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      Dear Veronique

      

      This is the novel that’ll answer your questions about Callan. Thanks for patiently waiting all these years:)

      Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STORY DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twenty years ago, Callan Cameron woke up in a hospital bed, missing half his leg and all his memories from the previous night.

      

        

      
        It was a night that almost cost him his life.

      

        

      
        What happened to him? How did he get so badly injured? Who or what was responsible for it?

      

        

      
        He doesn't know, nor does he want to know. Let bygones be bygones after all... But the local newspaper's editor-in-chief won't let the past rest.

        Until someone deliberately shuts the editor-in-chief up.

        Amateur sleuth Aileen Mackinnon wanted to murder Thomas Beckett. But someone's beaten her to the chase and managed to implicate her boyfriend in the murder.

        Of course rather than face his demons, the tall, broad-shouldered, muscled man that her boyfriend is, Callan has decided to bury his head in the sand.

        Aileen has no other choice than to be his saviour.

        Aileen and Callan (dragged there by Aileen) walk a twisted road towards the past. What actually happened to Callan twenty years ago? And who is still keen to keep Callan's murky memories hidden?
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            SCOTTISH GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bairn- Child/Toddler

        Bana-ghaisgeach- Gaelic Female Warrior

        Crabbit- Grumpy

        Dafty- Silly or Foolish

        Dunderheid- A stupid person

        Eejit- Idiot

        Grandwean- Grandchild

        Numpty- A stupid person

        Slippy- Slippery

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is written in English (UK)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The devil lay in his eyes – heartless, cold, cruel. And now it’s back to haunt us.”

        —The Loch Fuar Times

        (1st December, 2025)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        December 2025

      

      

      ‘Hello?’ Detective Inspector Callan Cameron swept the torchlight across the front yard of the house. Sleet splattered his face, obstructing his ability to see clearly.

      He took a step back and splash. ‘Hell!’

      Where were the snow-wrapped Alps and snow-dusted pavements they showed in those Christmas romcoms his girlfriend loved to watch? Damned Scottish weather. Come summer or winter, it rained.

      Shaking the sludge and a few slivers of ice off his right boot, Callan flicked his torch to the side of the house. The torchlight illuminated grey stones, including parts of the masonry that had crumbled to the ground. Someone had shoved the rubble – mingled with a pile of branches and twigs – to the side, creating a sort of footpath. However, the broken chunks of concrete, stones and shiny patches of black ice didn’t make it an appealing route at this time of the night.

      Doing the uncomfortable came with the job, unfortunately. He had knocked then hammered on the front door several times, but, getting no answer, had tried the windows – only to be met with silence again.

      Hunching his shoulders against the rain, Callan stalked towards the back.

      Someone had reported a disturbance in the woods surrounding this house. The 999 caller hadn’t been very coherent, just frantic and spouting gibberish about a monster. Callan had been sent out here because their wee police department was short staffed. Oh, what a surprise. Damn it.

      He circled the house, carefully finding his way around the icy ground.

      It was the beginning of December, and they were a couple of weeks away from the longest night of the year. Thanks to the dark nights and dreary days, the winter cold had seeped into his bones.

      ‘H-hello?’ He shouted over the rain. The wind and icy raindrops had numbed his lips, making it harder to speak. Shite! Callan rubbed a hand over his face and called out again. ‘It’s the police.’

      The wind answered his call with a howl, and his torch flickered. ‘Urgh!’ It had better not die on him. He’d bought this one because it was waterproof.

      Callan had reached the back of the house now. His torchlight flashed over a silhouette of a shed. Perhaps the caller had hidden in there?

      He headed into the cluster of shrubs surrounding the shed when his left leg slipped. Pain zinged through his ankle. ‘For— Hell!’

      The torch dropped from his wet hands and smacked on the ground. The light died. This was just brilliant.

      At least he hadn’t met the same fate as the torch. His regular exercises had helped him gain his balance, even with a prosthetic leg.

      Bending over, he lifted the supposedly waterproof, best-of-its-kind useless torch, with its cracked glass, and stuffed it in his pocket.

      He had his phone. The same phone that had no signal this far out of the main town of Loch Fuar, and also claimed to be waterproof, but he knew better.

      He should’ve known better with this damned torch too.

      If he stood there long enough, his eyes would adjust. Then he could find the damned person who had called him out here at half one on a winter morning.

      Callan scuffed his boot against the gravel, sniffling as the cold tickled his nostrils. In the north-western part of Scotland – especially out here where the population was sparse and trees aplenty – the winter weather was more brutal than the temperatures could convey. Heck, it was barely below freezing point, but the rain and wind made him feel like a walking ice statue.

      When he swiped another spray of water from his eyes, he finally saw the outlines of the shed again.

      He made his way towards it. The structure was barely large enough to fit a table. By the state of it, the owner probably kept their gardening materials and the odd bucket in there.

      He found the door, or what was left of it. The rest was so badly rotten that slates of ice had pooled underneath it, some water leaking into the shed.

      When he tugged at the door, it swung in. Callan had been right – a rickety ladder, several buckets, a few rusting fishing rods, and a mangled bicycle. Planks of sodden wood and remnants of a broken fence lay heaped up in the centre.

      Callan huffed out a breath. No space for a human to hide. Reaching out to grab the door’s handle, he tried pulling it back in place. Instead, he ended up with half a latch in his hand.

      ‘Damn it!’ He let the piece of metal drop. It landed with a splat and cracked the ice sheets.

      This was ridiculous. He was here to make sure the person who’d called was okay. This wasn’t a detective inspector job. Besides, whoever had phoned hadn’t mentioned where they’d been hiding. In fact, they’d cut the call, saying they’d wait for the cops inside the house.

      Turning his back to the shed, Callan called out again. ‘Hello! This is the police.’

      The rain had died down a little, but, without a torch, the sleet clearing up was as helpful as an umbrella during a storm. Muttering curses under his breath, he cupped his hands around his mouth, pulled in a lungful of air and shouted, ‘It’s DI Callan Cameron. If you’re in trouble, please shout for me. Don’t be scar⁠—’

      The shrub next to him ruffled. Callan whipped towards it, ready to jump on a potential threat while also trying to appear less intimidating to a potentially scared victim. Callan was not a small man. According to his girlfriend, his neutral expression always defaulted to a scowl. It was how he approached life. He had pointed out to his girlfriend that she had fallen for said face and scowl, and she was barely five feet.

      She had pointed out they’d started off as enemies until he’d learned to smile.

      Rolling his eyes at the memory, Callan focused back on the task at hand. ‘Hello?’ He reached the shrub just as it rustled again. Could it be an animal? If it were the 999 caller, surely they’d have reached out to him by now.

      ‘Hello. It’s the police.’

      Once more, the shrub rustled, but no one emerged or said anything. Had to be an animal then.

      His best bet would be to scare it away.

      Callan found a long branch. Then, holding it like a sword, he pierced it into the thick cluster of shrubs.

      The leaves shook with the sudden impact. Some drops of ice fell to the ground, then he heard the scampering of non-human feet. ‘Eejit!’

      Extracting the branch, he let it fall to the ground. This was a wild-goose chase. If he got back into his car, he could find a way to get in touch with his colleagues and let them know this had been a prank call. Whoever lived in this house was either not home or fast asleep. And there was no ‘monster’ lurking about in this weather.

      Muttering more profanities, especially at how this shift had gone from bad to hell, he circled back to the front of the house. He was halfway across to his car when he heard the crunch of gravel.

      Callan swivelled, ready to attack whoever was thinking of creeping up on him. Nothing. All that stared back at him was the darkest night he’d ever witnessed. It was a miracle that he had any sense of up from down.

      A shiver zinged down his back. His brain had started up a slideshow of his nightmares – memories of that night.

      Get in your car and drive away, Cameron.

      Aye, there was no point thinking about the past, or trying to recall memories that did nothing but fuel his nightmares.

      Callan turned, heading towards where he had parked his car earlier. The first thing he noticed was the red. Hot, blazing red beads stared back at him.

      Then the shape formed around them – the shape of a devil. He heard the otherworldly growl emanating from its chest, its pointy fingers clutching a sharp machete.

      Callan took a step back. But his foot caught and this time he lost his balance. He crashed to the ground, palms slamming on the sharp rocks. Pain radiated through his hands, so sharp, he went blind for a moment.

      When his vision cleared, he blinked.

      Callan used his palms, uncaring of the scrapes, to push himself up. The red-eyed devil followed with one slow step and then the other. Even in this lightless night, the machete glinted, its blade promising pain.

      Callan froze, his arse still on the wet ground, limbs now leaden with fear. He wasn’t in his own body anymore. No, his eighteen-year-old self stood next to him now, watching the scene like a spectator knowing exactly what was going to happen next.

      After all, twenty years ago, it had happened to him.

      The devil progressed, closer, closer, closer. Callan couldn’t get away. He forced his limbs to move. Scrambling back on his hands and knees, he didn’t care what he crawled over, as long as he got away. ‘Wh-why?’

      He barely heard his own question. Sweat joined the rivulets streaming down his face. His breath hitched, stuttered – then Callan wasn’t sure if he inhaled at all.

      His heartbeat dimmed, demanding his muscles seize and let it all happen again.

      2005. Oh heck, in 2005 he was minutes from this very house, this very spot. And this devil… it was there.

      ‘No-no.’

      The eyes glared at him, right above him now. Callan kicked out a leg and found thin air.

      ‘Don’t you remember? You hurt me…’ the voice was robotic, gender-less. Callan recognised it immediately, a memory slamming into him – this voice speaking to him, faceless in the dark of the night.

      Callan pushed back and felt the ground behind him dip.

      ‘I told you to stay away. Now.’ The machete flung up, then cracked down.

      ‘Aah!’ Callan curled into himself, like a snail retreating into its shell.

      Clang!

      The sharp blade struck against Callan’s prosthetic leg. The devil cackled. Callan whimpered. His body wasn’t fighting – it wasn’t making plans to get away either. No, his vision was turning blurry, his muscles weakening.

      The red eyes glared at him, leaning down until Callan felt the warm breath of the devil on his cheek. ‘You pry any more, you’ll find that girlfriend of yours loses her limbs – one painful piece by painful piece.’

      A cold tip touched the cheek. The tip of a machete. ‘Remember.’

      Callan opened his mouth to say something, to brace for what would come next, but the blackness sank its claws into his consciousness and, at last, dragged him under.
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      She could leave all her worldly possessions to whoever invented coffee. Seriously.

      At quarter to five on a cold winter morning, the only thing that even allowed her to crack her eyelids open was a pot of steaming coffee.

      ‘Bless yuh.’ Aileen buried her face into her mug, inhaling the bitter aroma.

      The click of a lock tickled Aileen’s ears, and she straightened. There was only one person who snuck through the back door this early in the morning. A smile blossomed on her face – albeit it didn’t bloom as naturally as it always did.

      The back door swung and in strolled a gust of cold air. Aileen shivered. ‘Get in and shut the door!’

      ‘Huh.’ Came the response of the person who’d wrenched the door open. Then he stepped inside and slammed the large wooden door so hard the coffee machine rattled.

      Aileen’s smile disappeared. Like schooling a bairn, Aileen pressed her forefinger against her lips. ‘Shush! The guests are sleeping.’

      The brute who’d dragged in mud, melting ice and the cold simply shrugged. ‘I haven’t gone and knocked on their door.’ Wearing his black jogging uniform and dripping in sweat from head to toe, Aileen shouldn’t have wanted to lick her lips at seeing him. But gosh. The sweat had stuck his clothes to his body like second skin and she could see the definition of his muscles clearly.

      And he loved working out.

      Damn him! Why did he have to be so… so… handsome?

      Then the man took a step towards the coffee machine, lifting his dirty shoe and placing it on her pristine floors.

      And her rose-coloured glasses morphed into red.

      Aileen smacked her cup down on the counter, then reached out and shoved her boyfriend back towards the door. ‘Don’t track all the mud in. At least take your shoes off, Callan.’

      They’d been living together for over two years now, and Aileen had thought she’d domesticated her boyfriend, but clearly he’d left his brain elsewhere this morning.

      In fact, he hadn’t been himself for a few days now.

      Aileen pointed to his shoes. ‘Take those off.’

      ‘Hmm.’ To her utmost horror, DI Callan Cameron, the boyfriend who usually loved to piss her off, actually complied. He took his socks off too and stashed the shoes near the door. ‘I’m taking a shower.’

      ‘Callan.’

      But he didn’t wait. Callan strode past her, head held up and not once sparing her a glance. Aileen frowned at his back as he disappeared through the doorway and up the stairs.

      He hadn’t as much as spat a retort at her. Had she been too harsh? Had her nagging taken a toll on him? Aileen bit her lip, tears stinging in her eyes. It didn’t make sense. Bantering was their love language.

      When he’d initially moved in, he’d loved to joke around, stealing food she’d made for guests and sneaking kisses. But lately…

      A knock sounded on the back door, jerking Aileen out of her thoughts. Right, the bread was here.

      She hurried over, grabbed the door handle, and tugged. ‘Hey, An— Isla.’

      Every morning, Dachaigh received fresh bread from Isla’s Bakery, owned by Aileen’s best friend Isla. Isla sent her cousin Andrew with the bread usually. So, Aileen hadn’t been expecting her best friend to show up like this.

      She stepped back to usher Isla in. ‘Where’s Andrew?’

      ‘Holiday.’ Isla groaned. ‘I regret telling him to take time off.’

      Isla’s red hair was tied up in a bun at the top of her head, and her usually flustered face was pale. She dragged her feet, and instead of hugging Aileen, dropped onto a stool.

      What was it with people walking through her kitchen and behaving strangely? If she thought about it, even Isla had been acting strange lately. ‘Why aren’t you baking this morning?’

      Isla pressed a hand over her stomach. ‘Can’t.’

      Aileen frowned. Isla loved baking and now ran a successful business thanks to her incredible skill. Hurrying over to the counter, Aileen draped a hand over Isla’s shoulders. ‘Darling, what is it?’

      ‘I can’t stand the stench of vanilla, okay?’ Isla’s emerald eyes watered and her lower lip trembled. ‘Oh, Aileen, what am I going to do?’ And she burst out crying.

      Aileen hugged her best friend, rocking her. ‘Aw, Isla, it’s okay. It’s okay. You’ll be fine.’

      Sobs wracked Isla’s body, and she held onto Aileen for dear life. ‘I-I don’t know. I’ve been puking, and I can’t sleep. I screamed at my sweet daughter last night because she wasn’t going to bed when I asked her to. I’m a terrible mother. Carly just wanted to play.’

      More sobs.

      ‘Darling, it’ll be okay. Look, with the opening of the new annex to your bakery, things have been stressful. You’re always doing a million things and⁠—’

      ‘The bakery is going to fail!’

      Aileen straightened, reached out and grabbed the kitchen roll. Tugging on the paper, she handed one to Isla. ‘That’s not true. Everyone loves your baking. And hey, if Dachaigh can have a year of profits, so can your bakery.’

      ‘Not if I can’t bake!’ Isla patted her belly. ‘This baby hates sweets.’

      Huh? Aileen blinked. ‘What did you just say?’

      Isla’s round eyes met hers, her mouth dropped open in an ‘o’.

      Aileen shook her head. ‘Isla, are you pregnant?’

      A beat of silence fell over the kitchen, then Isla’s downturned lips pursed. ‘Oh my god! I mean, I wasn’t going to say anything. We just found out a week ago.’

      ‘And you kept it from me?’ Aileen grabbed Isla’s shoulders. ‘Oh my god!’

      ‘I’m pregnant!’ Isla shrieked, a smile blooming on her face. Her cheeks regained their usual flushed colour.

      Aileen grinned, the stress ebbing away. ‘I’m pregnant! I mean⁠—’

      ‘WHAT?’ The male shout had both women freezing.

      As one, Isla and Aileen turned to the voice. Callan stood frozen in the doorway, bare-chested, his wet hair dripping on the floor, eyes wide. His eyes fell on Aileen. ‘You… What?’

      ‘I thought you were showering?’

      ‘Repeat what you just said, please.’

      Aileen frowned, then turned to Isla. Why did he look so horrified? ‘Oh, ooh!’ Aileen smacked her palm over her lips.

      Isla laughed. ‘I’m not sure if that’s hope or terror.’

      Terror. It was definitely terror. Aileen’s heart gave a painful jerk. Callan was scared.

      ‘Isla. Isla’s pregnant. I just got excited there. Sorry.’

      Callan’s shoulders dropped as if a huge burden had slid off them. He leaned against the doorframe. ‘Congratulations. Well, don’t scream too loud, you’ll wake up the guests.’ Then he turned. ‘I just came in here to tell you I’ll be late, so don’t wait up. And I’ll get breakfast at the bakery.’

      Before Aileen could say anything, Callan vanished, leaving behind two stunned women.

      ‘That was—’ Isla began.

      ‘I’m so happy for you.’ Aileen cut her off. ‘So happy!’

      The glee that had blossomed on Isla’s face was gone. ‘What’s going on between you two?’

      Aileen dropped onto the stool next to Isla. ‘I hardly know. I… I feel like every day he’s pulling away. I chalked it up to stress.’

      ‘Well, Beckett’s not making it easy on him, not with the shite he prints in that newspaper of his.’

      Isla had a point there. Ever since the damned Loch Fuar Times had started arriving every week, Callan had barely slept, his nightmares worsening. It certainly didn’t help that this July had marked the twentieth anniversary of his accident, the facts of which he still couldn’t entirely remember.

      Aileen clenched her hands into fists. ‘I wish I could smack Beckett. What is that man’s problem?’

      ‘He needs to be banished,’ Isla muttered. ‘That’s what I’m going to do. Send him packing when he pops up to buy his sweet treat of the hour. I don’t get him. Daniel said the man has never had a job in his life. So where does he find the money to spend on so many pastries and still pay his bills?’

      Aileen didn’t care where the man got his money from. She just needed him to leave her boyfriend alone and let them move on with their lives.

      ‘I think—’ Whatever Isla was about to say broke off when her phone buzzed. She pulled it out and cursed. ‘They need me back.’

      Aileen hopped off the stool and held a hand out for Isla to take.

      Isla smacked her hand away. ‘I’m not some porcelain doll. I’m just a fountain, puking every time I see or smell anything that used to give me joy. I swear, urgh.’ Isla held Aileen’s shoulder and then hopped off the stool. ‘I’m going to kill my husband. How dare he do this to me again? I mean, yes, it was my idea, but seriously, he was there last time. Carly gave me hell…’

      Isla continued, adding a few interesting expletives to the mix. Aileen held back a grin. There – that was the Isla she knew.

      Aileen made sure Isla made her way to the car and wasn’t too flustered. At least now her eyes were brighter, and the colour was back in her cheeks. If she couldn’t reach Callan, at least Aileen had set her best friend to rights.

      As Isla’s tail lights disappeared down the road, Aileen stuffed her freezing hands into her coat pockets.

      She would make sure Callan regained his lost life, and they found their way back to each other – became what they used to be. She’d ensure Beckett couldn’t do any more harm. After all, that’s what people did in relationships – stepped in and helped the other person when they didn’t have the energy to do so themselves. And like she’d told Callan several times before, she had his back.

      Nodding, Aileen headed back into Dachaigh. The sooner she wrapped up breakfast, the sooner she could make a plan. She was done taking a back seat about 2005 and the accident.
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      Callan let the door slam shut behind him. He’d been doing a lot of slamming of doors lately. When it wasn’t doors, it was hitting punching bags at Old Brun’s warehouse, and he’d already destroyed two bags and faced Brun’s less than happy glare.

      Now, his boss had pissed him off.

      Callan clenched his fists, the paper in his hand crumpling into a ball. What the hell did he mean that they couldn’t find evidence of a crime?

      While dressing up like a damned creature and pranking someone wasn’t a crime in itself, doing so while wielding a weapon was a crime.

      But they had no evidence of any bampot wearing a costume and holding a machete. It was hearsay, he was told.

      Callan hadn’t been in uniform, nor had he been expecting trouble, so hadn’t had the new body cams they’d rolled out this year on his person. And since he’d just been helping after hearing the call on the radio, he had been single-crewed.

      That far out in the Highlands, they didn’t have any CCTV either.

      Hell. That’s what his year had been so far, and he wasn’t certain the new year would make any difference.

      A loud clanking sound pulled him from his deep thoughts.

      Callan turned towards the grocery store he’d just walked past and heard it again… music. A damned Christmas carol. Aye, they’d reached that time of the year where he could seek exile on Ben Nevis and still hear Christmas music. Joy… love… Father Christmas? More like increase in drunken numpties, forced socialisation and overpriced sweets.

      Stalking towards the bakery, even though he’d decided to grab breakfast there first thing, the meeting with Rory had derailed his plans. Now he needed a sugar fix and a coffee to calm his nerves. Or he would burst a vein.

      Callan’s feet tripped to a stop when two things caught his attention.

      Outside the bakery – that now glowed with holly, ornaments, and tinsel – was a large sign: ‘Share a sweet kiss under the chocolate mistletoe’.

      So that was what his best pal was talking about. Daniel McIntyre was married to Isla, the owner of the bakery. And he’d mentioned how Isla had been experimenting making a 3D chocolate mistletoe.

      Apparently, the mistletoe had worked its magic on them. Another wean. His best pal was indeed living the dream. As for Callan…

      He’d spotted the second thing. This one was an unwelcome sight.

      Thomas Beckett stood outside the bakery – eyes feral and mouth turned down in a scowl. Definitely a Scrooge who deserved a Christmas stocking full of ashes.

      ‘You cannae just kick me out!’ He shouted, stubbing a finger towards Isla.

      Isla’s red head popped out of the bakery door. ‘Buzz off.’

      ‘I’ll call the police!’

      Isla rounded her eyes in mock horror. ‘And I’m so scared. Leave, now.’ Then she disappeared back into the bakery.

      Beckett cursed and pulled his other hand out of his pocket. He brandished his phone, screaming a few foul words, but Isla didn’t take the bait. So Beckett pulled his arm back as if to chuck his phone at the people waiting outside the bakery.

      Callan lunged towards Beckett, his hand swinging in the air to smack the phone out of Beckett’s hand. Callan’s wrist collided hard with the device, pain snaking up his arm. The rest of the action unfolded in slow motion.

      Even though he’d stopped the projectile from hitting anyone, Callan didn’t anticipate his elbow smacking Beckett in the face. Beckett’s head fell back, and he screamed.

      Callan tried to grab him, but the man was out of his reach. Together, they hurtled towards the ground, Beckett landing on his arse.

      Callan reached out his palms to stop the fall and landed hard on them. He groaned as he collapsed on the ground beside Beckett.

      ‘Of course, it had to be you. Useless⁠—’

      ‘Shut up.’ Callan leaped off the ground, glaring down at Beckett. ‘Don’t you realise that phone could have hit someone?’

      ‘It was meant to hit that bitch, you eejit!’

      Callan grabbed Beckett’s shoulder and twisted him around.

      Beckett tugged at Callan’s grip. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      ‘If you aren’t going down for threatening me with a weapon, you are for threatening a woman.’

      Beckett wriggled on the floor. ‘No! No! What threat?’

      Callan wasn’t in a mood to listen to this idiot’s excuses. So what if they couldn’t find evidence of a crime being committed? If Callan’s word wasn’t enough, Beckett almost chucking a phone at someone had to count for something.

      But the more Beckett wiggled, the harder it became for Callan to subdue him. Without even looking up, Callan knew there were already a few camera lenses tracking him.

      He set a knee on Beckett’s back, causing the man to howl as if he were in pain. ‘Police brutality!’

      ‘Stop wriggling or you’ll get hurt.’

      ‘Police—’

      Callan considered smacking the man’s head into the ground just to show him what brutality was. But the last thing he needed was Rory letting this bastard go because Callan had a personal vendetta against him.

      Holding Beckett’s arms in place, Callan fastened the handcuffs. ‘You’re under arrest for the intention to cause bodily harm, disturbing the peace, and being a generic bastard.’

      ‘Those are not crimes!’

      ‘Being a bastard should be.’ Callan hauled the man up, then started dragging him towards the station.

      But Beckett wasn’t done causing a scene. Hell, the man should’ve won an Oscar for the performance. Tears were streaking down his face, sobs wracking his body. ‘I didn’t do anything! All I wanted was some food. Why are you against me? I-I need to eat.’

      ‘Shut up.’

      ‘You lot only serve a few people in town. You don’t give two shits about the others.’

      A man stepped in Callan’s way, a phone in one hand recording the goings-on, and the other hand waving at Callan to stop. ‘You can’t be doing this. He did nothing wrong.’

      ‘Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to step aside.’

      But the man wasn’t listening. And Beckett had started wailing louder, drawing more eyes to them.

      ‘Let him go!’ Another eejit joined in.

      Beckett was screaming now, shouting about how Callan was being unjust, and how he hadn’t done anything wrong.

      What the hell was this? Reaching into his pocket, Callan was about to call for help when an older face emerged from the crowd.

      The man wore a cardigan and thick glasses, and his usually smiling face was in a frown. ‘What’s going on here?’

      Callan paused. ‘Mr Halliday.’

      Halliday looked at Beckett, and his expression soured. ‘What did you do now? I told you to meet me without causing more trouble.’

      Now wasn’t that interesting? What business did the former teacher have with the likes of Beckett?

      Halliday leaned in. ‘Sorry, Callan, but could we talk somewhere in private? You see, Mr Beckett here had a few grievances he wanted to discuss with me⁠—’

      ‘Chief one being that we need to sack this man!’ Beckett howled and tried to kick Callan’s shin, but Callan deflected it. ‘Bastard.’

      ‘He’s been arrested, Mr Halliday. You can have a word after I take him into custody.’

      Halliday held his hand up, then leaned in further. ‘He wants this attention. Let’s just go indoors and talk. Please.’

      Seeing the crowd gathered, the phones flashing in his face, and Beckett’s satisfied expression, Callan relented. He asked Halliday to follow them to the station. That was the closest place.

      They caught some flak for marching Beckett into the station. And while Callan would have growled at the crowd, Halliday calmed them down and sent people on their way.

      Beckett tried his best to appear distressed – kicking and screaming – but the numpty had no sway over Halliday.

      Callan dumped him in the visitor’s chair, then turned to Halliday. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘You’re being a brute, is what’s going on!’ Beckett screamed, then tried kicking Callan again.

      Halliday reached out and touched the man’s knee. ‘Please, Beckett. You said you had something to tell me.’

      ‘The bloody electricity is out at my house again. What are you folks doing in the council? Are we so poor we can’t fix the damn electricity poles? Do your job.’

      In reality, Mr Halliday was not employed by the town’s council, but the man had been such a fixture of society, he helped co-ordinate a lot of things for the council as a volunteer.

      Now Mr Halliday scratched his head. ‘You said it was something to do with the Christmas Markets.’

      ‘It is! They’re stealing my electricity.’

      Mr Halliday turned around, then rolled his eyes. Callan groaned. Beckett lived so far away from the centre of town where the markets were, there was no way the market was stealing his electricity.

      Callan set a hand on Halliday’s shoulder. ‘I can arrest him.’

      Halliday dropped his voice. ‘It’ll only get worse. He is supposed to be at the ceilidh tonight. If you arrest him and he can’t make it, he’ll use that as ammunition.’

      Ammunition to cause more trouble.

      Callan groaned. What the hell was he going to do with Thomas Beckett?
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      Aileen groaned and slammed the phone down. Isla had just called her with news of Beckett’s arrest. What was wrong with Callan? Aye, Beckett deserved what he got, but the man lived on making a fuss and using that publicity for himself. If he weren’t a loner, the man would have been an excellent celebrity.

      Bastard.

      Aileen untied the apron from around her waist. She’d just finished cleaning the loos and dusting the library. Compared to most office workers just getting their lunches, she had already pulled a full shift, but her day wasn’t done.

      Aye, her limbs ached and there was a headache now throbbing away. But she didn’t have the luxury to rest up.

      Beckett—

      The sound of a car’s engine filled the air. Frowning, Aileen hung up her apron and went over to the kitchen window. She saw a car pull up into the car park.

      Had she been expecting guests? Given it was a weekday, they weren’t that packed, but she didn’t have more than two rooms to spare.

      She was about to head to the reception desk and wait for the potential guests to come through when the back door of the car opened and a walking stick appeared.

      ‘Ah shite.’ Aileen could recognise that walking stick in her sleep. After all, it had almost smacked her many times before.

      The tuft of white hair that followed the walking stick did not surprise Aileen at all. Nor did the haggard face of the driver of the car.

      Nurse Nancy looked ready to drop into a deep sleep. But the woman with white hair and twinkling eyes who emerged from the back was far from tired.

      At over ninety years old, Aileen’s grandmother did not show any signs of slowing down. She feigned illness only when it suited her. Walking stick lifted in the air like a sceptre, Siobhan Mackinnon hurried towards the back door.

      Since Aileen had last seen her, Siobhan had styled her hair to resemble a fluffy cloud. In her long skirt, pumps and a fetching tartan jacket, the woman looked deceptively demure and gentle.

      Aileen ran to the door and pulled it open before her gran had a chance to smack it with her walking stick.

      The moment Siobhan’s eyes found Aileen they narrowed. ‘Ha! I wondered if you’d try to hide away.’

      With that, and the walking stick still piercing the air in front of her, Siobhan stepped into the warmth of the inn and shivered.

      Aileen led Siobhan inside. ‘I’ll make some tea after I help Nancy bring the bags in.’ It would also give Aileen a few minutes to compose herself.

      She loved her gran dearly, but Siobhan was a force to be reckoned with. And she only popped up like this, unannounced, when she had an agenda.

      Aileen hurried outside, careful of the clumps of black ice on the ground. It was past noon now, but the weather was still brutal outside. She could only imagine how stressful it might have been for Nancy to drive all the way here.

      ‘Nancy!’

      The woman had set two suitcases beside the car. Aileen picked them both up.

      ‘I’m so sorry. I would’ve given you a heads up, but your gran got it into her head that she had to come. She was packed and ready to leave this morning and wouldn’t take no for an answer.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it.’ Aileen waited for the other woman to lock up the car before they both started to make their way towards the inn. ‘I should have known she’d pop up sooner rather than later.’

      Nancy laughed. ‘Trust me, if it weren’t for the new doctor at the nursing home, she would have barged in here much sooner.’

      Aileen lifted an eyebrow. ‘Let me guess, she likes him.’

      The light tinge to Nancy’s cheeks told Aileen it wasn’t just Siobhan who liked the man. Aileen shook her head. The nursing home Siobhan lived in was like a school full of teenagers rife with scandals and drama. She had long stopped asking Siobhan if she got bored there.

      When Aileen stepped back into the inn with the bags, she found her gran with her head in the fridge.

      Nancy groaned. ‘We just ate, Siobhan!’

      ‘I’m not hungry.’

      Aileen reached for the kettle. ‘Let me make you some tea. You both must be freezing. It’s Baltic out there.’

      The fridge door shut behind Aileen, a beat passed, then someone smacked Aileen in the head. ‘Ouch!’

      ‘Tea? You’re going to offer me tea?’

      Aileen glanced at her gran, and saw the raised hand, ready to smack her face. ‘Stop it!’

      ‘Where’s the whisky?’

      God give her strength. Why were the people she loved out to annoy her? She had Callan to worry about too. ‘It’s barely past noon, gran. You cannae be drinking⁠—’

      ‘I’m old. I don’t work. Time is useless to me.’

      Aileen studied her gran for a moment. She could stretch this out and argue more, but knowing Siobhan, she’d find a way to sneak the whisky anyway and Aileen would just end up wasting energy.

      She reached out and opened the topmost cabinet. She always kept a single malt there. It was high enough that Siobhan shouldn’t be easily able to reach. But ninety was just a joke to Siobhan. The woman could probably perform somersaults if she put her mind to it.

      Aileen poured a finger and set the bottle aside. But when she turned to brew the tea for Nancy and herself, Siobhan uncapped the bottle and poured another finger. Hell.

      ‘Stop faffing about and tell me, what’s your plan with Callan?’

      Aileen added a cube of sugar to Nancy’s tea before fetching the biscuits. Then she set her own mug on the counter and narrowed her eyes at her gran. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Didn’t your mother teach you anything? Great-grandweans don’t appear from thin air. Nor do weddings occur without a proposal. What are you two waiting for?’

      Aileen’s heart squeezed. This wasn’t the first time Siobhan had brought this up. In fact, she kept nagging every time she called. But Callan’s face from that morning flashed in front of Aileen’s eyes.

      The man had looked so horrified, as if he’d seen a ghost. Was it so scary for him to think of a future and family with her?

      What if their issues had nothing to do with Beckett, or Callan’s accident, but just were a sign of a failing relationship? What if he didn’t love her enough? Was that why he ran away and wasn’t speaking much?

      Aileen reached out and wrapped her fingers around the cup. She’d been in a relationship without passion before. Her ex-fiancé hadn’t loved her, or cared enough. They’d just sort of fallen into the trap of progressing a relationship neither of them really wanted.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Siobhan gripped Aileen’s wrist.

      ‘Nothing.’ But even she heard the lies and the lack of certainty in her answer.

      Nancy cleared her throat. ‘The last time I was here, I saw a nice book in the library. I’m going to hunt it out now.’

      Aileen gave Nancy a small smile. The woman was an angel. Not only did she deal with Siobhan day in, day out, she also knew a thing or two about privacy, unlike Siobhan.

      ‘It’s nothing, gran. You know how it is. We’ll get through this as well.’ She had to believe that.

      Still, Callan’s horrified face had tattooed itself onto her mind’s eye. The way he’d run off, the way he didn’t say much to her lately. Her previous relationship had gone that way, like an oil lamp neglected until the fuel ran out and the flame died.

      ‘Aileen.’ Siobhan intertwined her arm through Aileen’s and led her to the dining area. Since it was afternoon now, all her guests had left to go exploring for the day.

      They sat at the table that overlooked the incredible Highland vista. The land raced up to where the loch sat in the distance, bordered by snow-clad peaks. It looked like a stock image that used to grace her desktop while she slaved away in an office in the city.

      Now she had the view, she had the boyfriend, but she didn’t feel the happiness. Not when Callan was hurting.

      ‘Speak.’ Siobhan patted her hand. ‘You need to talk it out.’

      Staring into her cup, Aileen pondered the wisdom of spilling her doubts to her gran. But who else could she speak to? She didn’t want to burden Isla, not when she was pregnant and dealing with a million things.

      Even if they had mended their relationship, Aileen wasn’t this close with her parents.

      It had to be Siobhan.

      Aileen’s head hung low, because she just couldn’t share this while maintaining eye contact. She spilled it all. She told her gran about Callan’s behaviour, his nightmares getting worse, them not talking or having one-to-one conversations. She told Siobhan of the pain of being physically so close but feeling like they were in different continents. The helplessness she felt of being unable to reach Callan, and the fear burbling inside her at the thought of losing him.

      The last part scared her so much, that she was choked by sobs – tears for a relationship that hadn’t fallen apart but was at the brink of it. ‘We’ve been through so much, gran. We’ve fought death and come out on the other side. But this… emotions and inner demons always get the better of us.’

      Siobhan didn’t say anything. Very much unlike her, she hadn’t spoken a single word. Not a jibe, a curse, or even a ‘hmm’. She’d merely nodded, being a listening ear.

      Aileen wiped the tears leaking from her eyes – the urge to cry still not satisfied. There was nothing concrete to cry about – not yet – but she just couldn’t stop. ‘I don’t know how to fix this.’

      ‘I do.’ Siobhan’s quiet words were delivered with such conviction that Aileen reared back.

      Her gran gripped both her hands tight, their warmth drawing more tears from Aileen’s eyes.

      ‘This isn’t just your relationship. This is Beckett’s work. Here’s what we’re going to do. You need to talk to Callan. There is nothing someone else can do for the two of you. You both love each other, but you haven’t had the opportunity to just be by yourselves lately. And that is Beckett’s fault. It’s something I can do and change. Meet me at Ethan’s pub tonight. It’s time for Beckett to face what’s due to him.’

      And with those ominous words, Siobhan stood up. ‘I’m off to make the arrangements. Be at the pub – 8pm tonight.’

      Aileen frowned. She had so many questions but the emotions had taken their toll on her. So she let her gran be. Who was she to refuse help when she clearly needed it? She’d do anything if it meant it saved her and Callan.
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