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            Part One

            The Great Storm

         

         
            The wintry west extends his blast,

            And hail and rain does blaw;

            Or, the stormy north sends driving forth

            The blinding sleet and snaw:

            While tumbling brown, the burn comes down,

            And roars frae bank to brae;

            And bird and beast in covert rest,

            And pass the heartless day.

         

         
            Robert Burns, “Winter: A Dirge”

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         It was the single worst thing that had happened all week, and the week had now tumbled into Friday morning. The situation was dire—he’d run out of coffee. Sergeant Hamish Macbeth knew he could function perfectly well without his morning coffee, but those he had to deal with generally liked it better if his mood was buoyed by a hearty breakfast and at least one mugful. A visit to the Patels’ supermarket was called for.

         “Fancy a wee walk?” he said, looking over his breakfast table to the corner of the kitchen where his mongrel dog, Lugs, was curled up in a large, cosey basket with Sonsie, his pet wild cat. Lugs was on his feet in an instant, his strangely colored eyes wide and bright, his ears standing to attention and his plume of a tail waving manically. Sonsie looked towards the window, looked back at Hamish, raised an eyebrow in an expression that could only mean “You’ve got to be joking,” then returned to the snooze he had so rudely interrupted.

         When Hamish opened the kitchen door and the whistling wind sent his wheelie bin racing past outside, Lugs’s ears and tail dropped like wet rags and he skulked back to the basket. “Aye, it’s blowing a hoolie out there, right enough,” Hamish admitted, listening to the screech of the wind and glancing over to where Lugs looked up at him with apologetic, guilty eyes. “Looks like it’s just me then,” he added, pulling on his police uniform sweater. He ran a hand through his shock of fiery red hair and reached for his cap, hanging on the back of the door, then suddenly visualised the wind snatching it from his head to send it sailing into the loch. He left it on the peg.

         Strolling along the pavement at the lochside with the wind at his back, Hamish dodged the occasional fountain of spray breaking over the sea wall where the wind drove the rising tide against the rocks. Out on the loch, the gale chased dancing whitecaps across the waves and leaden grey clouds across the dark face of the mountains. The slopes of the twin peaks known as “The Two Sisters” on the far shore were like steel engravings, every crevice and gulley precisely etched in stark relief, a sure sign that rain was on its way. In the white cottages that lined the main road through Lochdubh, villagers had already removed their window boxes and hanging baskets of spring flowers to save them from the destructive wind and the battering rain that was expected. Mild May weather had already serenaded Lochdubh, but winter had one last howling anthem to sing.

         He spotted fisherman Archie Maclean standing by the wall, smoking a cigarette and staring out over the water. The wind filled his voluminous woollen sweater like a sail and set the baggy legs of his corduroy trousers flapping like flags. He had once worn the most tight-fitting clothes Hamish had ever seen, all due to the fact that his wife used to boil the wash in a huge copper and shrink everything, even his jackets. When he came into a bit of money, Archie had bought her a high-tech washing machine and himself a whole new wardrobe.

         “Morning, Archie,” Hamish called.

         Archie took his cigarette out of his mouth to reply, and the wind whipped it out of his fingers, sending it streaking through the air into the loch.

         “It’s a sign,” said Hamish with a grin. “Time to give up.”

         “Aye, you might be right.” Archie sighed. “Mind you take care if you’re out on the road today, Hamish,” he added. “There’s a belter o’ a storm coming in.”

         “You’re no’ wrong there,” Hamish agreed, looking up at the racing clouds. “I’ll keep my wits about me, but it looks like this week’s going to end badly.’

         He reached the supermarket door just as the formidable Currie twins, Nessie and Jessie, were leaving. Beneath their identical, tightly knotted headscarves, they had identical, tightly permed grey hair, identical glasses, and identical beige raincoats, buttoned up to the neck. Each trailed a wheeled shopping basket, one of green tartan and one of red. Hamish could scarcely believe the bulging carts were not the same pattern.

         “Good morning, ladies,” he greeted them. The two small women stopped, craning their necks to look up at the lanky policeman.

         “You should be out patrolling the roads,” said Nessie, with an indignant nod. “This storm will cause absolute mayhem.’

         “Absolute mayhem!” Jessie agreed, exercising her lifelong habit of repeating the last of whatever her sister said.

         “Aye, I’ll have a busy day ahead, no doubt—fallen trees, floods and suchlike,” Hamish agreed. “Been stocking up, have we?” He looked down at their laden carts.

         “We’ll not be caught out if there’s nothing to be had in the shop,” Nessie said sagely. “We are always prepared.”

         “Always prepared!” echoed Jessie, and the twins set off towards their cottage, heads bowed into the wind and sensible brown shoes marching in unison.

         “What can I do for you, Hamish?” asked Mrs. Patel from behind the counter.

         “Just a jar of coffee, please,” said Hamish. “Is Mr. Patel no’ around this morning?’

         “He’s gone off to the cash-and-carry in Strathbane to pick up more stock. The locals have been buying everything up like there’s no tomorrow.”

         “Aye, well, you know how it gets round here when there’s a big storm coming in. Some will no’ leave their houses for days but they’ll have enough in their larders to last a month of Sundays.”

         “I’m awfy worried about him driving back, Hamish. Will the road be all right?”

         “The Strathbane Road will be fine, Mrs. Patel. It’s the smaller roads where we’ll have the odd problem.”

         “I hope you’re right, Hamish.”

         No sooner had he left the shop than Hamish spotted the unfamiliar figure of a woman in hill-walking gear approaching. With his hazel eyes narrowed against the wind, he could see she was slim, with boyishly short dark hair, and she was carrying a camera bag as well as a small rucksack. He gave her a friendly greeting, and she returned his smile.

         “I hope you’re no’ planning to go far,” he warned her. “They say this could turn into the worst spring storm we’ve ever seen—and we’ve seen a fair few.”

         “I’m taking this route.” She pulled a neatly folded map from her pocket and traced a path along the bank of the River Anstey. “I want to photograph the waterfall here, then follow the loop round to get some shots of the clouds passing over the village. All very atmospheric, with these fantastic tones and textures of grey.’

         “Mind you stick to that path on the low ground then,” said Hamish. He paused as she caught him off guard, looking up at him with big brown eyes. She was, he suddenly realised, really very attractive, tall enough to reach his shoulder and with an elfin beauty that was utterly captivating. “Aye, and…um…head back once the rain sets in.”

         “Don’t worry, Sergeant.” She smiled again. “I can look after myself.”

         “I’m sure you can, Miss.”

         He watched her striding confidently in the direction of the stone hump-backed bridge over the Anstey that led out of the village. He marvelled at how a morning so onerous, promising tough challenges for the working day ahead, could also conjure up such a delightful stranger. The thought of maybe bumping into her again put a spring in his step. Then he cursed himself for neglecting to ask either her name or where she was staying. That’s the sort of blunder, he told himself, that happens when you’ve not had your morning coffee!

         By mid-day, the weather had taken a turn for the worse. Heavy clouds, black with rain, thundered in off the North Atlantic, turning day into night, and rain scoured the countryside, from time to time threatening to crack the pavements in Lochdubh when it fell as large pellets of hail. Hamish was called to one incident after another, helping local farmers to drag trees off roads and even breaking down part of a roadside stone wall to let a rising pool of floodwater drain into the adjacent field. He was behind the wheel of his trusty old Land Rover, battling through yet another barrage of hail on his way back into Lochdubh, when a call came through on his radio. The voice was not that of his usual despatcher in Strathbane.

         “Sergeant Macbeth, this is Chief Superintendent Daviot.”

         Hamish stopped the car. If the big boss was on the line, he needed to give the call his full attention. He responded to let his superior know that he could hear him clearly on the occasionally temperamental, and Peter Daviot’s voice took on an overly officious tone.

         “Macbeth, I need you to get up to Loch Naglar. Duncan Pringle, the new laird at Naglar House, has gone missing.”

         “How long has Mr. Pringle been missing, sir?”

         “Since the storm hit there earlier this afternoon.”

         “Should we no’ give him a wee bit longer to turn up, sir? I wouldn’t normally take a missing person report too seriously after only a couple of hours.”

         “Well, you’ll take this one seriously, Macbeth! There are some very important people at Naglar House, including the Earl of Strathbane. You are closest, so you are to head up there immediately. I will join you there as soon as I possibly can.”

         “Aye, don’t worry, sir. I’m on my way.”

         With a shake of his head, Hamish gunned the engine, carrying on into Lochdubh. If he had to go all the way up to Loch Naglar, he was unlikely to be back until late and he needed to feed Lugs and Sonsie. Just as he crossed the bridge, his headlights pierced the gloom of heavy rain to pick out a walker at the side of the road. It was the woman he’d met that morning. He pulled in alongside her and wound down his window.

         “Can I offer you a lift, miss?”

         “Oh…actually,” she said, looking at the rain sweeping the road ahead, “that would be great.”

         She climbed into the passenger seat and accepted the offer of a tissue from the box Hamish kept on the dashboard. Her rain-soaked hair was plastered to her head, and when she patted her face dry with the tissue, he could see dark stains from where mascara had run down her cheeks.

         “I couldn’t keep my hood up in this wind,” she said. “I must look an absolute sight.”

         “Och, no, nothing of the sort,” Hamish assured her. “You look lovely.”

         “You’re very kind,” she said, “and thank you for the lift. I’m Abigail.”

         “Hamish.” He nodded. “Hamish Macbeth. Did you get the pictures you were after?”

         They chatted as he drove her to the other end of Lochdubh, where she was staying at the Tommel Castle Hotel. He parked by the main entrance and cut the engine.

         “Thanks again for the lift, Hamish. You’re my hero,” she said, laughing. “Maybe you’d like to join me for a drink once I get dried out and you’re off duty?”

         “Aye, that would be grand.” Hamish grinned, then suddenly remembered what he was meant to be doing. “Crivens! No…I mean, I’d love to, but I’m meant to be on my way up to Loch Naglar and I’ll no’ be back till very late. Will you still be here tomorrow evening?”
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