairs.

      ‘Isla! Can’t breathe.’

      Her best friend ignored her comment. Instead tightening her hold, Isla’s words muffled against Aileen’s shirt. ‘It’s been a horrible couple of days!’

      Aileen found herself dragged towards the counter, people in the queue throwing her nasty glares.

      Isla gestured to a lonely spot between the counter and the back wall. ‘Give me ten minutes!’

      Like a well-rehearsed dance, she made quick work of packing orders and manning the till. Isla’s nephew, Andrew, helped, and between them the crowd thinned to just the old folk who stayed back for gossip.

      Despite her perpetually flushed face and over-the-top enthusiasm, Isla handled business like a well-choreographed juggling act.

      Finally, she led Aileen to the back and into her office.

      Her office suited the bakery: The walls were cream, satiny like smooth icing. Light pastel-green shelves mounted on the walls showcased miniature pastries and breads.

      The crib in the corner caught Aileen’s eye. She tiptoed towards the wee bairn inside and grinned.

      Carly’s chubby cheek bloomed pink, and her delicate eyes were clenched tight in deep slumber. A reddish tongue peeked from between dark pink lips and a tiny thumb stuck out from under the soft blanket around her.
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