
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


Child of the Moon

by Aron Silver

Copyright 2021 Aron Silver

Cover design by M.Y. Cover Design

Editing by Nicole Neuman & Aron Silver

Published by Aron Silver at Smashwords

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
enjoyment only, then please return to Smashwords.com or your
favorite retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.


 


 


 


Oh, Child of the Moon

Can you hear my prayers?

Oh, Child of the Moon

Will you keep me afloat?

 


The night for me is rising.

Spiral stairway,

is bringing me down.

The tide for me is rising.

Moonlit water,

please, do let me drown.

 


Oh, Child of the Moon

Can you hear my prayers?

— Finlay Grannd


Part I - 1924


Chapter 1

It had been over four hours since Detective Samuel
MacKenzie and his partner, Detective Lieutenant Lachlan Gow, locked
themselves into the small interrogation room with the man they now
referred to as John Doe. Their suspect was a skinny man, who wore a
dirty bunnet and spectacles that were not any cleaner.

But the longer they questioned him, the less
they knew. His tongue was smooth, his words deceptive.

By contrast, Samuel’s tongue had become a
slab of dry leather. The stream of coffee that’d kept him sharp
through the endless questioning was a distant memory under the
smoke of his last cigarette. The thick haze hung in the room like a
cloud. It expelled fresh air and left nothing but bitter taste and
stinging eyes.

It was close to 5:30 p.m. and outside it
would be completely dark. Samuel looked at Lachlan’s face and saw
his own expression of exhaustion reflected under his partner’s dark
eyebrows. Lachlan touted his lips, pushing his moustache ever so
slightly upwards. Samuel read him, and without so much as a nod
they stood up simultaneously and walked out of the room to leave
their suspect alone.

They had just listened to a myriad of tales,
each more absurd and unbelievable than the last one. To Samuel it
seemed that this man was intent on feeding them as much
disinformation as he could. If they wanted to create any believable
reconstruction of what had happened earlier that day, they would
have to rely on the facts and the facts alone.

 


***

 


That morning, Constable James Wilson had been driving
on the winding, single-track road from Comrie to Ardeonaig. He was
sent to investigate some missing sheep, but it was Dorine he was
worried about. Things were getting serious between them, which was
territory James was least comfortable with. So far, they had
managed to keep her parents from finding out about them, but they’d
had an argument about it the week before. She — like her parents
and the people in Crieff — attended the Kirk every Sunday. If
anyone from her family were to discover what they’d been doing
under the covers of night and made-up excuses, neither of them
would be getting off easily. So she’d insisted for him to ask her
father for her hand before her parents found out. Or worse, before
he knocked her up.

James had just driven out of Comrie when he
came upon a dark-green Argyll Flying Fifteen driving in front of
him. Tonight he would see her again and she might bring the topic
of proposal up again. He didn’t know yet what he would tell her if
she did.

The Argyll in front of him was driving at a
snail’s pace and it was getting on James’ nerves. Sure enough, the
legal speed limit of twenty miles per hour dictated such a pace,
but nobody in their right mind would stick to that, unless the
weather conditions were poor. It was a clear November day, the Sun
was out, and although it was a wee bit chilly, it was quite nice
indeed.

Besides its speed (or its lack thereof)
there was something else that was a little bit off about the car in
front of him. It was in an unkempt state that made him question
when it had last seen any maintenance. While James would have
preferred an American car for himself, he had no lack of respect
for a well-made Scottish vehicle, and he was decidedly of the
opinion that a man with a car such as this ought to take proper
care of his vehicle at least.

When they finally came upon a passing place
and James had an opportunity to overtake the other vehicle, he
passed the aging Argyll, shot a glance towards its driver and
didn’t like the panicked face looking back at him. He didn’t like
it at all. So he parked his own car, a police-issued Ford Model T,
diagonally at the end of the passing place, blocking the laggard
from continuing its journey without having a little chat first.

Then, when both cars had come to a full
stop, James got out and walked over to the Flying Fifteen. With the
road itself blocked, a low drystane dyke running along one side of
it and a ditch running along the other, there was nowhere for the
other driver to go. James looked at the green automobile as he
approached it. Covered with dirt and smears, it looked even more
questionable than when he passed it. If he hadn’t seen it drive
just seconds before, he would have doubts it could move on its own.
Even its tyres looked too tired to support the vehicle.

“Where are you headed?”
James asked, trying to put the man behind the wheel at ease as he
approached, the man’s panicked eyes still fresh on his
mind.

“Ardrottoch,” the driver
answered, radiating a thick air of nervosity. It was almost
sickening, yet the whole thing looked like he would’ve been more
out of place if he hadn’t
been nervous. From the dirty car to his ragged
clothes and the worn-down bunnet that failed to cast enough of a
shadow to conceal the deep purple bags under his eyes, this man had
clearly lost his calm a long time ago.

“Hm.” James’ hand moved
instinctively to his Webley revolver. Ardrottoch was what commoners
would call a “ghost town”, a deserted hamlet a few miles further up
the road. He suddenly became very aware of the lack of anyone to
back him up in this glen with nary a building in sight. A herd of
sheep in the next field were their only witnesses. He asked for the
man’s driving licence.

The man’s eyes dropped down to the glove
compartment on the inside of his door, then to where James was
holding his right hand, before looking back at the constable’s
face. Finally, and with visible reluctance, he took the licence
from the compartment and handed it over.

James looked at the sulphur-yellow piece of
paper, which had been expired for over one and a half years, took a
step backward and flipped open the bottom part of his coat to put
his hand on the grip of his revolver. Carrying firearms wasn’t a
common practice amongst Scottish police, but nobody would be giving
him any flack over it here. Without the implied threat, it didn’t
seem unlikely this man would hit the reverse and try to make a run
for it.

“Step out of the car,
please.” James took another step back to let the man get out
without coming within an arm’s length of him.

The door opened and the driver’s right boot
stepped on the black surface of the road.

“Walk to the front of the
car and stay there, please.”

The man complied.

When James saw the man had reached the front
of the car, he stepped forward again for a quick inspection, which
is when he saw the unmoving boy beneath the rear bench.

 


From there everything turned into a rush. James
pulled his revolver and took aim, the man cringed in fear and
raised his hands, James walked back to his car, keeping the man at
gunpoint all the while, he grabbed his handcuffs and used them to
lock the man to the right front wheel, where he would be out of
reach of the controls. Then he hurried to the boy, opened the rear
door and checked to see if he was still breathing. He was, thank
God.

James pulled the boy out of the Argyll and
put him in the backseat of his own Ford, then rushed to the
hospital. When he arrived he dragged the boy out, who began to show
weak signs of consciousness. Somewhat relieved, he left him under
the supervised care of the first nurse he ran into, then sped back
to the police station to report the situation.

Superintendent Jack Calder had listened
intently as James relayed his story, then barked at Lachlan to go
to the hospital and look after the boy, maybe get some information
out of him as well, and bellowed at Sam to go with James and bring
the driver into custody as soon as bloody possible.

Having Samuel ride with him gave James some
respite. Still, most of the trip was a haze to him. The real relief
came when they found his arrest where he had left him.

Back at the station, they registered the man
as John Doe, because James did not believe he was the rightful
owner of the driving licence, which had belonged to someone named
Duncan Patterson. Once the man — whatever his name — was locked
away, James told Sam even the tiniest details of what had
transpired.

Lachlan returned to the station with the
news the boy had recovered, but he suffered a concussion and would
remain in the hospital for observation. Otherwise, it seemed he
would be fine. His name was Gavin Young and he was ten years old.
He had been hit on the back of his head and was still a bit foggy.
His mother was with him now, and she had allowed Lachlan to
question him. Unfortunately, besides the fact that he’d been on his
way to school, he had no memory of what had happened to him right
before he had been hit.

 


***

 


Now this John Doe was sitting in the next room and
Samuel was fed up with him. His stories had been conflicting and
confused at best, and it was times like this that Samuel wished he
could just look inside the head of a suspect and see what was going
on in there. What could possibly motivate someone to knock down and
snatch a ten-year-old boy? What could have pushed him over the edge
to commit such a despicable crime? Either way, it didn’t really
matter. He had been caught red-handed and the Lord Advocate would
have little trouble putting him away for a long time.

“Let’s talk to Calder and
hope we can get the hell out of here,” Samuel said.

The police station was deserted except for
the interrogation room and the superintendent’s office.

“How about a pint at the
Station after?” Sam asked with the indifferent confidence that said
he would be having one no matter the answer.

“Make it a quick one.”
Lachlan nodded and started towards Jack’s office. “Susie’ll be
waiting for me.”


Chapter 2

The debriefing with Jack was done, their John Doe was
locked in his cell and Samuel and Lachlan stepped out of the nick
and into the chilly darkness. Soon, they’d be able to see their own
breaths in the cold.

The Station Bar was small, had a hotel
upstairs and it was next to the Crieff railway station. It was also
less than a two-hundred-yard walk down the street from the police
station, making it a common hangout for constables after work.

They walked in and Sam spotted James sitting
at the bar to the left. His younger colleague had changed back to
the leather jacket he liked to wear outside of work, but it now
hung over his stool that was right next to the beer fonts that more
than likely served him plenty of times already. His sagging
demeanor certainly suggested so.

“Hey, Jim! Hero of the
day!” Sam tried to sound cheerful and grabbed James’
shoulder.

“Hey,” James turned around
and straightened himself. He tried to look sober, but his face
revealed what his demeanor suggested. Jack had mentioned he’d let
James go around two o’clock. He’d said the lad looked beat. Well,
he certainly looked beat now.

“What did you get out of
him?” James’ eyes were jumping between Samuel and Lachlan. “It took
you awhile.”

“Oh, we got a lot out of
him.” Lachlan sighed and sat with half his arse on one of the
stools before continuing. “Just nothing useful, you ken.” He
unbuttoned his coat and shot a glance at Samuel that said ‘I got
this’.

Sam took a quick inventory of James’ pint.
He signalled to Oliver — the bartender — for three fresh ones.
While waiting for the draughts to be poured, he listened as Lachlan
was explaining how four hours of interrogation had yielded little
more than contradictory nonsense.

“It was all hogwash. We
asked him again where he was going, where he was taking the boy,
you ken. But he invented story after story. How he was forced to
abduct the boy, how he was supposed to drop him off at Loch Tay
Railway Station. Of course he didn’t have a name of whoever was
forcing him. His head’s full of mince.”

Lachlan paused a minute as the beers were
served. He passed one pint to Sam before taking his own, raised it
in unspoken unison with the others, then took a large gulp before
he continued. “I didn't buy the story any more than the previous
one. When I asked him how they were forcing him, he didn’t answer.
When I asked what they might have on him, he didn't answer. The
sod’s just full of it, I don't ken what.”

“He gave me the creeps in
a way that I cannot explain.” James didn’t look at either of them
as he said it. “There was something so terribly
off about
him.”

Lachlan nodded. “Aye, you and me both, lad.
But hey, you caught him!” He raised his glass as if to say,
‘Cheers!’.

“I know, it’s just…” James
wasn’t going to let go of his moodiness that easily. “I’m happy I
caught him too, I am, but it makes me wonder. Now we caught him,
but how many children did he snatch before this? Did you get
anything out of him that might tell you if there have been any
others?” His expression hopeful like a beggar looking at a
priest.

Their silence did the talking.

“He told me he was headed
to Ardrottoch.” James sounded small as he said it. “Aye, you said
so.” Sam chipped in as Lachlan took another big gulp. “We
confronted him with that, too. But he just came up with another
story in response. He didn't mention anything else either that
points to Ardrottoch, so I’m thinking it was simply another
diversion. It bothers me that we might never learn what he was
really up to, but for now we should just be happy the boy’s safe.
You did good, Jim.”

James gave a weak smile as he stared at his
pint, while Lachlan gulped his. Lachlan rarely drank more than one
or two pints during a regular weekday night, but given the speed
with which he usually downed them, that was probably a good
thing.

“Alright lads,” he said as
he stood up. “I have to get going if I don’t want to be late for
dinner.” He buttoned his coat back up. “See you tomorrow!” He
tipped his hat and walked out.

Sam sat down next to James, with the fonts
close in front of him.

With only the two of them left, they sat
quietly for a bit, staring at the people on the other side of the
bar. The owner might consider the cops to be welcome guests — they
provided for a balance that made sure things rarely got out of hand
— but the Station Bar was far from being a cop bar. Being adjacent
to the railway station, it was regularly filled with people who
were staying in Crieff only temporarily.

“So I heard you’re seeing
that baker’s girl, is that right?” It was Samuel who broke their
silence.

“Shit.” James looked
shocked. “Wait, you know? I mean… Dorine and I had an argument last
week because her parents don't know and she wants me to propose to
her so we can get their approval. But I’m supposed to see her
tonight. And I’m… shit.”

Samuel was taken aback. It wasn’t entirely
the kind of response he had expected for trying to make
conversation. “Alright, uhm… what time did you want to see
her?”

“We usually meet at eight.
After dinner, when she’s done her chores.” James’ eyes were staring
at a point behind the bar.

Samuel looked at his wristwatch. Half-six.
“Alright.” He gestured at Oliver to come over and turned back to
James. “You still have time, but we have to get you sobered
up.”

James looked at him as Oliver approached,
but his eyes were empty.

“Can you make a strong cup
of coffee for Jimmy here?” Sam asked Oliver.

The bartender was a big man, tall and
broad-shouldered, but with slightly more emphasis on his belly than
his chest, he visibly enjoyed the products he served. He shrugged
and walked back, into a little room behind the bar area.

A roar of laughter erupted as one of the
tourists supposedly told something very funny to his fellow
travelers.

“Look,” Samuel directed
his voice to make himself heard by James and James only. “I
understand that today was a crazy day. But you still have an hour,
and a cup of coffee is on the way.”

“What if he simply didn't
have his guard up yet, when I asked him where he was headed?”
James’ eyes stared intently at Samuel, no longer empty, but filled
with dread. “What if all the other stories are meant as a
distraction to cover up the fact that he actually did reveal his
real destination right at the start?”

The suggestion was spot on, and struck
straight to the core of today’s interrogation, yet Samuel couldn’t
help but feel sorry for James. The lad might be carrying a
revolver, but he was only twenty-three and too young to have served
in the war. He carried it more to impress the lassies. He probably
didn’t expect to ever need it on the job. His main responsibilities
were directing traffic and policing villages with more sheep than
people. Down here the highlight was breaking up the occasional bar
fight. And now he had single-handedly arrested a child snatcher in
the act and he was clearly smart enough to be asking the right
questions. But at the same time, his afternoon occupation suggested
he wasn’t yet fully equipped to deal with the answers.

“Look, nobody's lived in
Ardrottoch for over two years. So why would someone who abducts
children go there, eh? I don't see why we should take this any more
seriously than all the other nonsense he’s been spouting.” Samuel
could see the hopeful disappointment in his face. “Besides, you
look like you’ve been pondering this shite a wee bit too much
already. You better set your mind on how to make it up to your
lass.”

Oliver returned from the backroom with the
coffee and put it in front of James. “Slàinte,” he said, his heavy,
dark eyebrows in a frown that left Sam wondering whether he was
being sarcastic or not, before moving back to the other guests.

James regarded the mug
with the black liquid for a moment, then looked up at Sam.
“Thanks,” he uttered. He took the cup with both hands and blew the
steam away.


Chapter 3

Lachlan was the first one to arrive home that night;
it was 6:29 p.m. when he opened his weathered front door. It gave
him just a single minute to spare, as Susie would expect him by
6:30 and she would start without him if he wasn’t home yet. Being a
detective in Crieff meant he rarely had a good reason not to be in
by then.

“I’m home!” He closed the
door behind him, hung his beige duffle coat on the rack and put his
fedora on top.

“Can you grab Luke from
upstairs? I already called him, but he’s still in his room.” His
wife’s voice came from the kitchen.

“Sure,” Lachlan replied
and went upstairs.

His son’s room was on the first floor, the
first door to the left. Lachlan walked in without knocking. “Come
on, your mother’s been calling... Oh.”

Luke’s room wasn’t big, but it had a
clothing cabinet on the left, a desk on the right and in the back,
under the window, was his bed, where his boy was sitting in the
white shirt and black pants of his school uniform, the tie with the
diagonal blue stripes lying on top of tossed papers on his desk.
His eyes were red from crying.

“What’s going on,
lad?”

“I hate my new school!” he
blurted out.

Luke was twelve and had switched from
primary school to secondary three months ago. Recently, his first
exams had started and he had been moody ever since.

“I should never have gone
to this school in the first place!” he went on.

“Did you get the results
from your exams?” Lachlan tried.

“Dinner’s set!” Susie
shouted from the base of the stairs.

“Only the first two, so
far.” Luke ignored his mother’s shout and pointed towards the pile
on his desk. His red eyes followed his own finger with a look of
dread.

Lachlan moved the tie to the side, picked up
the papers and looked at the grades. The first one had a big ‘D’ in
a red circle. The second one had big red letters as well. ‘N/A’,
standing for ‘No Award’.

“We should go have dinner
before your mum comes to get us. We don’t have to mention this to
her yet. We’ll talk about it later, aye?”

Luke gave a weak smile, nodded and stood up.
His eyes were already dry, but he wiped them all the same.

Lachlan grabbed his shoulder and gave it a
squeeze. “Don’t worry. You’re a Gow. You’ll make it.”

 


Susie’s beef stew was marvelous, but Lachlan hardly
noticed it. Between his son’s grades and the child abductor they
had interrogated that day, the food wasn’t the first thing on his
mind.

“So, how was your day,
dad?” Susie tried.

“Good,” he replied and
went back to looking at his plate. The man they had questioned had
mentioned he was heading to Ardrottoch. And that hadn’t been his
only connection to the abandoned hamlet either. It made him
nervous, and that was putting it mildly.

Susie asked their son a question, and he
gave a similarly brief response.

Lachlan was closing up on his twentieth
anniversary with the Crieff police and the events that had led to
the total desertion of a village within their jurisdiction were
without a doubt the most horrid things he had experienced in his
time with the constabulary. The most shameful as well, as their
failure as a police to unravel what had truly transpired had led
them wounded to the point where nobody dared to look at it
anymore.

This one man with a young boy in the back of
his Argyll had removed the bandaid and Lachlan felt this man with
his fairy tales was hiding a knife that would be revealed any
moment now. He could feel the scars throbbing in anticipation.

“It’s wonderful to have a
family who wants to talk with me.” Lachlan recognized the tone in
her voice and replayed the words inside his head, realising just in
time it was something he should pay attention to.

“Oh, sor— I’m sorry,
dear.” He tried to snap out of it and looked at the woman across
the table. He felt his son staring at him. “Just a rough day at
work.”

It had been well over a year since he had
last had a rough day at work, but the memory must’ve been fresh
enough for her to know it was better not to press police matter in
front of their son.

“I will tell you later,”
he said when he saw the unspoken apology. He tried a weak smile
that failed to reach above his mustache.

He picked another potato from his stew.

 


It was only 9:30 and Lachlan was brushing his teeth
to prepare for an early night’s rest. Luke had gone to bed just
half an hour earlier, but Lachlan hadn’t found a moment to talk to
him yet. Nor did he know yet what he would tell the boy when the
opportunity came.

Back when they had received the quali’s
results and they’d heard Luke had been allowed to attend senior
secondary school, they’d been ecstatic. None of them had expected
it, least of all Luke himself. It seemed he had already resigned
himself to take junior secondary, so of course he had also reacted
happily to the news. But then again, he had always been a
good-natured boy before he’d made the switch in schools, and now
Lachlan wondered whether it had all been a facade.

He put his brush in the glass next to the
bathroom mirror, rinsed his mouth and walked into the bedroom. He
was greeted by his wife, waiting for him on the bed.

“Something is troubling
you.” It was a simple statement of fact.

Lachlan sighed. “Aye.” He sat down on the
bed next to her.

She put an arm around him and looked at him.
Waiting for him to talk.

For a moment he considered whether he should
tell her about Luke’s grades, then thought the better of it.

“We arrested a kidnapper
today. Caught him red-handed with a ten-year-old boy in the back of
his car. The boy’s doing fine now.”

“And it made you think it
could’ve been Luke,” Susie offered.

“He came from Ardrottoch,”
Lachlan continued, ignoring her suggestion. “We interrogated him
for four hours, but nothing useful came out of him. We tried
everything, you ken. We have no motivation. We don’t even know his
identity. But it was Constable Wilson who arrested him. He said he
was heading to Ardrottoch.” He looked up at her face. “And of all
the hogwash this sod’s been telling us, I’m afraid it’s the only
thing coming out of his mouth that I actually believe... He drove
an Argyll that came from the place.”


Chapter 4

Dorine was already at their meeting place at the
Knock when James arrived, a few minutes past eight. The coffee had
kicked him back awake and Samuel had been kind enough to let him
take a shower at his little residence at Anthony Place, which just
so happened to be almost straight en-route to the Knock.

The Knock was Crieff’s highest hill and the
best vantage point, with a path that ran along the top in the shape
of a squeezed oval. Much of it was covered by trees and bushes, but
the open parts provided beautiful sights in all directions and unto
the starting Highlands to the west. Besides a vantage point
however, the hill proved to be a popular meeting ground for young
lovers, owing to the cover of the bushes after sunset as well as
the location being just outside the village proper.

James and Dorine used the place as their
Wednesday-night rendezvous ever since the first time in summer when
Dorine had told her parents she was going to the newly opened
cinema on the High Street with her friend Isla. Isla had been her
cover since then.

“Hi,” she said shyly when
she recognized his moonlit shape approaching in the
dark.

“Hey, sorry I’m late,” he
replied, slightly out of breath from hurrying up the
hill.

“It’s alright,” she said,
“I only just got here myself.” She was rubbing her hands trying to
keep warm.

He walked up to her, covered her hands with
his own and gave her a tender kiss on the lips. As they came apart
again, the first dew of the cold night formed around their combined
breath.

She sniffed. “Did you drink?”

He looked at her for a second, but it was
too much. He pulled her close to him, pressed her against his chest
and rested his chin on her shoulder. The day’s events and the
alcohol overwhelmed him. “I—” He stumbled as the tears began
rolling. “This day has been too much.”

She bent her back so she could look at him
again. She put her hands on his cheeks and wiped the tears away
with her thumbs. “What happened, love?”

“I’m sorry.” He regained
himself and took her hands again. Without any more words they
walked down the path in the direction of the cinema they’d been to
so many times before. While they walked he told her the morning’s
events pretty much the same as he’d told them to Samuel.

 


By the time they arrived at the movie theater it was
almost 8:30 and James was just rounding up his story.

“Then when Detectives
Lachlan and Samuel had taken the guy into the interrogation room,
the superintendent told me I could go home.” He gestured as if to
say, ‘What was I supposed to do?’ “But after that I felt more like
having a drink, so I went to the Station Bar for a pint.” He looked
down briefly. “It might have been a few too many.

“I’m feeling mostly
alright now though. Thank you.” He pointed at the cinema across the
street. “Looks like we missed the movie, but you want to go in for
a soda?”

She nodded and followed him into the
theater.

He ordered their usual treat — two Iron Brew
— at the counter and handed one to Dorine, who took it with an
eager smile.

“So what’s next?” she
asked while they sat down at a little table near the
entrance.

“I don’t know… When I
spoke to Lachlan and Sam later in the Station Bar, they said they
didn’t get anything useful out of him. I guess they will handle the
rest, or else the superintendent will. Me, I don’t know, I just
can’t shake the feeling the guy was really heading to Ardrottoch.
And I’m afraid of what it might mean if he was.”

“Well, maybe there’s a way
you can find out?” she suggested as she sipped the drink with its
colour of fluorescent rust.

James paused. He was still a little slow
from the alcohol. Then a flash of excitement entered his face.
“You’re right!” he exclaimed. “I doubt the man I arrested is Duncan
Patterson, but I do think Duncan Patterson is the rightful owner of
the Argyll he was driving.”

Dorine smiled in encouragement.

“I just need to check the
registration plate with the county council and I might be able to
figure out where he lives. Then I just need to hope it’s not anyone
who used to live in Ardrottoch.”

Dorine remained ever so gentle. “Look at it
like this: if the car belonged to someone outside of Ardrottoch,
you don’t have to be afraid anymore. But if it is, you will tell
the detectives and they can look into what’s really going on.
You’ll make a good impression with them.”

For the first time that night, James was
actually hopeful. “Thank you, Dorine. You know that’s why I love
you.”

She kept smiling at him, but the smile no
longer touched her eyes.
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