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			1

			The car was found because Ginger was jealous of his friend Jimmy.

			There were four of them in the woods that morning. It was the February break, no school for a few days. They’d taken their bikes as far as they could, then left them when the path became too overgrown, with roots and fallen branches suddenly forming a makeshift assault course. All four of them were eleven years old and in the same class. Ginger, Alan, Rick and Jimmy. Jimmy’s bike was the most expensive – his stuff always was. Clothes, backpack, bike. His parents always bought the best. His bedroom was stuffed with game consoles and the latest releases. Which was why Ginger waited till Jimmy was standing at the very edge of the deep gully, sweating and panting after all that running and jumping they’d been doing, before giving him a shove. There wasn’t much force to it. Ginger had intended that Jimmy would get a fright, maybe slide a few feet down the slope but be able to claw his way back without help while the rest of them laughed and watched and filmed. But the sides were steep and unstable, and Jimmy tumbled and skidded all the way down, falling into the mass of bracken, briar and nettles at the bottom.

			‘I didn’t do it,’ Ginger said, this being his default position in the classroom, the playground and the house he shared with his parents and two sisters. Alan was cursing under his breath as he peered over the edge. Rick had a hold of the back of Alan’s hoodie, as if fearing that Ginger wasn’t yet finished.

			‘I didn’t do it!’ Ginger repeated more loudly.

			All three of them watched as Jimmy got to his feet. He checked the backs of his hands for nettle stings, then his face, before reaching down for a severed branch.

			‘He’s coming for you,’ Alan teased Ginger.

			But Jimmy was using the branch to prod at the bracken, swishing it aside as best he could until they could all see what was hidden there.

			‘Somebody dumped a car,’ Jimmy called up to them.

			‘Cars get dumped all the time,’ Rick commented. ‘Are you okay to climb out of there?’

			But Jimmy ignored him. He was moving around the car, doing his best to uncover it. The windows were still intact, but covered in a mossy film. He tugged his sleeve over his hand and started wiping.

			The other boys looked at each other. Alan was the first to start scrambling down the gradient, Rick and Ginger following his lead.

			‘Anything worth taking?’ Alan enquired. Jimmy’s face was pressed to the glass. He tried the driver’s-side door but it was jammed.

			‘I think it’s a Polo,’ Ginger muttered. Then, to clarify: ‘The car, it’s a VW Polo.’

			Rick was rubbing moss across his palms. ‘Nettles got me,’ he complained.

			Alan had circled to the passenger side and yanked the door open. The hinges creaked their resistance.

			‘Looks empty,’ he said, climbing in. The key was in the ignition, so he turned it, but nothing happened. ‘Dead,’ he announced.

			‘Somebody nicked it and dumped it,’ Ginger concluded, growing bored already and giving one wing a kick. Rick had unzipped his fly and was urinating against a clump of ferns.

			‘Piss is good for nettle stings,’ Alan informed him, receiving a single raised finger in response. 

			Jimmy had gone to the back of the car and was pressing the release button for the boot. It opened an inch, then stuck.

			‘Help me out,’ he commanded Ginger, the pair of them flinching as the rear window shattered. They turned towards Rick, who had thrown the stone and was now grinning as he brushed dirt from his hands.

			‘Fuck’s sake!’ Jimmy yelled.

			‘Let’s get out of here,’ Rick replied. 

			Ginger was peering through the hole in the glass. ‘Something’s in the back,’ he announced, waiting until the others had joined him.

			‘Looks like a skeleton,’ Alan offered.

			‘Must be a joke or something,’ Rick said. ‘Doesn’t look real to me – does it look real to you?’

			‘What does a real one look like, Professor?’ Jimmy shot back. He was taking photos with his phone. The others dug out their own phones so they could do the same.

			‘It’s got hair,’ Ginger said. ‘Hair and a shirt.’

			‘We should hoof it,’ Rick suggested. ‘Leave it for someone else to find.’ He turned away and started scrabbling up the slope. ‘What are you waiting for?’ he called back down to the others. Ginger and Alan were looking at one another, trying to decide. Then they heard Jimmy’s voice and turned towards him. He had his phone pressed to his ear and was asking to be put through to the police. 
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			Siobhan Clarke parked on the access road, behind a line of other official vehicles. A uniformed officer checked her warrant card before indicating the route into the woods. She opened the back of her Vauxhall Astra and swapped her shoes for a pair of wellingtons.

			‘Very wise,’ the uniform said, studying his own mud-caked footwear.

			‘Not my first time,’ Clarke informed him.

			The back doors of the scene-of-crime van were open, a technician rummaging for something they needed.

			‘Is Haj in charge?’ she asked, receiving a nod of confirmation. She gave a nod of her own and kept moving. Haj Atwal was as good a crime-scene manager as Police Scotland had. Clarke’s phone vibrated in her hand. An 0131 number. There was just enough signal, so she answered.

			‘Hello?’

			Silence at the other end. She checked the screen. Call ended. Clarke didn’t recognise the number, but that didn’t surprise her. Same thing had happened three times the previous day and a couple the day before that. Wrong number, she’d assumed, but now she was beginning to wonder. She passed four bikes. The boys had been taken by car to give their statements at a police station. Their bikes would be delivered later – as long as someone remembered.

			It took her over five minutes to reach the gully. She heard the voices first, and then started to see the figures. A couple of thick ropes had been secured to nearby trees. One SOCO was climbing out of the gully, hauling himself up with effort, while another was using the adjacent rope to replace him.

			‘Survival of the fittest,’ an officer next to Clarke muttered. 

			Peering over the edge, Clarke saw the car. Much of its camouflage had been removed. Photographs were being taken, the ground around the vehicle examined. Arc lamps were being assembled, hooked up to a portable generator – early afternoon, but the light was already fading.

			‘I’m guessing a doctor wasn’t needed.’

			‘Not as such,’ the officer commented. ‘Pathologist’s down there, though.’

			Everyone in the gully wore the same white hooded overalls, but Clarke identified Deborah Quant. Quant saw her too, and gave a wave. The figure next to her seemed to ask who she was waving at, and when she replied, he held his hand up in greeting. A minute later, he was climbing out of the gully, making it look easy. He slid his hood back and held out a hand for Clarke to shake.

			‘I’m DCI Sutherland,’ he said. ‘But Graham will do. You’re DI Clarke?’

			‘Siobhan,’ Clarke said.

			‘And you’re acquainted with our local pathologist.’

			Clarke nodded. ‘What do we know about the victim?’

			‘Male. Deborah’s unwilling to say how long he’s been dead. Looks like there’s some damage to the skull.’

			Clarke made a show of studying their surroundings. ‘Not an easy place to drive to.’

			‘I’m guessing it used to be a bit more accessible than it is now. We don’t know if he was alive when he went into the gully or already trussed up in the boot.’ 

			‘How old is the car?’

			‘Not sure yet. Number plates have been removed. No sign of a tax disc, nothing in the glove box or the clothing. We’ll give it to the lab and see what they say.’

			‘It’s not some weird suicide?’

			Sutherland shrugged. ‘Deborah doesn’t think the skull damage came from the crash. It’s to the back of the head and points to a weapon rather than any other type of impact.’

			‘You said he was trussed?’

			‘Well, not exactly.’ He got busy on his phone, turning the screen towards her. The photo showed the inside of the boot, a close-up of a pair of legs and feet. Grubby jeans, looking brittle with age, and white trainers that had begun to perish. The ankles were shackled by a pair of handcuffs. Clarke looked to Sutherland for an explanation, but all he could offer was a shrug.

			The major incident team’s office was based at Leith police station. Sutherland had said he would meet Clarke there.

			‘You know the place?’ he had asked.

			‘I know it.’

			She called her own office at Gayfield Square and explained that she would be elsewhere.

			‘Seconded to MIT,’ DC Christine Esson commented. ‘Don’t think I’m not jealous.’

			‘I’ll let you know how it goes.’

			‘Probably just need you to show them where they can get hot food and a drink.’

			‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, Christine.’ Clarke hoped Esson could hear the smile. She ended the call and entered the MIT room. It was empty apart from some desks and chairs. This was the way things were now, thanks to the changes at Police Scotland – local CID reduced to a secondary role, a dedicated team parachuted in to run the show, a couple of rooms set aside for their use. Clarke didn’t know Graham Sutherland but she had heard of him. She wondered why she was on his radar. 

			There was a noise behind her and she turned. Sutherland entered the room, eyes on her. He was tall, with an athletic build. Early fifties maybe. Short fair hair, a face that had caught the sun not too long ago, a gaze that said it wouldn’t miss much. His charcoal two-button suit looked almost new, crisp white shirt, dark blue tie.

			‘Same as usual,’ he commented, studying his surroundings. ‘I’m betting the windows are stuck shut and half the sockets don’t work.’

			‘Plus some of the desk drawers can be problematic.’

			He offered her a quick smile. ‘Rest of the team will be here soon. Not sure you’ll know any of them.’

			‘Which sort of begs a question, sir …’

			‘I said to call me Graham.’

			‘I mean, if you don’t know the city, there are guides better qualified than me.’ She had folded her arms. He met her gaze.

			‘I’ve heard good things about you, Siobhan. I can find my way around Edinburgh on my own, but I’m hoping you can help me find my way around this case. And besides …’ He broke off, swallowing what he’d been about to add.

			‘Besides?’ she nudged him.

			‘I know you had a run-in with ACU. You’re not the first and you won’t be the last.’ He took a step towards her, angling his head slightly. ‘Way I look at it, cops are like family. ACU need reminding of that.’

			‘I’m not a charity case, Graham.’

			He nodded slowly. Voices could be heard climbing the stairs. ‘The real charity cases are about to walk through that door. We’ll get the introductions out of the way and then start work – okay?’

			‘Okay.’

			Clarke locked the lavatory door and sat down, tapping the names into her phone so she would remember them. There was another DI – Callum Reid. He had red hair and freckles and looked young enough to be Clarke’s son. He’d come into the room holding a map, which he had unfolded and pinned to the wall. It showed the woods and the villages and towns around them.

			‘This’ll have to do till we can get hold of a whiteboard,’ he had announced.

			Sutherland had given Clarke a look to say this was entirely expected of Reid. Mr Efficiency, she typed into her phone next to his name. The two detective sergeants had the vague look of a comedy duo from 1970s TV. George Gamble was a portly figure in a three-piece check suit, all of it topped by a ruddy face and an unruly mop of hair. Tess Leighton was a good three inches taller than him and so thin Clarke wondered about anorexia. Her complexion was almost bleached, with dark hollows beneath her eyes. The two DCs on the other hand seemed like brother and sister. They were both fair-haired and of similar height and age, probably still in their mid-twenties. Phil Yeats introduced himself by specifying that his name was ‘like the poet, not the wine lodge’.

			‘He never tires of explaining,’ DC Emily Crowther added, shaking Clarke’s hand.

			The team had only recently come together, hand-picked by Sutherland, who himself hadn’t led more than a handful of major investigations. As he’d explained this to Clarke, she had caught a subtext: So don’t let me down. Then they had all gathered in front of the map, Callum Reid circling the woods with a thick black marker.

			Having finished listing the names of her new colleagues as she sat in the toilet stall, Clarke tapped the edge of her phone against her chin. At least now she knew why she had been brought in: to show ACU that cops stuck together. ACU: Police Scotland’s Anti-Corruption Unit. They’d spent the best part of half a year trying to pin something on Clarke. They were finished with her now, but she reckoned they’d be back. She knew it rankled with them that they’d not got the result they wanted. You’re not the first and you won’t be the last. Sutherland had been telling her that he too had fallen foul of ACU at some point in the past. Was her secondment merely his way of sticking two fingers up at his old tormentors? She hoped not. He’d said he had heard good things about her. Bloody right, too – she was a good cop, a good detective, most of it learned the hard way. 

			Her phone started to thrum. Incoming call. This time a name came up instead of a number. She was half smiling as she answered.

			‘I was just thinking about you,’ she said.

			‘Was it a Polo?’ John Rebus sounded agitated.

			‘What?’

			‘The car in the woods. You need to check if it was a red Volkswagen Polo.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Radio says there was a body inside.’

			Clarke’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you telling me you think you know who it is?’

			‘I’m not saying it is, I’m saying it might be.’

			‘And you’re going to tell me?’

			There was a moment’s silence. ‘They’ve given you the case?’

			‘I’m attached to MIT.’

			‘Good for you. So you’re down in Leith?’ She couldn’t help but smile, and he seemed to sense it. ‘See, I might be long retired, but the brain’s still active.’

			‘The brain might be active, but you’re not.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘Only one of us is the detective these days. So give me a name and I’ll check it out.’

			‘I blame modern technology, you know.’

			‘For what?’

			‘The short memories your generation have. You’ve forgotten how to store information.’

			‘John …’ She sighed. ‘Just tell me the name.’

			‘You’ve not even asked how I’m keeping.’

			‘I saw you last month.’

			‘Maybe my situation’s deteriorated.’

			‘Has it?’

			‘Not so you’d notice.’

			‘That’s good to hear.’ She paused. ‘John? You still there?’

			‘I’m on my way.’

			‘That’s not how it—’ But Rebus had ended the call.

			Clarke got up and unlocked the cubicle door, rinsing her hands before making her way back to the office. The team were trying to look busy while waiting for equipment and ancillary staff to arrive. Reid was stressing the need for a TV or monitor of some kind so they could keep an eye on the media’s treatment of the story. Leighton was adding that someone should check social media, as a source of information and rumour. They were one desk short, so Yeats and Crowther were sharing. They didn’t seem to mind, chatting among themselves until they noticed that Graham Sutherland had finished the phone call he’d been on.

			‘Deborah Quant says we need a forensic anthropologist. She’s contacting …’ he looked at the note he’d scribbled to himself, ‘Aubrey Hamilton. Based in Dundee apparently.’

			‘But there’ll be an autopsy?’ Callum Reid asked. He was standing by his map as if to make sure no one else claimed ownership.

			Sutherland nodded. ‘With Hamilton assisting Professor Quant. Meantime, the kids’ prints have been taken for purposes of elimination. I think Haj wants them terminated rather than eliminated – stomping all over his crime scene, leaving broken glass everywhere.’ 

			‘What do we make of the handcuffs?’ George Gamble had removed his suit jacket and sat with his thumbs tucked into the pockets of his waistcoat.

			‘Good question.’ Sutherland looked at each of them in turn. ‘Any ideas?’

			‘They seem to be good quality,’ Tess Leighton drawled. She sat very upright on her chair, like a disapproving Miss Jean Brodie.

			‘They’re proper,’ Sutherland agreed.

			‘Meaning police issue?’

			‘We don’t know that yet.’

			‘But around the ankles,’ Callum Reid said, shaking his head. ‘Doesn’t make sense.’

			‘Unless you want to stop someone running away,’ Phil Yeats added.

			Sutherland ran a finger thoughtfully down the bridge of his nose. ‘Anything to add, Siobhan?’

			Clarke cleared her throat. ‘I’ve got a source who thinks he might have a name for us.’

			There was a sudden energy in the room. Reid forgot about his map and marched in Clarke’s direction. ‘Go on then,’ he demanded.

			‘He wouldn’t tell me.’

			‘Then let’s go talk to him!’ Reid looked towards Sutherland, expecting a nod or a word, but his boss’s eyes were on Clarke.

			‘Who is it exactly you’ve been speaking to, Siobhan?’

			‘He’s an ex-cop. Been retired a few years. And if I know him, he’ll be turning up here in the next ten or fifteen minutes.’

			‘Feel like telling us a bit about him before that happens?’

			‘In ten or fifteen minutes?’ Clarke gave a little snort. ‘I doubt I’d be able to do him justice.’

			Sutherland leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. ‘Give it a try anyway.’ 

			‘They wouldn’t let me past the front desk,’ Rebus complained as Clarke led him up the stairs. ‘Time was …’

			Clarke stopped, turning to face him. ‘Are you okay, John? I mean, really?’

			‘I’ve still got COPD, if that’s what you’re asking. It doesn’t go away.’

			‘I know. It gets worse.’

			‘But somehow I’m still here.’ Rebus stretched out his arms. ‘Like the proverbial …’

			‘Bad penny? Bull in a china shop?’

			‘I think I was going to say “ghost in the machine” until I realised it’s not exactly a proverb.’ He paused, studying his surroundings. ‘Just like old times.’

			‘Nothing like old times, John,’ she cautioned him, starting up the stairs again. Rebus was breathing heavily by the time they reached the landing. He took a moment to compose himself, patting his pocket to check he had his inhaler.

			‘I kicked the cigarettes, once and for all,’ he informed Clarke.

			‘And the booze?’

			‘Just the odd tincture, m’lud.’ Pulling back his shoulders and fixing a look on his face that she recognised of old, he breezed past her into the room. Sutherland was already on his feet. He met Rebus in the middle of the floor and gripped his hand.

			‘Not every day you meet a legend,’ he said.

			‘Me or you?’ Rebus responded. Sutherland gave a half-smile before leading Rebus towards the waiting chair. Phil Yeats was leaning against the wall; it was his chair Rebus was settling on. Sutherland sat at his desk, hands clasped.

			‘Siobhan tells us you might have some information, John. We’re grateful to you for coming in.’

			‘You might not be when you hear the name. It was 2006.’ Rebus broke off and gestured towards Callum Reid. ‘You’d have been in short pants, son.’ Then, to Sutherland: ‘Is it bring your kid to work week or something?’

			‘DI Reid is older than he looks.’ Sutherland was still trying for levity, but Clarke could tell it wasn’t going to last. His tone alerted Rebus, who scanned the room again. ‘Short memories, like I was telling Siobhan. If I’m right, your car most likely belongs to Stuart Bloom.’ He waited, watching as Sutherland’s brow furrowed.

			‘I was still in Inverness in 2006,’ the DCI eventually said.

			‘How about you, Siobhan?’ Rebus held up a finger. ‘Actually, I can help you there – you were on secondment in Fife. Three months, I think, which tied in almost exactly with the case.’

			‘The private investigator?’ Clarke was nodding to herself. ‘I remember us talking about it. He did a vanishing act.’

			‘That’s the one,’ Rebus said. ‘Ringing any bells?’ He looked around the room but was met by blank faces. Callum Reid, however, was already busy on his phone, starting a search of the name on the internet. The others realised what he was doing and followed suit. All except Sutherland, whose own phone had started buzzing. He pressed it to his ear.

			‘DCI Sutherland,’ he said. His eyes were fixed on Rebus as he listened. Having thanked the caller, he waved his phone in Rebus’s direction. ‘Members of the public have been in touch. Other members of the public, I should say. Three of them gave the same name you just did.’

			‘Private investigator from Edinburgh,’ Reid intoned, reading from his screen as he skimmed it. ‘Disappeared in March of 2006. His partner was questioned—’

			‘Business partner?’ Sutherland interrupted.

			‘Lover,’ Rebus corrected him. ‘Stuart Bloom was gay. Boyfriend happened to be the son of a Glaswegian murder squad detective called Alex Shankley.’

			‘The boyfriend was a suspect?’ Sutherland asked.

			‘No shortage of those,’ Rebus stated. ‘But when there’s no sign of foul play and a body fails to turn up …’

			Sutherland had risen from his chair and walked over to the map, studying it. Rebus joined him.

			‘Would those woods have been searched?’ He watched Rebus give a slow nod.

			‘More than once, I think.’

			Sutherland half turned towards him. ‘And why is that?’

			‘Because of who owned them.’

			‘Spit it out, John,’ Sutherland snapped, patience at an end.

			‘The man Stuart Bloom was working for. A film producer called Jackie Ness. Ness’s house is the far side of the woods from the road.’ Rebus peered at the map, eventually pressing his finger against a particular spot. ‘There, more or less,’ he said. ‘And “house” might be doing it a disservice – more like a mansion.’

			‘Ness still lives there?’ Sutherland watched Rebus shrug. He turned towards the room. ‘Get me that information,’ he demanded of no one and everyone.

			‘A computer would be handy,’ Phil Yeats said. ‘My notebook’s in the car. I could go fetch it.’

			Sutherland nodded. Then, for Rebus’s benefit: ‘It’s what laptops are called these days.’

			‘I know that,’ Rebus retorted. ‘So what happens now?’

			Sutherland grew thoughtful. ‘You worked the original inquiry. Be helpful to know what you know.’

			‘Always assuming,’ Tess Leighton added, ‘it really is this guy Bloom’s car, and him in the boot.’

			‘We need to keep an open mind,’ Sutherland agreed. ‘But meantime, maybe John could give a statement, just to keep everything tidy. I’m assuming the paperwork is in storage somewhere?’

			‘CCU probably took most of it,’ Rebus said casually, pretending to study the map.

			‘CCU?’

			‘I know it’s called ACU these days, but it was the Counter-Corruption Unit in 2006. Wee history lesson might be needed for some of you. This was long before Police Scotland. We still had the eight regional forces then—’

			‘Why would CCU be involved, John?’ Sutherland interrupted.

			Rebus made show of thinking for a moment. ‘Well,’ he eventually said, ‘we somehow managed to make a complete fucking mess of things. CCU was just the icing on the cake, so to speak.’

			‘He’s not wrong,’ Callum Reid said, eyes fixed on his phone, thumb busy. ‘Bloom’s family made over a dozen complaints during the inquiry and after. Just last year they were at it again.’

			Rebus nodded slowly, eyes on Sutherland. ‘Be a lot simpler if it turned out to be just about anyone in that car other than Stuart Bloom. Any chance that it was a suicide?’

			‘I think we can pretty much rule that out. Someone covered the car with branches and bracken.’

			‘He might have done that before climbing into the boot, if he really didn’t want to be found.’

			George Gamble gave a gravelly chuckle. ‘Ever come across a suicide handcuffed at the ankles?’

			‘Handcuffed?’ Rebus looked from Sutherland to Siobhan Clarke and back again.

			‘I’m not sure we want that particular detail made public just yet.’ Sutherland glared at Gamble.

			‘Police handcuffs?’ Rebus pressed.

			Sutherland held up a hand, palm towards Rebus. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Maybe we should sit down and you can tell us the story.’

			‘Cup of tea wouldn’t go amiss.’

			Sutherland nodded and turned his attention to Clarke. ‘Siobhan, you’re the one with the local knowledge …’

			‘There’s a café across the street. Probably the best option.’

			Sutherland produced a twenty-pound note from his pocket and held it out for her to take.

			‘Hang on,’ she complained. ‘You want me to go?’

			‘I’m delegating,’ he said with a sly look. 

			She snatched the note from him and walked over to Emily Crowther. ‘Off you go then, DC Crowther.’

			Crowther scowled and seemed reluctant to take the money, so Clarke placed it on the desk, sliding it towards her.

			‘Nicely delegated,’ Rebus commented with a thin smile. Then, to Graham Sutherland: ‘Where do you want me to start?’
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			A street of bungalows in Blackhall, quietly residential apart from drivers keen to avoid the adjacent – and busier – Queensferry Road. Rebus pushed open the wrought-iron gate. No sound from its hinges, the garden to either side of the flagstone path well tended. Two bins – one landfill, one garden waste – had already been placed on the pavement outside. None of the neighbours had got round to it yet. Rebus rang the doorbell and waited. The door was eventually opened by a man the same age as him, though he looked half a decade younger. Bill Rawlston had kept himself trim since retirement, and the eyes behind the half-moon spectacles retained their keen intelligence.

			‘John Rebus,’ he said, a sombre look on his face as he studied Rebus from top to toe.

			‘Have you heard?’

			Rawlston’s mouth twitched. ‘Of course I have. But nobody’s saying it’s him yet.’

			‘Only a matter of time.’

			‘Aye, I suppose so.’ Rawlston gave a sigh and stepped back into the hall. ‘You better come in then. Tea or something that bit stronger?’

			‘Tea will be fine.’

			Rawlston glanced over his shoulder as he headed for the kitchen. ‘First time I’ve known you to turn one down.’

			‘I seem to have picked up a wee dose of COPD.’

			‘What’s that when it’s at home?’

			‘Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease – known as emphysema in the old days.’

			‘Trust you to get something that has the word COP in it.’

			‘Aye, I feel like I drew a winning ticket there.’

			‘Well, I’m sorry all the same. Neither “chronic” nor “obstructive” sounds like a top prize.’

			‘How about you, Bill?’ Rebus asked.

			‘Beth died last year. Smoked a pack a day all her adult life. Then she trips and hits her head and a blood clot gets her. Would you credit it?’

			The kitchen was immaculate. Lunchtime’s soup bowl and side plate had been washed and were sitting on the drainer. The plastic container the soup had been in had also been rinsed – there’d be a recycling bin outside the back door waiting to receive it.

			‘Sugar?’ Rawlston asked. ‘I can’t remember.’

			‘Just milk, thanks.’ Not that Rebus was planning on drinking the tea; he was awash with the stuff after his trip to Leith. But the making of the drinks had given him time to size up Bill Rawlston. And Rawlston, too, he knew, would have been using the time to do some thinking.

			‘Just through here,’ Rawlston told his guest, handing over a mug and leading the way. The living room was small, a dining room off. Family photos, ornaments and a bookcase stocked with paperbacks and DVDs. Rebus made a show of studying the shelves.

			‘You don’t hear much of Alistair MacLean these days,’ he commented.

			‘Probably a good reason for that. Sit down and tell me what’s on your mind.’

			There was an occasional table next to Rawlston’s favoured armchair. Two remote controls and a phone, plus a spare pair of glasses. The colourful paintings on the walls probably reflected Beth’s taste rather than her husband’s. Rebus perched on the edge of the sofa, mug cupped in both hands.

			‘If it is him, it’s likely a murder case. From the description of the body, he was probably already dead all the time we were looking for him.’

			‘The body was found in Poretoun Woods?’

			Rebus nodded.

			‘We searched those woods, John, you know that. We had dozens of men … spent hundreds of hours …’

			‘I remember.’

			Stuart Bloom had lived in Comely Bank, to the north of the city centre. The nearest police station to his home was the Lothian and Borders Police HQ on Fettes Avenue – colloquially known as ‘the Big House’ – so that was where they’d based the inquiry team, in two rooms usually used for meetings of the top brass. DCI Bill Rawlston had been put in charge, with Rebus and half a dozen other CID officers under him. At the first briefing, Rawlston had informed the group that this was his last year before retirement.

			‘You and me both,’ Rebus had interrupted. Rawlston had locked eyes with him.

			‘So I want a result here. No slacking. No tipping off the media. No back-stabbing. If you want to play politics, there’s a parliament waiting for you down the road. Understood?’

			But there had been slacking, and whispers to favoured journalists, and fronts stabbed when backs were not available. The team had never quite gelled, never become a family.

			Rawlston placed his mug on the table next to him. ‘Say it is him …’

			‘They’ll open a murder inquiry,’ Rebus stated. ‘And the media will go digging out all the old stories, which our lot will already be looking at afresh. Then there’s his family to consider.’

			‘They were at me again last year, did you hear?’ Rawlston watched Rebus nod. ‘As far as they’re concerned, the whole thing was a conspiracy from the start, with us bang in the middle of it. Well, they finally got their official apology from the Big Chief.’

			‘Just before he was kicked into touch.’

			‘He said we’d behaved with “institutional arrogance” in the way we dealt with all their bloody complaints. The nerve of the man …’

			‘Nobody ever proved we got the inquiry wrong, though,’ Rebus felt it necessary to add. Then, when Rawlston said nothing: ‘I seem to recall the mother was best described as feisty.’

			Rawlston gave a hoot. ‘We worked ourselves into the ground, and not one bit of thanks.’

			‘Quite the reverse, in fact.’

			‘I loved my job, John, but by the end, I was as relieved as hell to walk away.’ Rawlston paused. ‘How about you?’

			‘They had to drag me out. Even then, I went back in for a while, working cold cases.’

			‘And now?’

			Rebus exhaled. ‘Washed up seems to be the general consensus.’

			‘So what brings you here?’

			‘Just thought you should know. There’s a team already up and running. I spoke to them earlier, so now they know at least a bit of the story. But they’ll be dusting off the case files, and at some point they’ll interview the family … and the original inquiry team.’ Rebus’s voice died away.

			‘We’re going to have to defend ourselves all over again.’ Rawlston seemed to be staring at something beyond the living room walls. ‘I think I knew from the start that it was one of those cases you take to the grave. In my case, sooner rather than later.’

			Rebus took a moment to respond. ‘How long have you got?’

			‘Six months to a year. I’m told I look as good as I ever did. I still exercise and eat my greens … take the various tablets.’ Rawlston managed a wry smile. ‘Never smoked in my life, but I spent thirty years married to someone who did. Would you credit it? And here’s what’s waiting for me at the end – all that old shite coming back to haunt me.’ He looked at Rebus. ‘You able to keep your ear to the ground, John? Let me know how it plays out?’

			Rebus nodded. ‘I reckon I can do that.’

			‘They’re out to bury us, you know. They don’t want the likes of us around. We smell of old days and old ways.’

			‘You said earlier about a conspiracy with us in the middle …’ Rebus had placed his untouched mug on the carpet and was rising to his feet. ‘So what would you say if I told you the body in the car was wearing handcuffs?’

			‘Handcuffs?’

			‘Forensics will soon know if they were police issue. Doesn’t mean they came from a cop, of course.’

			‘The Chuggabugs?’

			Rebus gave a shrug. ‘You ever hear from them?’

			‘They came to Beth’s funeral. Didn’t stay for the drinks, though.’

			‘Are they still on the force?’

			‘We didn’t really speak.’ Rawlston rose to his feet, straightening his shoulders and pulling back his head. But Rebus knew now, knew it was for show. The man was in pain, and the pain wasn’t going anywhere.

			‘I was conscientious, John,’ he said quietly. ‘I did everything I could to the best of my abilities. Maybe that was never going to be enough for some people, but if there’s anything you can do … anything to stop them flushing my reputation down the crapper …’

			Rebus found himself nodding slowly, the two men locking eyes, knowing neither was being completely truthful at this meeting.

			‘Not just your reputation, Bill,’ Rebus said, watching as Rawlston stepped in so close he feared for a moment that a hug was imminent. But there was a pat on the forearm instead.

			‘I’ll see you out,’ Bill Rawlston said quietly.

			Having finally found a parking space for his Saab, Rebus was a few steps from his tenement on Arden Street when he heard a car door open behind him.

			‘Wondered when I’d be seeing you,’ he said to Siobhan Clarke.

			‘Can I come up?’

			‘Brillo needs a walk.’

			‘Then I’ll keep you company.’

			He reached a hand out towards her, his keys dangling from one finger. ‘His lead’s hanging in the hall. Keech bags in the kitchen drawer beneath the kettle.’

			She took the keys. ‘What’s the matter, old-timer – stairs too much for you?’

			‘Can’t see the point when there are younger legs available.’

			Clarke unlocked the tenement door and headed in. She was right, though – the two flights of unforgiving Edinburgh stairs were becoming a definite issue. More and more he’d have to pause at the first landing, maybe for a puff from the inhaler. He’d considered selling up and buying something at ground level, either a main-door flat or a bungalow. Maybe he still would. 

			Brillo was barking with excitement as Clarke led him back down to where the outside world with its plethora of sights and smells was waiting.

			‘The Meadows?’ she guessed, attempting to hand the lead to Rebus.

			‘The Meadows it is,’ he said, stuffing his hands into his pockets and walking off.

			‘I’m not great with dogs,’ Clarke cautioned, as Brillo strained against his leash.

			‘You’re doing fine,’ Rebus assured her. The sky was clear, the temperature not much above zero. A group of students passed them, swinging carrier bags filled with bottles.

			‘Your flat could do with a tidy,’ Clarke stated.

			‘You were only supposed to go in the kitchen.’

			‘Your kitchen could do with a tidy,’ she corrected herself.

			‘Are you offering?’

			‘I’m a bit busy these days. I just thought maybe with Deborah and everything …’

			‘Professor Quant and myself are taking a bit of a break.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘It’s not that we fell out or anything. In fact, I should probably blame you.’

			‘Why?’

			‘For keeping her so busy.’ Rebus paused. ‘Your man Sutherland looks pretty useful.’

			‘No complaints so far.’

			‘Only day one, Siobhan – plenty fuck-ups ahead. What about the rest of his crew?’

			‘They seem fine.’

			‘Shouldn’t you be with them right now, bonding over a few post-work drinks?’

			‘You know why I’m here, John.’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘I want to hear the whole story.’

			‘You don’t think that’s what I gave Sutherland?’

			‘First time for everything, I suppose.’

			‘I didn’t lie, though, give me credit for that. Any progress since I left?’

			‘Not really.’ She took a deep breath. ‘So Stuart Bloom was a private eye, employed by a man called Jackie Ness to find out about a land deal. Ness had a long-time rivalry with another businessman called Adrian Brand …’

			‘Now Sir Adrian Brand.’

			‘Brand wanted a chunk of green-belt land so he could build a golf course; Ness reckoned the same land would be perfect for a film studio. He thought Brand might be lining pockets to clinch the deal, but he needed proof …’

			‘Enter Stuart Bloom.’

			‘Trained as a journalist, studied computers and how to hack into them. Was in a fairly open relationship with a lecturer called …’

			‘Derek Shankley.’

			‘Shankley’s father Alex was Glasgow CID …’

			‘Murder squad to be precise.’ They had reached Melville Drive. The Meadows lay before them, a large tree-edged playing field with the old infirmary and the university beyond it. Rebus reached down and unclipped Brillo’s lead. The small, wiry dog bounded off. Clarke and Rebus stayed where they were, half watching as Brillo slowed and began nosing his territory.

			‘The night Bloom went missing,’ Clarke continued, ‘he’d just made a report to Jackie Ness at Ness’s home.’

			‘The palatial Poretoun House,’ Rebus agreed.

			‘Which happens to be next to Poretoun Woods. And it turns out those woods are where Bloom’s body has been lying all these years.’

			‘If it’s him.’

			‘If it’s him,’ Clarke conceded. ‘Tess Leighton is putting in a late shift to check other missing persons from the period.’ She turned her head towards him. ‘And CCU became involved because …?’

			‘For one thing, the family had complained we weren’t putting in enough effort. They had the lover down as a suspect and thought we’d gone too easy on him.’

			‘Because of who his father was?’

			‘Alex Shankley was a hairy-arsed Glasgow cop. A man’s man. Football on a Saturday, roast dinner on a Sunday. Spent his days chasing knife gangs and scumbags.’ Rebus broke off.

			‘And ashamed of his son?’

			‘Maybe. I don’t know. But word went around that it would be appreciated if we could try to keep mentions of Derek to a minimum. Wouldn’t be so easy these days, but we had our fair share of friendly journalists back then.’

			‘Hang on, though. Bloom trained as a journalist. Wouldn’t the press be keen to find out what had happened to one of their own?’

			Rebus shrugged. ‘He wasn’t in the trade long enough to make friends.’

			‘Okay, so what about the meeting with Jackie Ness?’

			‘A regular update at the mansion. Bloom’s instructions were to keep doing what he’d been doing.’

			‘And what had he been doing?’

			‘Asking around; buying a few drinks; accessing computers …’

			‘When he disappeared, you looked at his computer?’

			‘Not me personally, but the team did. He didn’t have an office as such, worked out of his flat. Never found his laptop, though – or should I say “notebook”. Didn’t find his phone either. All we knew was, in the weeks after he disappeared, he didn’t open any emails, didn’t make any calls, and withdrew no money from a cashpoint.’

			‘Did you think he was dead?’

			Rebus nodded. ‘Fight with his lover; picked up the wrong stranger from a club; ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

			‘Say he’d tried breaking into Adrian Brand’s home, or maybe his office,’ Clarke speculated.

			‘We interviewed everyone we could, most of them more than once. Wasn’t as much CCTV back then, but even so, it was hard to just disappear into thin air. We were waiting for someone to talk, but no one did.’

			‘His parents are on their way here,’ Clarke said with a sigh.

			‘From where?’

			‘They live near Dumfries these days.’

			‘You think they can make the identification?’

			‘More likely it’ll be down to DNA. But Graham is asking Jackie Ness to look at the clothing. He was apparently the last person to see Bloom. Derek Shankley’s being asked, too. You remember what Bloom was wearing the night he vanished?’

			Rebus shook his head.

			‘According to the newspaper reports, a red check shirt, denim jacket and blue jeans – same gear we found on the body in the Polo.’ She stared at him. ‘I need to know what you’re not telling me, John.’

			‘We’ve pretty much covered it.’

			‘I don’t think so.’

			‘It’s good to see you, Shiv. I just wish it didn’t have to end like this.’

			Her eyes widened slightly. ‘Like what?’

			Rebus nodded towards where Brillo had paused to squat. ‘With you being the one who’s got the keech bag.’

			Clarke’s phone started vibrating. She tried for a disappointed look as she handed Rebus the small black polythene bag. ‘I’d better take this,’ she said.

			When Rebus returned with Brillo now back on his lead, he asked her who’d called.

			‘It’s nothing,’ she said, not managing to hide her exasperation.

			‘Doesn’t sound like nothing.’

			‘I’ve had a few calls, 0131, but when I answer, they just hang up.’

			‘Not a number you recognise?’ He watched as she shook her head. ‘Tried phoning back?’

			‘One time. No answer.’

			‘It didn’t go to an answering machine or anything?’ Rebus gestured towards her phone. ‘Give it another shot. Keep you busy while I walk over to that bin.’

			By the time he’d dumped the bag, she was walking towards him.

			‘Someone picked up,’ she explained. ‘It’s a phone box on the Canongate.’

			‘So who was on the other end?’

			‘Sounded like a tourist. Said they were just passing.’

			‘Bit of a mystery then. How many did you say you’ve had?’

			‘I don’t know. Ten, twelve, something like that.’

			‘All from the same number?’

			She checked her screen for recent calls. ‘Two different numbers.’

			‘So check out the other one, maybe that’ll give you the answer. That’s what a detective would do, DI Clarke.’ They shared a momentary smile, but then Rebus started coughing.

			‘Cold weather’s a bugger,’ he explained.

			‘You’re doing okay, though?’

			‘Seem to have survived another winter. Annual spirometry test last week – lungs at seventy per cent.’

			‘Winter’s not quite over yet – supposed to be snow on the way from Russia, maybe a lot of it.’

			‘A good reason to stay indoors.’

			‘You’ve dropped a bit of weight, that must be helping.’

			‘Who can afford food on a police pension? There are positives, though.’

			‘Such as?’

			‘If I catch an infection, it could be the death of me – the perfect excuse not to be sociable. Plus, I can’t visit any big polluted cities like London.’

			‘You had plans to go there?’

			‘Not on your life.’ Rebus’s eyes shifted to Brillo. ‘I know about ACU, by the way,’ he admitted.

			‘How?’

			‘You’re not the only cop I talk to. Why didn’t you say?’

			‘What was there to say?’

			‘Jesus, Shiv, the number of times I was carpeted, I’m a walking encyclopedia on how to deal with those arseholes.’

			‘Maybe I wanted to do it on my terms rather than yours. Besides, it was no big deal. They were fishing, that was all, like CCU in the Stuart Bloom case.’ She paused for a beat. ‘Unless you and yours really were hiding something?’

			‘No comment, your honour.’ They stood in silence for the better part of thirty seconds. A single night-time jogger was out; traffic was light; a couple of dogs had started a barking contest on nearby Bruntsfield Links, causing Brillo’s ears to prick up.

			‘If you’re not too scared of germs,’ Rebus eventually said, ‘we could go back to mine for a cup of coffee.’

			But Clarke was shaking her head. ‘I should be getting home. I’ll probably see Deborah tomorrow; anything you want me to say to her?’

			‘Nothing I can’t tell her myself.’ Rebus paused. ‘Just don’t mention the kitchen.’

			Clarke reasoned that Canongate was on her way home anyway, so she turned right at North Bridge and looked for phone boxes. A brace of them stood in front of a kilt shop, not far from John Knox’s House. This was still tourist territory. She kept driving and found the street getting quieter – seemingly darker, too – as she neared its foot, where the contemporary architecture of the Scottish Parliament faced off against the ancient scowl of the Palace of Holyrood directly across the road. Driving around the roundabout, she retraced her route. The kilt shop phone boxes were the only ones she’d seen, so she pulled her car in next to them and got out. Neither looked exactly enticing, their windows spattered and misted by the residue of flyers that had been only partially removed. 

			She took out her own phone and called the number. The ringing came from the box right next to her. She cancelled the call and yanked open the door. The aroma of urine was very faint, but still caught in her nostrils. She gave the interior a good look, including its floor, but saw nothing to interest her. Closing the door again, she tapped the second unknown number into her phone. Sure enough, the ringing this time came from the companion booth. Clarke looked up and down the street, craning her neck to check all the windows above street level. Her phone listed the dates and times of the various calls. Two in the early afternoon, most between seven and nine in the evening, one at midnight. Someone local? Using a public telephone so as to remain untraceable? It struck her as an old-fashioned solution. If you wanted to stay anonymous, you could do so on a mobile; you just had to withhold your number. But there were ways of getting past that. All police detectives knew as much. Was someone in trouble? Or had someone been given her number by mistake? Maybe they kept expecting a male voice at the other end. Or else it was some random crank. She’d even heard of automated calls, just checking that lines and systems were working. It could be anything.

			There was a pub called McKenzie’s across the road and she was tempted. But she had plenty of gin at home, plus the necessary tonic water and lemon. A man had emerged from the dimly lit interior to smoke a cigarette. She walked over to him and nodded a greeting.

			‘This your local?’ she asked.

			‘Aye.’

			‘Ever noticed anyone using those phone boxes?’ She pointed towards them.

			He drew in some smoke and held it before exhaling. ‘Who the hell uses a phone box these days?’

			‘Not everyone has a mobile.’

			‘You could have fooled me. You the police?’

			‘I might be.’

			‘So what’s going on?’

			‘Just some nuisance calls.’

			‘Heavy breathing, you mean? Christ, that takes me back. Happened to my wife once. Years ago, mind.’

			‘What about the pub – any new faces turned up recently?’

			‘It’s mostly Americans and Chinese, looking for coffee and something to eat. Place makes more money from meals than drink these days. Want me to keep my eyes peeled?’

			‘I’d appreciate it.’ She found a business card in her pocket. ‘I’m based at Gayfield Square. They can always get a message to me.’

			‘Siobhan’s a nice name,’ he said, peering at the card.

			‘My parents thought so.’

			‘Can I buy you a drink, Siobhan?’

			Clarke made show of scowling. ‘What would your wife say?’

			‘She’d say, “Robbie, I never knew you still had it in you.”’

			He was still chuckling as Clarke headed back to her car.

			She drove the length of her street without finding a parking space, so ended up around the corner on a yellow line. There was a POLICE sign she could place on the dashboard, but it was, she knew from experience, an invitation to vandals, so instead she decided she’d remember to move the Astra before the wardens started their morning shift. A few late-night revellers were heading down Broughton Street with their fast-food containers, voices raucous with laughter. Music was pumping from one of the windows above her – but from the tenement opposite hers, praise be. There was someone sitting in a parked car. Their face had been illuminated by the screen of their phone, but the car interior was dark by the time Clarke found her key and unlocked her door. She made sure it clicked shut behind her. 

			The stairwell was well lit and uncluttered, no mail waiting for her other than the usual advertising bumf. She climbed to her landing, unlocked the door to her flat and flicked on the hall light. She wondered what it would be like to be welcomed by Brillo or another dog. Nice to have something to come home to, maybe. In the kitchen, she filled the kettle. Rebus’s own kitchen hadn’t been that bad, she decided, noticing the dishes in her sink. While the water boiled, she headed through to the living room, pausing at the window. She could just make out the car below, its front driver’s-side window illuminated again. She watched as the window slid down, a hand and wrist emerging, the phone pointed towards her tenement door. A single flash as a photograph was taken.

			‘What the hell?’ Clarke muttered. She watched for a further moment, then stalked back into the hall, snatching up her keys and heading for the stairs. The car’s engine was running by the time she hauled open the tenement door. Headlamps lit, wheels turning as it began to leave its parking spot. She couldn’t make out the driver, no idea if they were male or female. As it pulled away, she stumbled over the kerb, taking a minute to right herself, by which time the car had turned into Broughton Street and was gone. No make, no number plate. She stared at the gap where the car had been, and decided to move her own.

			‘Silver lining, Siobhan,’ she told herself, making for the corner. 
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			The mortuary car park was almost full by the time Clarke arrived. She’d grabbed a coffee from her local café and carried it with her as she made for the staff entrance. Most of the attendants knew her and gave nods of welcome as she walked down the corridor. The autopsy suite was one floor up, so she climbed the stairs, opening the last door she came to. It led to the viewing area. There were two rows of benches, a glass panel separating the spectators from the room where the actual work was done. Sutherland’s team had already gathered. They were concentrating on the ceiling-mounted loudspeaker as Professors Deborah Quant and Aubrey Hamilton discussed procedure. Both women wore regulation gowns, foot protectors, masks, caps and goggles. Quant was the taller, which was useful when they had their backs to the viewing room. Mortuary staff fussed around them with stainless-steel implements and bowls and various sizes of clear plastic specimen pouch. Scales had been fetched, though Clarke very much doubted there’d be anything in the way of vital organs to weigh. Graham Sutherland wasn’t the only one to cast an envious eye at Clarke’s coffee.

			‘What have I missed?’ she asked.

			‘Clothing’s in the process of being removed.’ He handed a set of photographs to her. An identical set was being perused by one of the mortuary technicians. They showed Stuart Bloom at various ages and in a range of poses. In one of the later ones, he appeared to be wearing the same jacket and shirt from the night he’d gone missing. Stepping closer to the glass, Clarke saw that the denim jacket and check shirt had been sliced cleanly in sections from the cadaver, though not without taking some skin in the process. What was left on the slab looked like a prop from a horror film. Tweezers were removing samples of hair, eyebrows and a fingernail, along with bits of glass from the shattered window.

			‘Apparently the wildlife have had a go at him down the years,’ Sutherland commented.

			‘I thought the boot was closed, car windows intact?’

			He looked at her. ‘I mean bugs and the like. They smell decay, they’re always going to find a way.’

			Pathologist and anthropologist were now studying the skull, Quant circling the area of damage with her finger. They moved on to the jaw, examining the teeth.

			‘Dental records,’ Clarke said. Sutherland nodded his agreement and turned towards George Gamble. While the other detectives were on their feet, Gamble had decided to stay seated, pudgy hands resting on thick knees.

			‘They’re on their way,’ Gamble obliged.

			Sutherland’s eyes met Clarke’s. ‘CCU agreed to release the case files. A couple of dozen boxes and about as many computer disks. It’s all coming to us from the warehouse.’

			‘Joy of joys,’ Tess Leighton drawled.

			‘Bit of reading for you, Tess,’ Callum Reid said with a grin.

			‘For all of you,’ Sutherland corrected him. ‘Team effort, remember?’

			Leighton wagged a finger at Reid, who gave a sniff and turned his attention back to the examination. The door swung open, a member of the mortuary team standing there in overalls and shin-high rubber boots.

			‘Could do with one of you in reception,’ he said. ‘They’re threatening to gatecrash.’

			‘Who’s “they”?’ Sutherland asked. Clarke reckoned she knew.

			‘The family?’ She watched the assistant nod.

			‘And they’ve a reporter with them,’ he added.

			‘Do the honours, Siobhan,’ Sutherland said. ‘We need one of them anyway for the DNA.’

			‘What do I tell them, though?’

			Sutherland managed a shrug that didn’t look wholly sympathetic. His attention was again on the autopsy, especially now that the ankles – still handcuffed – were being photographed, inspected, discussed.

			Clarke tried not to let her feelings show as she made her exit, following the assistant to the public reception area. Another staff member was there, in white blouse and black trousers. She had risen from her desk and stood with arms stretched wide, as if to form a wall between the visitors and the stairs and corridors behind her. The assistant had melted away, leaving Clarke to walk to the receptionist’s side.

			‘I’m Detective Inspector Clarke,’ she announced, holding open her warrant card. This had the desired effect – sometimes it did, sometimes it didn’t. The visitors’ attention shifted to her. She recognised Stuart Bloom’s parents from the photographs of them online. They looked to be in their early sixties. The mother, Catherine, wore a well-cut black coat. Her hair was silver, cut short, suiting the shape of her face. Time and tide had not been so kind to her husband. He had a haunted look in the photographs, always very much leaving the speeches to his wife. Martin Bloom had been an accountant and possibly still was. His suit looked like he wore it most days with the same tightly knotted necktie. His hair needed a trim, and grey hairs sprouted from both ears.

			‘The family deserve to be told, DI Clarke. After all these years of police incompetence and cover-up …’

			Clarke held up a hand as she studied the man who’d just spoken. He was probably still in his twenties, his face superficially like that of the Blooms’ son Stuart. Yet Clarke knew Stuart had been an only child. The man realised something was needed from him.

			‘I’m Dougal Kelly. I’m a family friend.’

			‘And would you also happen to be a journalist, Mr Kelly?’

			‘I’m writing a book,’ Kelly admitted. ‘But that’s neither here nor there.’

			Clarke seemed wordlessly to agree. She had turned away from him to focus on the parents.

			‘Mr and Mrs Bloom, I know this is difficult, but right now we really don’t have anything concrete we can share.’

			‘You could start by letting us see him,’ Catherine Bloom blurted out, a tremor in her voice.

			‘That’s not really possible until we have a positive identification.’

			‘You’re telling us it might not be him?’ Martin Bloom enquired quietly.

			‘Right now we don’t know very much.’

			‘But you know something!’ His wife’s voice was rising again.

			‘Say it’s not Stuart, and we let you view the body before the real family. You must see the distress that would cause.’

			‘How long until you know for certain?’ Dougal Kelly asked.

			‘Not too long, I hope.’ Clarke’s eyes were still on the parents. ‘If we could swab one of you for DNA. And maybe take a hair or two …’

			‘You can do that here?’ the father asked.

			‘I’d think so.’ Clarke turned to the receptionist, who was back in her seat, trying for invisibility. ‘Okay if we use the waiting room while I check?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘And maybe rustle up a cup of tea or something?’

			The receptionist nodded, picking up her phone.

			‘This way then,’ Clarke said, leading them the few yards to the closed door.

			‘You seem to know this place well,’ Kelly said, keeping his tone light.

			Clarke gestured for them to go in. A few plastic chairs, a table covered in old magazines; posters on the walls showing a field of sunflowers, a waterfall, a sunset. She sat down first, watching as they followed suit.

			‘Were you part of the original inquiry?’ Kelly asked. Clarke shook her head.

			‘There better be no one from those days attached to this,’ Catherine Bloom spat.

			‘Most of them are long retired,’ her husband said, patting the back of her hand. ‘DCI Rawlston and all that lot.’

			‘The Chuggabugs are still around!’ his wife countered. Clarke thought she’d misheard.

			‘Chuggabugs?’

			Dougal Kelly leaned forward. ‘Too young for Wacky Races? Me too. Even in 2006 it was a relic, but that’s the name they got.’

			‘Who?’

			It was Catherine Bloom who answered. ‘The cops working for Adrian Brand.’

			‘We only found out much later,’ Kelly explained, ‘that their colleagues called them that. Though not to their faces, I bet.’ He saw he still had some work to do. ‘Dastardly and Muttley? It was a TV cartoon. Same cars racing each other week after week. Dick Dastardly cheating and never seeing the benefit.’

			‘I’ve heard of it.’

			‘One of the cars was the Arkansas Chuggabug. A hillbilly driving and a bear as his passenger.’

			‘Okay …’

			‘And somehow Steele and Edwards got the nickname.’

			A jolt of adrenalin shot through Clarke. She tried not to let it show. ‘Steele and Edwards?’

			‘They were in Adrian Brand’s pay,’ Catherine Bloom interrupted. ‘And no one thought that was suspicious? No one thought that was part of the conspiracy?’

			Her husband had stopped patting her wrist and started rubbing it, but she snatched her hand away.

			‘I’m fine!’ she barked, just as the receptionist put her head around the door.

			‘I need to know milk and sugar,’ she announced with the falsest of smiles.

			Clarke was on her feet and heading for the door. ‘I’ll just be a minute,’ she explained. ‘Forgot to check if we can do the DNA here.’

			She retraced her steps to the car park, then stood there for a moment running a hand through her hair. Her phone was in her other hand, so she made the call. Rebus picked up almost immediately.

			‘Was it you that came up with the name for them?’ she asked.

			‘And good morning to you, Siobhan. What name for who?’

			‘The Chuggalugs.’

			There was silence for a moment. ‘Chuggabugs,’ he corrected her.

			‘Two cops called Steele and Edwards?’

			‘Thick as thieves, as the saying goes. Who have you been talking to?’

			‘Stuart Bloom’s parents.’

			‘I wonder who told them.’

			‘They’re with a writer called Dougal Kelly.’

			‘Never heard of him. Has my name come up?’

			‘Bill Rawlston’s did. Next thing I know, they’re talking about Steele and Edwards and how they were in Adrian Brand’s pocket.’ She waited for a response but none came. ‘Well, were they, John?’

			‘This might be better done face to face.’

			‘You know Steele and Edwards are still on the force, right?’

			‘I’ve not heard anything about them in years.’

			‘They’re ACU, John. They were the ones who came after me.’

			‘Bloody hell – they were in uniform back then and unlikely to trouble an IQ test. They must know where the bodies are buried.’

			‘Not the subtlest phrasing under the circumstances.’

			‘I apologise. So the Chuggabugs went over to the dark side? Well, I suppose that makes as much sense as anything else these days. You at the mortuary?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Seen Deborah?’

			‘Not to talk to. She’s got Aubrey Hamilton with her.’

			‘The forensic anthropologist?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘A pretty good tag team. Maybe you’d best mention Steele and Edwards to your boss.’

			‘Why?’

			‘So he can pull them in for questioning, have a bit of fun with them.’

			‘You think I’d be that vindictive?’

			‘If not, I didn’t teach you much.’

			She found she could almost smile. ‘I’ll give it some thought.’

			‘Want to come dog-walking later? Let off some steam?’

			‘You mean keep you in the loop? How ethical would that be, do you think?’

			‘Throw me a bone here – keep me and Brillo happy.’

			‘I’ll talk to you later, John.’

			‘Make sure you do.’

			She ended the call and found that she’d walked all the way across the car park and out on to the Cowgate. When she turned round, she saw Graham Sutherland at an upstairs window, signalling for her to come back. She was trying not to blush as she retraced her steps.

			Sutherland met her in the corridor outside the autopsy suite.

			‘What was that all about?’ he asked.

			‘Just had to take a call,’ Clarke answered. ‘Plus, the Blooms want to know if we can do the DNA here.’

			‘Professor Quant is already on it. She’s finished the preliminary examination. Professor Hamilton has a bit of work to do, and she wants to see for herself where the car was found.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Something to do with how the specific environment breaks down a human body. The jargon was a bit beyond me.’ His stern look was beginning to soften. ‘How are the parents?’

			‘She’s frantic, he’s more resigned. They seem to be giving their story to a writer called Dougal Kelly.’

			‘Good luck to them.’ Sutherland pushed his hands into his pockets. ‘We’re in limbo till we get the ID verified.’

			‘Doesn’t stop us cracking on. Ninety per cent chance it’s him. No other mispers from the time fit the description.’

			Sutherland nodded. ‘I suppose we can go through the old case notes while we’re waiting. Maybe talk to a few people.’

			‘There’s something I should probably tell you, sir. Two of the uniforms from the original inquiry are now ACU. They’re the ones I recently locked horns with.’

			Sutherland considered for a moment. ‘Not a problem, is it?’

			‘Just thought you should know.’

			‘Is that what your call was about?’

			‘Sort of.’

			‘No secrets, Siobhan. Seems to me that’s what was at the root of the original inquiry’s problems.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Let’s go back to using “Graham” again, shall we?’

			‘Sir,’ Clarke said, with a bow and a smile.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			5

			

			A visitor was waiting at the front desk of Leith police station. He was stocky and corkscrew-haired, with a pair of John Lennon-style glasses perched on his nose. Tweed jacket, chinos and an open-necked pink shirt.

			‘My name’s Glenn Hazard,’ he said, dishing out business cards. ‘I’m here on behalf of Sir Adrian Brand.’
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