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    The Highlands: a beautiful place, with a rich heritage and wonderful people. If you aren't already lucky enough to live there, make sure you visit. This book came from a single promise, made many years ago, now kept.
"There's no place on earth with more of the old superstitions and magic mixed into its daily life than the Scottish Highlands."
- Diana Gabaldon, Outlander
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“One of Scotland's best writers”

Reader Review

“A master of the psychological thriller”

Reader Review

“Ayrshire author shines”

Daily Record

“Aaron has emerged as one of Scotland’s most popular up-and-coming authors”

Inverness Courier

“Stories that pull you in, fast-paced with twists and turns”

Reader Review

“Aaron Mullins is a compelling story-teller”

Reader Review

“I really enjoyed reading this book, very thought-provoking”

Reader Review

“Brilliant stories, really is something for everyone in there”

Reader Review

“Novel races up the book charts”

Ayrshire Post

“I could not put this down. Each story makes you stop and think about life and friendships. This book changed my life”

Reader Review

“Aaron hits top 100 list with Highland mystery tales”

John O’Groat Journal

“Tales of mythical beasties tops charts”

Troon Times

“The book was a top 10 bestseller... sitting alongside books by Neil Gaiman and Stephen King”

The Orkney News

“These short stories just grab you from the very first page. Brilliant stories with something for everyone to enjoy”

Reader Review

“It has already featured in the top 100 bestsellers... alongside books by Stephen King and Dean Koontz” 
Press and Journal

“If you love suspense with good humour then look no further” 
Reader Review

“Very well written, as you would expect from an Aaron Mullins book, and gives you just enough of a tingle down your spine!!”

Reader Review

“Engrossing and entertaining collection of short stories. Would make a five-star-rating popular TV drama series. Universal storytelling at its best”

– Review by Carol McKay (author and reader for The Highland Book Prize) of Mysteries and Misadventures: Tales from the Highlands

“His love for the Highlands and its people shines through, both in his stories and reflections on his personal journey”
Caithness Courier

“They arrive like sprites. Whispering in his ear, buzzing around in his mind, walking around his consciousness... The shadows at the edge, the inspiration for his next writing project” 
Ayrshire Magazine (Interview with Aaron Mullins)
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Welcome to the mystical and captivating world of the Scottish Highlands, a land of breathtaking landscapes and hidden secrets. Nestled amidst the rugged beauty of mountains, lochs, and ancient ruins, this enchanted region serves as the backdrop for a collection of spine-tingling mystery thriller short stories. Prepare to embark on an extraordinary journey where suspense, intrigue and danger lurk around every misty corner.

In this anthology, I have tried to capture the essence of the Highlands, blending its rich history, folklore, and untamed wilderness into a tapestry of suspenseful tales. Each story offers a glimpse into the lives of its inhabitants, showcasing the resilience of their spirits in the face of unfathomable mysteries and thrilling dangers. From remote villages steeped in tradition to hauntingly beautiful forests overlooking stormy seas, these stories will transport you to a world where nothing is as it seems.

Within these pages, you will encounter a diverse array of characters with one thing in common: they are ordinary folk thrust into extraordinary circumstances. The Highland landscape itself becomes a character, shrouded in mist and whispers, influencing the fate of those who dare to tread upon its hallowed grounds. Amidst the brooding atmosphere, secrets unravel, dark pasts come to light, and the lines between reality and illusion become blurred.

Prepare to join a desperate woman racing against time to uncover a hidden conspiracy threatening our very way of life. Or follow the footsteps of a relic collector, entangled in a web of deceit and murder within a remote Highland town. Delve into the world of folklore and superstition as a young boy accidentally unleashes an ancient terror during the town gala. Or experience the adrenaline rush of a young couple stumbling upon an isolated guesthouse harbouring a chilling secret.

Each story in this collection is crafted to keep you on the edge of your seat, urging you to turn the pages with eager anticipation. Expect heart-pounding suspense, unexpected twists, and the ever-present allure of the Highlands – a land where beauty and danger walk hand in hand.

It’s the land where I grew up, the land my family have called home for many generations and the land that proudly features in many of my stories. One of the best things about the Highlands, and Scotland in general, is the warmth of its people. This book would not have been possible without the friends, family, and inspiring people around me to help pull it all together.

After each story, I have included true stories from my childhood and life experiences and key events that inspired each tale. They tell a tale not only of my experiences growing up in Wick, a small town in the Scottish Highlands, but also the shared experiences of many people growing up in Scottish towns across the country.

I moved south of the border when I turned 16, returning to Scotland many years later, so first on my list of praise is to thank those of you who still write in a Highland accent on social media, you helped me put together the dialogue spellings for some of my characters – fit’s eh crack eh day?

Thank you to my patient and honest proofreaders who have had their phones ping at all times of the day and night with various drafts to look over. To my family and friends, your time and feedback are greatly appreciated. Thank you to all of you who purchased and read my previous work – don’t worry, I’m better now.

Most of all, thank you to those who have believed in me since I met them, however long that may have been. My friends, old and new, are always an inspiration to me – particularly for the stranger characters.

Special thanks go to my editorial team – the guys – Christopher, Stuart, and Matthew, for the proofreading, research links, endless support and keeping my dialect honest. Thank you, Jodie, for your incredible eye for detail and always knowing exactly what is missing. And Ami, for your witty input, unwavering support and telling me your ghost story for another of my books, Scottish Urban Legends: 50 Myths and True Stories. 

A special mention too for the people I have messaged over the past year or so with random questions about our hometown, the surrounding area and childhood memories – we’ll get through therapy together.

Of course, being a conscientious author, I need to clarify that, although I use real place names, each story is an obvious work of fiction, with character names and events completely made up. Like all writers, I was inspired by people I have met and events I have seen. But any connection to any real-life person, whether living or dead, is purely coincidental.

With my childhood home town as a reference point, a few of my own adventures and memories may have been a starting point for story ideas. But that’s fine. I own the copyright to those.

The stories cover a small range of genres, generally mystery or thriller in nature. Some have a hint of the supernatural about them, and a few horror elements. A couple of them represent my first attempt at writing in a new genre – expanding my writing skills, as all authors should. Each of my proofreaders had a different favourite story, which is always a good sign.

They say to write about what you know, which is why I was always going to write a book based in Scotland. I had intended to always be writing something, but my adventures took over – serving in the military, travelling the world, setting up my businesses and gaining a PhD – all fun distractions. 

I had served in the military and was leaving to go to university. Even though I was majoring in psychology, I was allowed to choose an elective module. I could have gone for something more academic, but my love of writing from my childhood made my choice for me: Creative Writing.

This was a turning point, rediscovering my passion for writing, as well as studying my craft. It taught me the basics of being an author, which I then practised and built upon year after year. I was finally doing what I had intended all along. You can read more of my personal journey in the Author’s Notes at the end.

So, the only person left to thank is you – for taking the time to read my work. I hope you enjoy it. The time has come to immerse yourself in these tales from the Scottish Highlands. Allow yourself to become entwined in the mysteries that lie beneath the heather and lurk in the shadows. Prepare to experience the chilling gusts of wind that carry ancient whispers, and the haunting call of the Highland spirit. But beware, for once you enter this realm of mystery and intrigue, there may be no turning back.

Aaron Mullins

www.aaronmullins.com
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1: The Road Trip
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Jenny bit her tongue and tightened her grip on the steering wheel. The north coast scenery was stunning, but the steep road she was traversing cut through the notorious Berriedale Braes. An unwelcoming forest to her left and a sheer drop to the North Sea on her right. She held her breath. Her boyfriend, Malcolm, sat in the passenger seat, staring out into the stormy evening sky.

“You love this bit, don’t you?” she said, wrinkling her delicate button nose. She risked a glance at him, pouting her full lips and scrunching her gentle blue eyes in mock annoyance.

“Best bit of the trip,” he replied with a broad grin.

She enjoyed the annual road trip through the highlands, stopping briefly at Golspie, before heading on to Thurso. As the road levelled off, she blew out a relieved sigh and threw Malcolm a smile.

“So,” she said, pushing a long wisp of auburn hair behind her ear. “I have a surprise for you.”

“Really?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

“I thought that instead of staying at our usual places, we could go for something different this time?”

Malcolm nodded, thick brown curls bobbing on his forehead. “Okay, what do you have in mind?”

“Well, remember last year we saw a sign for that bed and breakfast just past Lybster?” she ventured. “If we get a room there, we’ll have time to visit Whaligoe Steps before we leave tomorrow?”

“Great idea babe,” he replied. “What’s it called?”

Jenny shook her head. “I don’t remember, but it’s on the left.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll look out for it.”

Despite the weather, they marvelled at the scenery as they passed through beautiful villages dotted along the coast. After Malcolm’s mother had passed away, they had considered cancelling the trip, but decided it was more than just a road trip for them, it was therapy. An escape from normality. The break they both needed. 

She switched to full beams as the darkened skies brought the night in early. Rain lashed the windscreen and the wipers worked overtime to uncover the path ahead. 

“There,” shouted Malcolm, pointing at a small sign next to a narrow mud track road. Jenny squinted at the dusk-hidden name buried beneath the branches of overgrown pine trees.

Craigenwind Guest House.

She turned onto the road, darkness swallowing them as the trees enclosed above. After a short drive, they emerged from the canopy into a square patch of overgrown grass. Turning into the makeshift car park, their headlights washed over the exposed stone walls of a two-storey farmhouse. Through the rain, they could see a thick thatched roof. A single light within the building revealed paint peeling from a small arched window.

“Er... looks welcoming,” said Malcolm, his tone neutral. He tilted his head to look out the window. A short flagstone path lined with bracken and hogweed led to a wooden door. Several cars were already parked on the long grass.

“I think that’s a Ford Cortina,” Malcolm whispered, wiping his sleeve in circles on the window. “1965 model.” Jenny pulled up next to it and cut the engine.

“Yes, it’s definitely a Cortina,” said Malcolm, his voice a little louder. “In good condition too.”

Jenny smiled. She was used to Malcolm getting excited about old cars and had spent many a weekend walking with him around vintage car rallies.

“And I think I saw a Vauxhall Cavalier over there,” he said, releasing his seat belt and turning to peer through the back window. “They haven't made that version since the early 1980s.”

“Maybe the owner is a collector,” said Jenny with a yawn. She popped her seatbelt off and pointed her toes as she stretched the tiredness from her legs. “Let’s hope they have a spare room.” 

Malcolm leaned over and planted a kiss on her cheek, his deep-set hazel eyes holding a smile.

“Let’s do this,” he said, zipping his coat and flinging the car door open.

The rain pelted them as they grabbed their bags from the boot and slipped across the wet grass. Avoiding the worst of the moss on the path, they noticed the door was ajar, a soft yellow light emanating from the crack. A bell jangled nearby as they burst through the door, finding themselves next to a small desk in a wide oak-panelled hallway. Beside it stood an over-filled umbrella stand that bulged with a variety of brollies and walking sticks. A pair of hiking poles poked from the top of the pile, their handles hidden beneath a vintage bowler hat. A wooden sign on the desk read ‘Reception’.

They closed the door and dropped their bags on the scuffed wooden floor. The hallway smelled of damp wood, the musty odour imbued with a hint of perfume. The sweet scent grew stronger as a short woman with curly grey hair emerged from a doorway behind the desk. Her ornate silver rings scraped on the hard wood as she spread her hands across the desk.

“Fàilte air luchd-siubhail,” said the woman, raising a thin finger to slide her spectacles back up her sharply angled nose. “A bheil feum agad air seòmar?”

Jenny looked at Malcolm, who returned her blank stare.

“Um... English?” said Jenny, rubbing a hand on the back of her neck as she met the piercing blue eyes that gazed across the desk.

The woman’s smile widened into a crooked grin, and she brought her hands together in a single loud clap. “Aye coorse, am Maggie Munro, welcome tae ma hame, dae ye need a room?”

Jenny nodded. “Do you have one spare?”

“Aye,” said Maggie. “Twintie quid fur th' nicht.”

Malcolm gave a small nod and reached for his wallet.

“We’ll take it,” said Jenny with a sigh of relief.

“Haur ye go,” said Maggie, pulling a key from within the breast pocket of her burgundy blouse and dangling it in front of her. “Room nine. End o’ the hall, up th' stairs an' tae th' left.”

“Thank you,” said Jenny, taking the key as Malcolm placed a twenty-pound note on the desk.

“You must have a full house,” said Malcolm.

Maggie shook her head. “Yeur th’ only guests tonecht.”

“But I thought... the cars...” said Malcolm.

“Och, never heed them,” said Maggie with a shrug. “They dinnae belang tae anywan.”

Malcolm raised his eyebrows. “They’re abandoned?”

Maggie’s smile faded and she gave a single slow nod.

“Okay, well... we’ll go get settled in,” said Jenny. 

Maggie’s tight-lipped grin returned. She watched them in silence, scratching her nose as they carried their bags through the hallway and creaked their way up the stairs. With a click, the door with a hand-painted number nine on it unlocked and opened with a high-pitched squeal. 

Jenny flicked the light switch on and went inside. She was greeted by a fresh waft of musty air. A large double bed took up most of the room with a pair of small bedside tables tucked into the corners. Simply decorated, there was an oak wardrobe immediately to their left and a closed, red-painted door on their right.

“Well, that was weird,” said Malcolm, moving into the room and placing his bag on the tartan-carpeted floor. “Bit of an oddball that one.”

“Probably doesn’t see too many people out here,” said Jenny, setting her bag down and walking to the far side of the bed. Avoiding looking into the night, she closed the curtains on the single-mullioned window. A small plume of dust tickled her nose as the curtains came together.

“Not fond of cleaning either,” said Malcolm, running a finger through a fine layer of dust on the bedside table. For a moment they both stood still, the silence only broken by the beating of the rain on the window.

“We forgot to ask about breakfast,” said Jenny.

“If the kitchen is anything like this room...” said Malcolm, opening the drawer on the bedside table.

“We’ll find somewhere nearby in the morning,” suggested Jenny. She opened the red door to reveal a narrow bathroom. “I’m going to run a bath before we catch a cold.” 

As she turned the tap, the clanking and singing of old pipes echoed around the bathroom, eventually spitting its contents out in violent bursts. Popping the plug in, she looked around the room. Two toothbrushes sat in a porcelain cup, a third discarded next to a pair of plain silver earrings resting on a shelf above the sink. Open-heeled slippers were tucked beneath the sink, their inner soles yellowed and worn. She stuck her hand into the water. Satisfied with the temperature, she walked back into the bedroom.

“Strange...” said Malcolm, his hand emerging from the drawer clutching two sets of car keys. One of the keys was attached to a Ford Cortina keyring.

Jenny frowned. “Keys but no owners?” she asked. “Maybe she keeps them there in case they come back one day? They seem to have left a few possessions in the bathroom too.”

“Maybe,” said Malcolm, digging his phone out of his pocket. “But why would they leave them in the first place? I’m going to look this place up on Google.”

Jenny shrugged off her wet coat, slinging it on the floor next to her bag. 

“Great,” said Malcolm, “No internet. No signal either.”

“It’s the countryside babe,” said Jenny walking over to him and helping him remove his jacket. “Let’s just try and enjoy the peace and quiet.”

“You’re right,” he said, enfolding her into his arms and kissing her forehead. “Just promise me one thing though, okay?”

“What’s that?”

“No more surprises,” he chuckled, squeezing her tightly.

“Deal,” she laughed, pretending to punch his chest as she released herself from his arms and made her way to the wardrobe. She grabbed their coats off the floor and opened the wardrobe door. Sitting at the bottom of the wardrobe were four pairs of shoes, two men’s and two women’s. A man’s Harrington bomber jacket and a vintage ruffle dress were hanging above them. 

“She called this her home,” said Jenny, eyeing the clothing. “Do you think her family lives here?”

Malcolm shrugged. “Possibly.”

Jenny pushed the items to one side and hung their jackets on spare hangers. She closed the door and wriggled out of her clothing, shivering as the cold enveloped her bare skin.

Steam billowed into the bedroom as she pushed open the red door and went inside.

“At least there’s hot water. Feel free to join me,” she said with a wink as she closed the bathroom door. She turned the hot tap off, added a little cold and then sank into the soothing warmth of the bathwater. Sighing, she let herself slide down until her ears were fully submerged, then leaned her head back. She closed her eyes and let the ache of the drive seep from her body.

She barely heard the scream.

Water splashed as she jolted upright.

A shout now. Voices arguing, a man and a woman.

Jenny gripped the sides of the bath and listened as the angry voices grew louder. Footsteps followed until the voices were right outside their room.

“Malcolm?” she whisper-shouted.

No reply.

She called again, her voice cracking as she called his name out loud this time.

The bedroom remained silent.

Jenny froze as she heard a key click in a lock and a familiar high-pitched squeal. Somebody had opened the door to their room.

The voices were louder now as the door slammed shut.

“You always do this,” shouted a young woman, her speech slurred as if drunk. “It’s supposed to be our anniversary.”

“You’re the one who couldn’t keep your eyes off our waiter,” a young man shouted back.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the woman said. A loud thump and cursing followed.

“Light that candle,” the man snapped. “I can’t see a thing in here.”

Jenny’s head swam and she realised she had been holding her breath. She quietly raised herself out of the bath, wishing she had brought fresh clothes in with her. Water pooled on the wooden floor as she reached to grab a towel from the rail next to the sink. Wrapping it around her body, she stepped towards the door and pressed her ear against the wood.

She heard feet shuffling across the carpet.

Her hand trembled as she slid the bolt across to lock the bathroom door, the grate of its closure deafening in the echo of the small bathroom.

“What was that?” said the woman from the other room.

“You’re hearing things,” said the man. “Pour me another drink.”

Footsteps crossed the room. Jenny could hear the woman’s shallow breaths coming from the other side of the door. The handle creaked as it slowly turned, the door straining against the bolt.

“I think there’s somebody in there,” said the woman.

“Probably the waiter,” muttered the man. “Where’s my drink?”

“Here,” screamed the woman, followed by the sound of smashing glass.

“Oh no...” said the man. “The candle-” 

His shout was drowned by the whoosh of air being sucked from the room, followed by the snip-snapping of dry wood caught in a blaze.

Jenny coughed and blinked away stinging tears as smoke poured into the room from beneath the door. She groped for the door bolt, slid it open and fell into a brightly lit room, her knees burning as they slid across the carpeted floor.

“Jenny?” Malcolm looked down at her from the bed. “You okay?”

She stared up at him, eyes wide as she took in the scene. The room was exactly as she had left it. 

“There were people... I heard... I thought...” she babbled. Malcolm leapt from the bed and knelt beside her, his arm around her bare shoulders.

“I want to leave,” she sobbed.

“Now?” he asked, sensing her urgency. She nodded and scrambled to her feet, pulling her dry clothes out of her bag, and dressing hurriedly. She yanked her coat out of the wardrobe, not caring that the wet shoes she pulled on were already seeping through to her toes.

“I’ll drive,” said Malcolm. He was standing by the door, bag ready and car keys in hand. 

Jenny’s heart leapt into her throat as the door squealed once again. With shaky steps, she crept into the corridor.

Malcolm locked the door with a loud click.

Silence.

Bags slung over their shoulders, every cautious step on the stairs betrayed their exit.

Jenny swallowed, her breath coming in rapid gasps.

Carefully treading along the hallway, they realised that Maggie was nowhere to be seen. They left the key on the unmanned desk and peeled the front door open.

The jangle of the bell struck the oak panels lining the hallway walls, carrying its sound deep into the farmhouse.

A door opened
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