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​Chapter 1: The Escape
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The rain hammered against the windows of Detective Amelia Crawford's corner office like bullets against the glass; each drop a reminder of the storm brewing inside her chest. She stared at the case file spread across her desk—photos of another dead kid, another family destroyed, another killer walking free on a technicality. The familiar taste of bile rose in her throat.

"Crawford!" Lieutenant Martinez's voice cut through the bullpen noise. "My office. Now."

Amelia closed the file with hands that trembled slightly. She'd been expecting this conversation for weeks, ever since she'd told the district attorney exactly what she thought of his plea bargain deal. The words she'd used weren't fit for polite company, but then again, neither was letting a child murderer walk free.

Martinez didn't look up when she entered his office. He was reading from a thick folder—her file, she realized. Twenty-eight years old, twelve years in foster care, twin brother murdered when she was fifteen. It was all there in black and white, the blueprint of a woman who'd spent her entire adult life trying to balance the scales of justice.

"You can't keep doing this, Crawford," Martinez said finally, his weathered face showing every one of his fifty-plus years. "The mayor's breathing down my neck. The DA wants your badge, and frankly, I'm running out of ways to protect you."

"Then don't." The words came out sharper than she intended. "Maybe it's time I stopped pretending this system actually works."

Martinez looked up then, his dark eyes filled with something that might have been sympathy. "Take a leave of absence. Get your head straight. Come back when you remember why you became a cop in the first place."

But Amelia was already shaking her head. She remembered exactly why she'd become a cop—the image of her twin brother Marcus lying in that alley, seventeen years old with his whole life ahead of him, blood pooling beneath his dark curls. She'd held his hand as the paramedics worked futilely, promising him she'd find who did it, that she'd make them pay.

She'd kept half that promise.

"I'm done, Martinez." The words felt strange on her tongue, like speaking a foreign language. "I'm done watching killers walk free while families bury their children. I'm done being part of a system more interested in politics than justice."

An hour later, Amelia sat in her empty apartment, staring at the laptop screen. The cursor blinked in the search bar, waiting. She'd been thinking about this moment for months, maybe years. The idea had started as a whisper in the back of her mind during particularly frustrating cases, growing louder with each injustice she witnessed.

Her fingers moved across the keyboard: Police jobs Scotland.

The first result made her breath catch. Highlands and Islands Police were recruiting experienced officers for rural assignments. The website showed pictures of misty mountains, ancient castles, and villages that looked like something from a fairy tale. It was as far from Chicago's urban decay as she could get.

Glenbrae. The name rolled off her tongue like a prayer. Population 847, nestled in a glen between two mountains, with a loch that reflected the sky like a mirror. The kind of place where the biggest crime was probably sheep theft or the occasional drunk and disorderly at the local pub.

She clicked on the application before she could second-guess herself.

Three weeks later, Amelia stood on the deck of the ferry crossing to the Isle of Skye, watching the Scottish mainland grow larger on the horizon. The Chicago skyline was just a memory, replaced by mountains that seemed to touch the clouds. The air here was different—cleaner, sharper, and filled with the scent of sea salt and heather.

Her phone buzzed with a text from her former partner, Detective Rico Santos: You sure about this, Crawford? It's not too late to come back.

She typed back: Never been more sure of anything in my life.

But as the ferry docked and she gathered her single suitcase—everything she owned that mattered fit in one bag—doubt crept in. What was she doing? Running away to a place where she didn't know a soul, where her accent would mark her as a foreigner, and where the biggest excitement was probably the annual Highland games.

The bus ride from Skye to Glenbrae took two hours through some of the most breathtaking scenery she'd ever seen: rolling hills covered in purple heather, stone walls that had stood for centuries, and sheep dotting the landscape like scattered clouds. It was beautiful, peaceful, and utterly foreign to someone who'd grown up hearing sirens instead of birdsong.

The bus driver, a cheerful man with a thick Highland accent, pointed out landmarks as they drove. "That's Ben Mor there," he said, indicating a massive mountain that dominated the skyline. "And see that ruin on the loch? That's Castle Glenbrae. Been empty for three hundred years now, but the legends say it's haunted by the ghost of Lady Morag, who threw herself from the tower when her lover died in battle."

Amelia nodded politely, but her attention was caught by something else entirely. As they crested a hill, the Glenbrae village spread below them like a postcard. Stone cottages with slate roofs lined a main street that looked like it hadn't changed in centuries. A church spire reached toward the sky, and beyond it, a loch reflected the late afternoon light like polished silver.

"Welcome to Glenbrae, lass," the driver said as the bus pulled up to what appeared to be the village's only bus stop. "Population eight hundred and forty-seven souls, though that number changes depending on who's counting and whether they include old Mrs. MacLeod's cats."

As Amelia stepped off the bus with her suitcase, the first thing that struck her was the silence. No traffic noise, no sirens, no constant urban hum. Just the sound of wind through the heather and the distant bleating of sheep. The Highland air was crisp and clean, carrying the scent of rain-washed earth and wild heather. A light mist clung to the mountains, giving the landscape an ethereal quality, while the late afternoon sun broke through the clouds in shafts of golden light that painted the stone buildings in warm amber tones. The air felt alive here, charged with the kind of energy that comes after a storm has passed, leaving everything fresh and new.

The second thing she noticed was how everyone on the street had turned to look at her. Word traveled fast in small towns.

She checked the address on her phone. Moira's Bed & Breakfast was supposed to be in a white cottage down the main street with blue shutters. She spotted it immediately—the only building with a hand-painted sign hanging by the door and window boxes overflowing with colorful flowers.

Before she could knock, the door opened to reveal a woman in her sixties with silver hair pulled back in a neat bun and eyes the color of Highland lochs. She wore a flour-dusted apron over a sensible wool dress, and her face lit up with a smile that was both welcoming and curious.

"You must be Amelia Crawford," the woman said, her Highland accent making the words sound like music. "I'm Moira MacLeod. Welcome to Glenbrae, dear. Welcome home."

Home. The word hit Amelia like a physical blow. She'd never had a home, not really. Foster houses, temporary arrangements, her sterile apartment in Chicago; they were all just places to sleep. But something about this village, about this smiling woman who called her "dear" as if she'd known her for years, made her chest tighten with unexpected emotion.

"Thank you," Amelia managed, following Moira into the cottage. The interior was everything she'd imagined a Highland home should be—low-beamed ceilings, a stone fireplace with a peat fire crackling merrily, tartan cushions on comfortable chairs, and the scent of fresh-baked bread filling the air.

"I've put you in the rose room," Moira said, leading her up a narrow staircase. "It has the best view of the loch, and I thought you might appreciate the peace after living in a big city."

The room was small but perfect, with a window that looked out over the village to the loch beyond. The walls were painted a soft cream, and dried roses hung from the exposed beams. A patchwork quilt covered the bed, and a small writing desk sat beneath the window.

"It's beautiful," Amelia said, and she meant it.

"Dinner's at seven if you'd like to join me," Moira said. "Nothing fancy, just lamb stew and fresh bread. And I make a mean sticky toffee pudding if I do say so myself."

When Moira left her alone, Amelia sat on the edge of the bed and looked out at the view. The loch was mirror-calm, reflecting the mountains and the sky so perfectly it was hard to tell where one ended and the other began. A few fishing boats dotted the water, and she could see smoke rising from chimneys throughout the village.

Her phone buzzed with another text from Rico: How's Scotland? Met any sexy Highland warriors yet?

She smiled despite herself and typed back: Day one. So far, so good. No warriors, sexy or otherwise.

But even as she sent the message, her mind wandered to tomorrow. It was her first day at the Glenbrae Police Station, and she was meeting her new colleagues and starting over in a place where nobody knew about her past or her failures. It was terrifying and exhilarating at the same time.

She unpacked her few belongings, hanging her clothes in the wardrobe and placing her brother's photo on the bedside table. Marcus smiled back at her from the frame, seventeen years old and full of dreams that would never come true. She touched the glass gently.

"I'm here, Marcus," she whispered. "I don't know if this is running away or toward something, but I'm here."

The sound of the dinner bell drew her downstairs, where Moira had set a small table by the window. The lamb stew was rich and hearty, flavored with herbs Amelia didn't recognize, and the bread was still warm from the oven. They mainly ate in comfortable silence, with Moira occasionally pointing out landmarks visible from the window.

"That's the police station there," Moira said, indicating a stone building across the square. "It used to be the factor's house, back when the laird collected rents from the crofters. Inspector MacDonald runs a tight ship; you'll like him. He's a good man, even if he can be a bit... military in his approach."

"Military?" Amelia asked.

"Aye, he served in Afghanistan before returning to take over the station. He lost his father in a climbing accident and felt called to serve his community. He's been here about five years and has done wonders with the place. Crime's not a major problem in Glenbrae, but Dylan, Inspector MacDonald, makes sure we all feel safe."

Dylan. The name stirred something in Amelia's chest, though she couldn't say what. Curiosity, maybe. Or anticipation.

"What about the rest of the team?" she asked.

"Well, there's Sammy, Detective Sergeant Samantha Reid. She's been through a lot, that one, but she's tough as Highland granite. And then there is Andrew Morrison. He's the youngest of the lot but bright as a button. If you catch my meaning, he is sometimes too bright for his own good."

Amelia nodded, filing away the information. It would be a small team, then. She was used to working with dozens of other detectives, competing for resources and recognition. This would be different.

After dinner, she helped Moira wash up, then excused herself for a walk around the village. The evening light was soft and golden, painting the stone buildings in warm hues. She walked past the church, where evening service was ending, and villagers were streaming out, chatting quietly. Several nodded to her politely, their curiosity evident but not intrusive.

The police station was a handsome building made of local stone. It had two stories and large windows that looked over the village square. A sign by the door read "Highlands and Islands Police—Glenbrae Station" in both English and Gaelic. Through the lit windows, she could see someone moving around inside, working late.

Her new life would begin tomorrow morning. New colleagues, new cases, new challenges. She'd leave everything familiar behind for this: the chance to start over, to find the purpose that had been missing from her life for so long.

As she walked back to the bed and breakfast, the last light fading from the sky behind the mountains, Amelia felt something she hadn't experienced in years. It took her a moment to identify the emotion.

Hope.

Tomorrow, she would meet Inspector Dylan MacDonald and the rest of her new team and begin the next chapter of her life in this impossibly beautiful, impossibly peaceful village.

She had no way of knowing that within a week, she would discover that even in paradise, murder could find a way to bloom like a dark flower in the Highland mist.
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​Chapter 2:

​Welcome to Glenbrae
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Amelia woke to rain pattering against her window and the distant call of gulls from the loch. For a moment, she was disoriented. There were no sirens, no traffic, no neighbor's television bleeding through thin apartment walls—just the gentle Highland morning sounds that seemed to seep into her bones and slow her racing pulse.

She checked her phone at 6:30 AM. She'd already be downing her second cup of coffee and reviewing case files in Chicago. Here, the world moved at a different pace. Through her window, she could see the mist rolling across the loch like ghostly fingers, and the mountains beyond were shrouded in low-hanging clouds that promised more rain.

The smell of bacon and fresh coffee drew her downstairs, where she found Moira bustling around a kitchen that belonged in a magazine. Copper pots hung from hooks, herbs dried in bundles from the ceiling beams, and a massive Aga stove dominated one wall, radiating warmth throughout the room.

"Good morning, dear," Moira said, not looking up from where she was flipping what appeared to be potato scones on a griddle. I hope you slept well. The Highland air takes some getting used to for city folk. It's so clean it can be overwhelming at first."

"I slept better than I have in months," Amelia admitted, settling into a chair at the scrubbed pine table. It was true. For the first time in years, she hadn't dreamed of Marcus or woken in a cold sweat from nightmares about cases gone wrong.

Moira set a plate in front of her loaded with what she called a "proper Highland breakfast"—eggs, bacon, black pudding, grilled tomatoes, potato scones, and something called haggis that Amelia decided not to ask about too closely. The coffee was strong and rich, nothing like the bitter sludge from the precinct vending machine.

"Inspector MacDonald called earlier," Moira said, settling across from her with her cup of tea. "He'll be expecting you at nine, but he suggested you might want to walk around the village first, get your bearings. Glenbrae's not a bustling metropolis but has its own rhythms."

After breakfast, Amelia bundled up in her Chicago winter coat, which seemed inadequate against the Highland chill, and stepped out into the morning. The rain had stopped, but the air was thick with moisture, and puddles reflected the grey sky like scattered mirrors.

The village was coming to life around her. Smoke rose from chimneys, and she could hear the distant sound of sheep being moved to pasture. An older man in a flat cap walked a border collie past the bed and breakfast, nodding politely to her as he passed. A woman about her age hurried by with a toddler in tow, speaking rapid Gaelic that sounded like music.

The main street was lined with buildings that looked like they'd stood since the Highland clans roamed these mountains. The post office occupied the ground floor of a stone cottage, its windows decorated with postcards and tourist information. Next door, a small grocery store displayed local produce and what appeared to be every type of shortbread known to humanity.

At the center of the village stood a monument: a Celtic cross carved from local stone, surrounded by a small garden that, even in autumn, bloomed with hardy Highland flowers. The inscription was in both English and Gaelic: "In memory of the sons of Glenbrae who gave their lives for freedom." The names carved into the stone went back centuries, from clan battles to World Wars to more recent conflicts.

The church dominated one end of the village, its bell tower reaching toward the clouds. It was older than anything in America, its graveyard filled with headstones whose inscriptions had been worn smooth by centuries of Highland weather. As she walked among them, she noticed how many shared the same surnames—MacLeod, MacDonald, Morrison, Reid. These were families that had lived and died in this glen for generations, their roots deep in the Highland soil.

At the other end of the village sat the police station, and despite Moira's casual mention of it the night before, Amelia felt her stomach tighten with familiar pre-first-day nerves. The building was more impressive up close: three stories of local stone with tall windows and a slate roof that had weathered countless Highland storms. A small parking area held two police vehicles and a motorcycle that looked like it had seen better days.

She was early, so she walked down to the loch shore. The water was still and dark, reflecting the mountains like a perfect mirror. A small pier extended into the water, where a few fishing boats bobbed at anchor. The air smelled of water and wild heather, with an undertone of peat smoke from the village chimneys.

Standing there, looking out over the water that had reflected the same mountains for millennia, Amelia felt something shift inside her chest. The constant tension she'd carried for years—the hypervigilance, the anger, the sense of swimming against an impossible current—began to ease—not disappear, but settle into something more manageable.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Rico: How's your first morning in paradise? Met any kilted warriors yet?

She smiled and typed back: Quiet. Peaceful. There are no kilts in sight, unfortunately.

Give it time. I bet they're hiding somewhere, waiting to sweep you off your feet.

At five minutes to nine, Amelia arrived at the police station. The front door was heavy oak with iron hinges that looked original to the building. Inside, she found herself in a reception area that was both professional and welcoming. The walls were painted a warm cream color, and local landscape photographs decorated the space. A woman in her fifties with kind eyes and graying hair sat behind the reception desk.

"You must be Detective Crawford," the woman said, rising to greet her. "I'm Margaret Ross, the station administrator. We're so pleased to have you joining us."

Before Amelia could respond, a door marked "Inspector" opened, and her breath caught in her throat.

Inspector Dylan MacDonald was not what she'd expected. Tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair that showed traces of early silver at the temples, he moved with the controlled grace of someone accustomed to command. His eyes were the color of Highland storms, grey-blue and intense, and when they met hers, she felt an unexpected jolt of electricity.

He was handsome in a rugged, weathered way that spoke of outdoor work and hard decisions. His uniform was impeccable, but she could see the faint lines around his eyes that suggested he'd seen things that aged a man faster than years alone. Moira had said there was something about his bearing, military, that commanded respect without demanding it.

"Detective Crawford," he said, extending his hand. His voice was deep, with a Highland accent less pronounced than Moira's, but still musical. "Welcome to Glenbrae."

His handshake was firm and warm and lasted perhaps a second longer than strictly professional. "Inspector MacDonald," she replied, proud that her voice came out steady. "Thank you for this opportunity."

"Please, it's Dylan. We're not big on formality here." He gestured toward his office. "Shall we chat before I introduce you to the team?"

His office was a study in controlled organization. Files were stacked neatly, his desk clear except for a computer, a phone, and a single framed photograph she couldn't see from her chair. Maps of the local area covered one wall, marked with colored pins that probably indicated something significant to police work. A bookshelf held volumes on criminal law, Highland history, and what appeared to be military manuals.

"I've read your file," Dylan said, settling behind his desk. "Impressive record in Chicago. Twelve years in service, commendations for bravery, excellent solve rate." He paused, studying her with those storm-grey eyes. "Also, some disciplinary issues in your last year. Want to tell me about that?"

Amelia had prepared for this question, but something about Dylan's direct gaze made her usual deflections seem inadequate. "I had some disagreements with departmental policies. I believe in justice, Inspector—Dylan. Sometimes, that put me at odds with politics."

"Justice," he repeated, leaning back in his chair. "That's a concept that can mean different things to different people. What does it mean to you?"

The question surprised her with its intensity. "It means that when someone is murdered, their killer doesn't walk free on a technicality. It means that victims matter more than conviction rates or political expediency."

Something shifted in Dylan's expression; not approval exactly, but understanding. "I see. And you think you'll find that kind of justice here? In a village where the biggest crime is usually sheep theft or the occasional drunk driver?"

"I think I'll find peace," she said honestly. "And maybe that's what I need right now."

Dylan nodded slowly. "Fair enough. But I should warn you, Glenbrae may seem quiet, but it has its secrets, like any place. And when those secrets surface, they can be more dangerous than anything you've dealt with in Chicago. People here have roots going back centuries. They protect their own, sometimes at the cost of truth."

Before she could ask what he meant, a knock interrupted them. "Come in," Dylan called.

The door opened to reveal a woman about Amelia's age with auburn hair pulled back in a practical ponytail and intelligent brown eyes. She wore the same uniform as Dylan, but hers showed the stripes of a detective sergeant. Behind her stood a young man who couldn't be more than twenty-five, with sandy hair and nervous energy that reminded Amelia of a border collie waiting for commands.

"Detective Crawford, meet Detective Sergeant Samantha Reid and Police Constable Andrew Morrison," Dylan said, rising from his chair. "Sammy, Andrew—our new team member."

Sammy stepped forward with a warm smile that reached her eyes. "Welcome to the madhouse," she said, shaking Amelia's hand. "Though I suppose after Chicago, we'll seem pretty tame."

"Don't be so sure," Andrew said, then flushed as everyone looked at him. "I mean, we've had our share of excitement. Remember the Great Sheep Liberation of 2019? Or the Case of the Missing Whisky?"

"Andrew has a flair for the dramatic," Dylan said dryly, but there was affection in his voice. "He also has a mind like a steel trap and an eye for detail that's saved our bacon more than once."

Andrew's flush deepened, but he stood a little straighter. Amelia recognized the dynamic immediately; the young officer was desperate to prove himself, and the experienced team was trying to build his confidence while keeping his enthusiasm in check.

"Why don't you show Detective Crawford around the station," Dylan suggested to Sammy. "Get her settled in, show her our systems. We'll have a proper team briefing this afternoon."

As they left Dylan's office, Amelia caught his eyes following her. When she glanced back, he studied her with an expression she couldn't quite read: curiosity, maybe, or assessment. Either way, it sent an unexpected flutter through her chest.

"Don't mind the Inspector," Sammy said quietly as they walked down the hall. "He's all bark and no bite. Well, mostly no bite. He's been through a lot, but he's the best boss I've ever had."

"How long have you worked together?" Amelia asked.

"Three years. I transferred here from Glasgow after..." Sammy paused, something shadowing her expression. "After my husband died. Dylan gave me a chance when no one else would, and I've been grateful ever since."

The station was smaller than Amelia was used to, but it was efficiently organized. The main office had four desks, each with a computer and phone. A board on one wall displayed local maps, emergency contact numbers, and what appeared to be a schedule for community events. Another wall held photographs of village festivals, Highland games, and what looked like a police football team.

"That's your desk," Sammy said, indicating the workspace nearest the window. "Best view in the house—you can see the loch and keep an eye on the village square. Dylan thought you might appreciate the natural light after working in a big city."

The desk was clean but not sterile. It had a small Highland landscape photograph in a frame and a mug that read "World's Best Detective." Someone had thought to make her feel welcome.

"This is sweet," Amelia said, picking up the mug.

"That was Andrew's idea," Sammy said with a grin. "He's been looking forward to having another detective on the team. I think he's been feeling a bit outranked between you and me."

Andrew appeared with a stack of files as if summoned by his name. "These are our current cases," he said, setting them on her desk. "Though 'cases' might be a strong word. Missing cat, noise complaint about Mrs. MacPherson's rooster, and a dispute over property boundaries that's been going on since 1847."

"1847?" Amelia asked.

"Highland memories are long," Sammy explained. "Feuds get passed down through generations like family heirlooms. The Campbells and the MacLeods have argued over that land since before the potato famine."

"Speaking of which," Andrew said, lowering his voice conspiratorially, "you should probably know that Mrs. MacLeod at the bed and breakfast is considered village royalty. Her family's been here since the clans, and she knows everyone's business. Not in a gossipy way," he added quickly, "but in a protective way. She'll probably try to mother you to death."

"Too late," Amelia said with a smile. "She's already started."

"Good," Sammy said firmly. "Everyone needs a bit of mothering, especially when they're far from home."

The morning passed quickly as Sammy walked her through their computer systems, filing procedures, and local protocols. Everything was smaller than Chicago's but no less professional. Dylan ran a tight ship, and his team respected him.

At lunch, they walked to the village pub—The Highland Rose—where it seemed half the village had gathered for what Sammy called "the daily news exchange." The proprietor, a massive man with a grey beard and twinkling eyes, introduced himself as Hamish MacLeod.

"Moira's cousin," he explained, pulling pints of local ale. "She's already told me all about you, lass. Welcome to our little corner of paradise."

The pub was everything a Highland tavern should be: low ceilings, stone walls, a massive fireplace, and enough tartan to carpet a small country. The lunch crowd was a mix of locals and tourists, all talking animatedly about village business, Highland football, and the weather.

"You'll find," Sammy said, settling into a corner booth with their meals, "everyone knows everyone here. It's comforting and claustrophobic at the same time. But when trouble comes, and it does come, even here, the village pulls together like nothing you've ever seen."

"What kind of trouble?" Amelia asked, thinking of Dylan's earlier warning about secrets.

Sammy and Andrew exchanged a look. "Well," Andrew said carefully, "there was the incident with the Campbell whisky distillery two years ago. Someone was watering down their premium bottles and selling them to tourists, which nearly ruined their reputation."

"And the thing with the missing artifacts from the castle ruins," Sammy added. "Turned out to be teenagers playing treasure hunter, but it had the whole village in arms for weeks."

"Don't forget last spring's great Highland cattle rustling," Andrew said with a grin. "Though that turned out to be old Campbell's bull breaking through the fence and leading the entire herd on a walkabout."

Despite their light tone, Amelia sensed there was more they weren't saying. Dylan's warning echoed in her mind: Glenbrae may seem quiet, but it has secrets.

After lunch, they returned to the station for the promised team briefing. Dylan had changed from his uniform into civilian clothes—dark jeans and a grey wool sweater that emphasized his broad shoulders and made his eyes look even more storm-like. He looked younger in casual clothes, more approachable, though no less commanding.

"Right," he said, settling into a chair across from her desk rather than retreating to his office. "Let's talk about how we do things here. We're a small team covering a large area—not just Glenbrae, but three other villages and many empty Highland in between. We handle everything from petty theft to domestic disputes to the occasional tourist who gets lost in the mountains."

"Don't forget the sheep," Andrew added helpfully.

"Aye, the sheep," Dylan agreed with a slight smile. "You'll be amazed how often sheep feature in Highland police work. They're escape artists and have no respect for property boundaries."

"The key to policing here," Sammy said, "is understanding that we're not just law enforcement, we're part of the community. People come to us with problems that aren't always strictly legal matters. Sometimes, they just need someone to listen, mediate a dispute, or help them figure out where to turn for help."

"Community policing," Amelia said, nodding. "I've heard of it. Never really practiced it."

"You'll learn," Dylan said. "And you'll find it more rewarding than you might expect. When you prevent a problem instead of just responding to it, when you help a family stay together instead of arresting someone... it changes how you see the job."

As the afternoon wore on, they discussed procedures, jurisdictional issues, and the peculiarities of Highland law enforcement. By five o'clock, Amelia's head was spinning with new information, but she felt something she hadn't experienced in years: excitement about work.

"One last thing," Dylan said as they prepared to leave for the day. "Tomorrow's Saturday, and there's a ceilidh at the community center. Traditional Highland dancing, music, and probably more whisky than is strictly advisable. The whole village will be there, and it's a good chance for you to meet people in a social setting."

"I don't dance," Amelia said quickly.

"Neither do half the people who show up," Sammy laughed. "But it's fun anyway. And Moira will never forgive us if we don't drag you along."

"I'll pick you up at seven," Dylan said, and something in his tone made it less of a suggestion than a gentle command. "Consider it part of your community orientation."

As they filed out of the station, Amelia lingered at her desk, looking out the window at the village square. The late afternoon light was golden, painting the stone buildings in warm tones. A few children played near the monument while their parents chatted, and an elderly couple walked hand in hand down the main street.

It was peaceful, beautiful, and completely foreign to everything she'd known. But for the first time in years, she felt like she might be exactly where she was supposed to be.

"Second thoughts?" Dylan's voice made her turn. He stood in the doorway, watching her with those penetrating grey eyes.

"No," she said, surprising herself with how certain she sounded. "No second thoughts. Just... adjustment."

"It takes time," he said softly. "I felt the same way when I came back from Afghanistan. The quiet can be overwhelming when you're used to chaos."

"Is that what this is? Overwhelm?"

He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne, something clean and masculine that made her pulse quicken. "I think it's relief," he said. "Your body finally realizes it's safe enough to let its guard down."

Their eyes met and held, and momentarily, the air between them seemed charged with possibility. Then Dylan stepped back, the professional mask sliding back into place.

"I'll see you tomorrow night," he said. "And Detective Crawford? Welcome to Glenbrae. I think you're going to fit in just fine."

As she walked back to the bed and breakfast through dusk, Amelia couldn't shake the feeling that her new life would become far more complicated than she'd planned. And for the first time in years, she was looking forward to the complication.
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​Chapter 3: The Ceilidh
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Amelia stood in front of the mirror in her room at Moira's, staring at her reflection with growing panic. She'd packed for police work, not Highland social events. Her wardrobe consisted of practical blazers, dark slacks, and sensible shoes—nothing remotely appropriate for traditional Scottish dancing.

A soft knock at her door interrupted her fashion crisis. "Come in," she called, expecting Moira with evening tea.

Instead, Moira entered carrying a garment bag and wearing a conspiratorial smile. "I thought you might be having a wee wardrobe emergency," she said, laying the bag on the bed. "This belonged to my daughter Sarah. She's about your size, and she left it here the last time she visited from Edinburgh."

Amelia unzipped the bag to reveal a dress that took her breath away. It was deep forest green, made of soft wool with Celtic knotwork embroidered around the neckline in silver thread. The style was elegant but not overly formal—perfect for a village celebration.

"Moira, I can't—"

"Nonsense," Moira said firmly. "Sarah would be delighted to know it's being put to good use. And you can't go to your first ceilidh looking like you're about to interrogate someone."

Twenty minutes later, Amelia barely recognized herself. The dress fit perfectly, skimming her curves without being too tight, and the color brought out the green flecks in her hazel eyes. Moira had insisted on braiding small sections of her dark hair and weaving them with thin silver ribbons, creating an intricate pattern that looked
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