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PROLOGUE


The dark-skinned man leaned forward and picked up the salt cellar then, without looking at his companion, sprinkled it liberally over the food on his plate. If he had been observed by other diners, which was not the case on this particular occasion (the dining room being furnished with a single table set for two), they might have noted him for his finely tailored suit and watered silk tie in shades of pink, matching handkerchief peeping modestly from his breast pocket. His face might also have given them pause for thought, the hooded eyes glancing up from time to time as if to capture an errant moment in another’s life. It was a face not easily forgotten: downturned lips that looked incapable of smiling, firm jawline that hinted at more than mere strength; there was something dangerous about this man and he was not afraid who saw it.


His dining companion was a person who seemed far less significant by comparison, a man one might easily miss in a crowd. His tweed jacket had seen better days, though was admittedly clean and without any visible blemish, the tie, if he was wearing one, unseen beneath the linen napkin tucked into his shirt collar.


‘We were so pleased to see you here again,’ the tweed man said, his knife and fork momentarily held above his dinner plate. ‘It has been good to …’ he paused as if searching for the right phrase, ‘to understand one another’s preferences.’ He gave a slight laugh and looked at the man across the table whose jaws continued working, eyes never leaving the food on his plate.


Was that a tiny grunt in reply? Perhaps, but what did it signify; agreement with the words spoken by his dining companion?


For a few minutes neither man spoke, the business of eating taking precedence over conversation. It was only when the man with the pink tie laid down his knife and fork, askew on his plate (unlike the tweed man who had lined up his own with six o’clock precision) that he wiped his mouth with the napkin and began to speak.


‘It was worth my while coming here, if that is what you mean,’ he began. ‘What you have outlined, I agree that it involves less risk, but it does seem to have given your people a lot to do.’


The tweed man smiled. ‘Ah, just leave that to me. Yes, it would seem that simply eliminating a person is the easiest way to solve our particular problem. But sometimes it is better to look at the bigger picture.’


‘Meaning?’ The man with the pink tie narrowed his eyes as if he sensed some criticism in the fellow’s words.


‘Meaning you can only kill a man once.’


‘But you said—’


‘Ah, you were paying attention. Good. I like that. Yes,’ the tweed man mused. ‘Think of it like a game of chess. I hear you are rather good at that, incidentally,’ he added. ‘There is often a necessity to put some of our pieces back into the box, keep others for future moves. Sometimes sacrifices must be made in order to win the game.’


The man with the pink tie nodded, his lips parting in what might have passed for a grin but was more of a fleeting show of very white teeth.


‘You see, to achieve our objective,’ the tweed man continued, ‘we must take pains to understand our opponents. See which of them is expendable, which can still be used to further our objectives.’ He showed his teeth in a smile that did not reach his eyes. ‘Of course, there are a few whose elimination would be desired sooner rather than later.’


The man with the pink tie sat back, setting his hands on the damask tablecloth, staring at his host.


There was silence between them for a moment, then, as if some unspoken agreement had been reached, his companion leaned across the table.


‘Dessert?’ he asked.









CHAPTER ONE


Sunlight filtered through the trees reminding him of early mornings out in the bush, impala grouped around the waterholes, tails swishing as the flies began to bite. African dawns could be colder than some mornings in Scotland before the sun had burned off the early mist. But today there were no watchful creatures ready to make a dash for cover, only rows of uniformed officers, with friends and family somewhere behind them.


There was a momentary hush in the parade ground, his fellow cadets standing motionless, arms folded behind backs, waiting as the top brass began to settle on the platform. There would be occasions in the future when they might have to endure this sort of thing, one of the lecturers had advised: standing firm against a tide of rabble-rousers or quietly guarding different individuals during important events, full kit weighing them down in all sorts of weather. From his current position Daniel caught sight of one familiar figure as she took her seat. He had met the chief constable during training: Caroline Flint was a no-nonsense sort, her firm handshake and concentrated look impressing him as much as the fact that she was a good friend of Lorimer’s. She was there now, in the centre of the row, talking to a tall officer Daniel had never seen before today. One of the divisional commanders, perhaps, from the braid on his uniform cap?


A figure with a red sash across his uniform and matching cap band strode purposefully in front of them. A command to ‘quick march’ then the band struck up. It was a relief to begin their well-practised routine after standing so still. Once this part of the parade was over, some officers would be called forward to receive one of the shining cups displayed on a table draped in dark blue, emblazoned with Police Scotland’s insignia, Daniel amongst them, receiving an award for top marks in First Aid. It isn’t fair, one of the other cadets had complained. You’ve been a cop before. Daniel had shrugged that off with a smile and agreed that it ought to have been given to someone else but the superintendent had been adamant that PC Kohi deserved the recognition. After all, he wasn’t the only trainee to have had experience in a different country, the senior officer had pointed out.


Daniel’s thoughts flitted back to the previous time he had completed a training course, standing in a dusty parade ground in the sweltering noonday heat, his new uniform already damp with sweat. If he had known then what the future held … He swallowed hard, banishing the vision of crackling flames and choking smoke.


A voice from the platform called him back to the present, the chief constable addressing them. He listened as first she thanked them for taking on the responsibility of serving their communities then continued to emphasise the importance of the values that had been instilled into them over the past few weeks. Daniel concentrated on her words, determined to lock them into his mind.


‘A training, in my view, second to none … maintain those standards when you go back into the community … we are there to serve … you will have multiple challenges ahead … you are the custodians of this service …’


His friends would be there, watching, listening to these words, and Daniel made a silent promise not to let them down. Later there would be goodbyes as the new officers, on the brink of their careers, made their way from this peaceful place with its swathes of green, far from the bustle of Scotland’s largest city. He moved into line as the first name was called out, waiting his turn to march forward.


Lorimer felt his arm being squeezed as he looked out of the doorway at the scene beyond. He glanced down at the older woman and smiled as Netta nodded towards the crowded parade ground where the latest class of police cadets was assembled. They had watched the display of marching, listening to the piper to whose tune they had kept perfect time and heard the chief constable’s wise words, but now all were still, eyes fixed on those about to go up to the rostrum to receive a special prize and commendation.


It was a perfect day, the sweet smell of newly mown grass, the cry of gulls as they swooped across pale blue skies and ripples of applause as each prize-winning officer held their trophy aloft. He could see their friend in the distance, waiting to be called forward, his dark face momentarily obscured by a shadow from the ancient birch trees that framed the grounds. How did Daniel Kohi feel right now? Proud of what he had achieved since his arrival in Scotland so many months ago? Or sad because none of his family could be here in Tulliallan to witness his success? We’re Daniel’s family now, Maggie had told Lorimer when he had expressed the same sentiment at breakfast that morning. And perhaps PC Daniel Kohi would find a new family within Police Scotland.


‘Oh, if only his mum was here …’ Netta whispered, wiping away a tear with a lace-trimmed handkerchief that Lorimer guessed was kept for special occasions like weddings, funerals … and the passing-out parade of a man she’d come to love like her own son.


‘You can tell her all about it in your next letter,’ Lorimer reassured her quietly. Back in Zimbabwe, Janette Kohi kept up the pretence that her son had perished in the house fire that had killed her grandson and daughter-in-law, fearful of any reprisals that might come from the murderous people who had driven Daniel away. She wrote regularly to her ‘penfriend’ Netta Gordon, knowing that all her news would be read by her dear son.


‘Aye,’ Netta replied, her eyes following a woman’s progress as she marched back into formation, disappearing behind other lines of cadets. ‘No’ sure how often I’ll get tae speak tae Daniel now, mind. A’ thae long shifts, night times an’ all.’


Lorimer nodded silently. Daniel Kohi was the old woman’s neighbour in one of the city’s high flats, her warm-hearted welcome to the refugee something that Lorimer knew Daniel greatly valued. Netta would have felt the loss keenly if Police Constable Kohi had been allocated to a division far from the city. But Govanhill near the national football stadium was where he would be posted, a short drive from his current home in the heart of the city.


Netta’s grip tightened on his arm as Daniel strode up to receive his award. Then, as he turned and held it up to shouts of acclamation, Lorimer felt a shiver down his spine. There he was, a former inspector of the Zimbabwean Police, now a brand-new recruit in his adopted country. More than a friend, now; a fellow officer, comrade in arms, though it was unlikely that their professional paths would often cross.


As the head of the Major Incident Team based in Govan, Lorimer and his select team of officers could be required to attend serious crimes in any part of the country. Perhaps one day, if he delayed his retirement a few years, he might see Daniel join CID and even his own officers in the MIT. Lorimer shook his head and gave a rueful smile at the notion. Today was for celebrating, seeing his friend commit to a new life within Police Scotland, forging new friendships and perhaps finding a purpose that would help lessen the pain of what he had lost.


A piercing cry made him look up to see a flash of black and white. A pair of oystercatchers, the symbol of Tulliallan Police College. What did they see from their aerial vantage point? Lorimer mused. A mass of bodies, dark against the grey tarmac, then shades of green as they headed across the leafy grounds towards the river.


As the detective watched their flight, he could not have imagined the events that lay ahead, nor the twists and turns that were to blend his fate with that of PC Daniel Kohi.









CHAPTER TWO


It was the sort of night that Netta would have called dreich, the persistent drizzle and chill something that Daniel Kohi had come to associate with Scotland’s west coast. Perhaps it was the weather, the fact that he was tired and hungry, no time for food during that late shift, so a takeaway had been an easy option. They’d been warned by their PE instructors up at Tulliallan to avoid too much fast food, reminded that lack of fitness came at a cost. Chasing criminals with fourteen pounds of kit strapped to your body was challenging enough without piling on any excess weight. Still, it was just this once, he told himself, the smell of vinegar from his pack of fish and chips hard to resist. And it was a comfort to have instant hot food straight after coming off his shift at Aikenhead Road police headquarters.


Daniel Kohi gave a sigh as he stepped out of the warmth of the chippie, fingers eagerly unwrapping his supper, paying little heed to the puddles beneath his thick-soled boots, the taste of hot, vinegary chips ridding him of any guilty feelings. He walked steadily from the brightness of the chip shop, stopping for a moment to savour the mouthwatering batter on a piece of fish before turning into a narrow lane that was a shortcut back to his car.


Then his attention was caught by something that made the hairs on his neck stand on end.


It was a familiar sound, that cry in the dark, causing Daniel to peer through the gloom and slanting drizzle, fists unconsciously crumpling the wrapper. He blinked once, wondering if it had been a cat. But no, that wasn’t what he had heard, Daniel decided, his lips tightening.


Unless he was very much mistaken, that was a human cry.


Daniel’s torch soon played along the cobbled lane, flicking this way and that as he stepped carefully now to avoid the puddles.


The place smelled bad, putrid food mingling with the stink of piss, making him wrinkle his nose in disgust. This hidden back lane was the rotten side of Glasgow, part of what he’d signed up for, Daniel reminded himself.


And then, under the torch beam, he saw what looked like a bundle of clothing tucked between two industrialsized bins.


The noise began again, thin, mewling cries that tore at Daniel Kohi’s heart. He’d heard such sounds night after night, so long ago …


Daniel was there in moments, fish supper cast aside as he crouched down, hands out to pull back the thick blanket.


A pair of tiny eyes squinted under the glare of the torch and the infant’s mouth opened, wails redoubling in protest.


‘Oh, no!’ he whispered, gazing down at what he had found.


The woman was lying on her back, one arm embracing the baby, the other tethered to a tight band, needle still fixed in place.


She might have been sleeping, her pale face serene, but as he knelt to touch her neck there was no pulse, Daniel’s fingers meeting skin that was already cold.


His first instinct was to pull the dead woman’s arm away and lift the screaming infant. The baby was wrapped in a blue hand-knitted shawl, its tiny fists raised in protest as raindrops splashed against his face. Daniel tucked in the edges of the shawl, cradling the infant in the crook of his left arm as he had done with his own son …


He swallowed down that sudden memory and stood up, ready to call it in, but for a moment Daniel Kohi could only stare at the body lying on the ground like so much discarded rubbish. This would be imprinted on his mind, something that was a curse at times, but useful to be taken out and examined once the initial shock had worn off.


He had a vision of Chipo cradling their baby, making the sort of soothing noises that came naturally to women. Then he became aware of his own voice shushing the tiny baby, feeling his body rocking back and forth.


‘You’ll be all right, little one,’ he promised, watching the eyelids close and hearing the shuddering sigh that signified sleep. With his free hand, Daniel reached for his mobile, regretting that this discovery had been made so soon after he had packed his kit inside the lockers, his radio silent until the next day’s shift. Now it was as if he was a mere civilian again, fingers tapping out 999.


He leaned against the rough stone of the wall, the slight overhang of the tenement roof their only shelter, and watched the entrance to the lane. Soon they’d be joined by the night shift, other officers taking over, dealing with whatever had happened here.


‘Police and an ambulance, please,’ Daniel told the operator, then gave brief but succinct details of the location and what he had found. It would not be long, he knew, till members of the emergency services turned up. Till then, he would look around to see what else he could see that might give a clue as to what had happened in this cold and dirty place, committing it to his memory.


Still clutching the baby, Daniel bent down gingerly to pick up his unfinished fish supper and tossed it into the nearest bin, then cursed himself as the lid’s hollow clang reverberated in the damp air. The child gave a start, but thankfully did not awaken.


From the light of his torch, he could see a gentle mist slanting downwards, the rain easing now as he turned his attention back to the woman on the ground. For a moment it seemed as though tears glistened on her pale cheeks. Yet in all probability she had died in a moment of bliss, the drug filling her veins before casting her into oblivion. Once more he bent slowly forward, careful not to disturb the child tucked in his arm.


Heaving a sigh, he pulled the damp wool back over the dead woman’s face, questions already in his mind.


How had she come to be in this filthy lane?


And whose hands had first covered mother and child with that blanket?









CHAPTER THREE


Maggie Lorimer heard the faint beat from the alarm on her husband’s side of the bed and rolled closer, relishing the last few moments snuggled against his warm body.


She felt him stretch away then the sound stopped as he silenced the clock before turning back to her side. They would lie there slumbering, their dreams overshadowed by thoughts of the day ahead, until he sat up and kissed her cheek, a habitual gesture before throwing off the duvet and heading to the shower. Lorimer was always up first, his need to be at work early allowing Maggie a few minutes extra before padding downstairs.


She heaved a sigh as the sound of water cascaded from the bathroom next door, wriggling her toes in the cosy space he’d left. They’d breakfast together then Maggie would kiss him goodbye on the doorstep before heading back up to prepare for her own day. It wasn’t always like this, however. Crime never takes a holiday, he’d once joked and that was true; long hours were common, particularly at the start of a difficult case, something that his wife had come to accept. Recently, life had been almost normal, Lorimer’s days more regular, few major crimes intruding in their lives. It’s only a matter of time, a small voice hinted in a cynical tone.


Tossing the cover aside, she stepped out of bed and grabbed her fleecy housecoat then drew open the curtains, shivering for a moment. Outside, a low mist had blotted out the end of their avenue, trees vague shadows behind a grey veil. The days were growing chillier now, the nights, too, autumn settling in around them, the first fallen leaves from their maple tree scattered in a blood-red trail across their lawn.


‘Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,’ Maggie whispered, quoting the ode that she was going to teach a class this morning. Appropriate, she thought with a grin as she hastily tidied their bed then made her way downstairs.


Chancer, their old ginger cat, looked up at her from his warm bed by the radiator. Maggie glanced across the kitchen at his food dishes to see that yes, Bill had fed their pet, but only half of the food had been eaten. She gave a small frown. He was getting on in years, his days of wandering further than their garden and reappearing with some small rodent in his mouth long gone. The vet had given Chancer a clean bill of health on his last visit. Though nobody knew his true age for sure, the cat having been a stray who’d adopted them many years ago, the vet judged him to be around sixteen. Maggie sighed as she looked back at Chancer now curled asleep. It was a good age and she’d heard of other cats surviving into their twenties. Somehow the house would not be the same without the presence of their feline friend, the way he greeted her whenever she came home from work, his presence on her lap in the evenings, purrs reverberating through his furry body.


Everything changed, Maggie told herself briskly, thinking about their friend, Daniel, whose whole life had been turned upside down by the attack on his family back in Zimbabwe. He was making a new start here in Glasgow, though, his courage undaunted by the past. And what of their own future? Lately it had been more difficult to find time to write her children’s books while holding down a full-time teaching job and her agent had suggested more than once the idea of cutting back her hours at school. Their mortgage had been paid off and each of them had good salaries with pensions attached. Perhaps it was time for a change in her own life, she thought, looking around the open-plan room that served as kitchen, dining room and study, her eyes falling once more on the marmalade-coloured cat. He’d welcome her company, Maggie thought, smiling, as she left the room and headed for the front door. And she’d be able to devote more time to her beloved garden.


As the garage door swung open, Maggie felt a sense of relief at a decision made. She would see the head teacher today and talk it through with him. Maybe suggest that after Christmas she could drop down to three days a week, giving an opportunity for a younger teacher to step in, someone who might be looking for a way of juggling work and family.


Detective Superintendent Lorimer flicked through a sheaf of crime reports, jaw hardening at the latest drug death in the city. A statistic. No name or identity, simply a life snuffed out. He glanced again, seeing that it had been over in Govanhill where Daniel was now a police officer beginning his two years’ probation in the service. Scotland had an appalling record for the number of drug-related deaths, this latest adding to its tragic toll.


It wasn’t as if they had been standing still, doing nothing, Lorimer told himself, his mouth a thin bitter line. The drugs strategy that had been launched at the start of 2020 had borne some fruit, a sizeable number of addicts able to receive help. To Greater Glasgow’s shame, they’d had the highest average number of drug-related deaths in the country for the previous five years and, despite their best efforts, drugs were still pouring into the city. Those who enriched themselves at the expense of others had no conscience, Lorimer thought grimly, whether here or overseas. Much of this vicious cycle began with the farmers in Afghanistan whose poppy crops were harvested for drugs that could produce life-saving medicine but also be ensnared by others to feed an addiction that spread its menacing tentacles across the globe.


But the deaths were only one part of the story, babies born addicted to junkie mothers and left to the mercies of their always overstretched National Health Service. Neonatal abstinence syndrome was worst in NHS Lothian, figures three times higher than those in Greater Glasgow and Clyde. Did this mean more female addicts on that side of the country? Whatever way you looked at it, Scotland was suffering a national drugs emergency and Lorimer was well aware of the number of officers specifically deployed to deal with it.


He’d read his fellow superintendent’s most recent report, nodding in agreement at the words, Police Scotland can’t completely solve the problem around drug-related deaths but it’s about looking at what we can do to reduce stigma and understanding the trauma that is often behind addiction. Every officer in the country had a duty of care to their fellow citizens, no matter what their situation. That was what was dinned into every recruit from the word go, Lorimer knew, thinking for a fleeting moment about that parade ground up in Tulliallan and his friend, Daniel. This particular report detailed a partnership between Police Scotland and Glasgow’s Health and Social Care. But supporting addicts was not the only strategy, oh, no. Those who peddled drugs had to be weeded out, not just the dealers who ran around the housing schemes but also, crucially, those at the top of the chain and their suppliers overseas.


So many agencies were involved in a single operation, Lorimer knew; Customs and Excise officers, the current strategy group that included social work and NHS, as well as specialist agencies within Police Scotland. There was intelligence suggesting that a new conduit was finding a way to smuggle large quantities of hard drugs into Scotland, possibly via Ireland, rumours of money laundering linked to international drugs shipments from an organisation in South America. One recent haul on the west coast was ‘just the tip of the iceberg’, the Customs and Excise officer handling the case had declared to the press.


But it was neither the death of a young mother over on Glasgow’s Southside nor the capture of a fishing vessel off the island of Jura that was about to trigger the involvement of the Major Incident Team.


The phone rang, breaking into his thoughts.


‘Lorimer.’


The familiar voice of the chief constable came over loud and clear, her statement making the detective superintendent sit up a little straighter.


‘Robert Truesdale has gone missing.’


‘Truesdale? Has this come from the First Minister?’ Lorimer asked, his thoughts immediately focusing on the Member of the Scottish Parliament who had been a thorn in the flesh of several government ministers. ‘Does he think his MSP has come to harm?’


‘You know it’s been going on for months, Lorimer,’ Caroline Flint continued. ‘Truesdale was bombarded with death threats on social media, the coward’s way of attacking anyone they regarded as fair game.’


‘I knew it had been reported to police here in Govan in the beginning, when it was just the social media messages. Then it escalated into notes put through his letter box at home and at his constituency office,’ Lorimer replied. ‘Not a major incident; something that was being dealt with downstairs.’ He was recalling a conversation with one of the CID officers who operated out of the same building that housed his own Major Incident Team.


‘Don’t forget the bricks thrown at his car. Unfortunately, very little CCTV footage was obtained and what the local police did have was too blurred to be of any use.’


Lorimer listened as the chief constable reminded him of Truesdale’s campaign to legalise hard drugs, demanding change in the way the Scottish government approached the crisis, arguing that cutting out the illegal practices would eventually rid the country of the drug barons’ stranglehold on the supply of dangerous drugs. Not everyone agreed, and it had even been suggested that the dealers themselves were behind many of the attacks on the MSP.


‘That’s a possibility, of course,’ Lorimer conceded. ‘How can the government be sure that he is missing?’


‘He hasn’t answered his mobile in days. Landline at his home address in Glasgow appears to have been disconnected and there is nobody at home. He was meant to be at Holyrood yesterday at an important meeting to discuss the new drugs bill.’


‘And he didn’t turn up?’ Lorimer guessed.


‘That set alarm bells ringing,’ Flint agreed. ‘Someone was dispatched to his address but there was no sign of life.’


‘Neighbours?’


‘There were none at home when the person they sent knocked on several doors.’


‘Time to break in, I suppose. But isn’t that a job for the cops downstairs?’


There was a moment’s silence before the chief constable answered.


‘It’s more complicated than that,’ she said slowly. ‘I don’t know why and the FM point-blank refuses to elaborate, but they want it kept as quiet as possible. No uniforms. No smashed glass.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘Maybe something for one of your undercover people?’


Lorimer nodded to himself. DS Molly Newton had been an undercover police officer prior to joining his elite squad of officers and he was certain that she was the very person Caroline Flint had in mind.


‘“Find him and find him quickly,”’ Caroline Flint snapped. ‘That’s what the First Minister demanded of me less than fifteen minutes ago. I assured him that our Major Incident Team would be on top of it straight away,’ she added, in a tone that brooked no argument.


‘And we will,’ he promised her, amazed how swiftly the FM’s message had been passed down to Lorimer’s office in Govan. Wasn’t this a job for Special Branch? he wondered. Or was there some other reason behind the need to place this in the hands of the police? ‘Complicated’, the chief constable had said, and that could mean a lot of different things but hinted at secrecy as well as discretion.


‘Leave it with me, ma’am,’ Lorimer said. ‘I’ll begin with officers searching his home and constituency office.’


‘Don’t forget his office at Holyrood with the small private pod,’ Flint reminded him. ‘Never know what you might find there.’


Suddenly memories flooded back into Lorimer’s mind from a case he’d been involved in a decade before when an MSP, Edward Pattison, had been found murdered. He’d spent considerable time travelling through to Edinburgh that winter, meetings with the previous First Minister and several of her colleagues giving him a glimpse behind the scenes of Holyrood. Unlike Pattison, Truesdale was a single man, said to have been devoted to his late mother and now living on his own in the big family house. No doubt his energies had been deployed in his mission to change the current legislation on class A drugs.


‘We’ll get the usual checks made to see if his passport’s been used. See if he’s still somewhere in the country,’ Lorimer assured her.


‘And it’s imperative that the press does not get hold of the news,’ Flint said crisply. ‘Goodness knows what speculation might arise from that.’









CHAPTER FOUR


‘He’s moved,’ Karen Douglas told the tall blonde who stood outside the large, detached villa on Glasgow’s Southside. ‘Didn’t you know?’ Her mouth twitched in a smile as if to mock the woman’s questions about Robert Truesdale. ‘Vans came last week and took all his furniture away.’ She shrugged and looked harder at the smartly dressed lady with the silk scarf almost hiding a set of pearls. Her accent was strange, maybe Canadian? Had Robert actually got a lady friend after all these years? Naughty old dog, she thought, looking the woman up and down. ‘No “for sale” notice so I expect he’s done a private deal with someone. Can’t blame him after all the stuff that’s been going on.’


The blonde looked at Karen and gave an exaggerated sigh.


‘Oh, dear. I guess it was a long shot. Robbie told me to call in when I came over. Tried his cell phone but couldn’t get a signal. Do you happen to have a forwarding address for him, Mrs …?’


‘It’s Ms. Ms Douglas. Karen Douglas,’ she added. ‘And, no, I don’t. What are you wanting to see Robert about anyway?’ she asked.


The stranger gave a girlish giggle. ‘Oh, just catching up, you know how it is with old friends,’ she said coyly. ‘Did you see him the day he left? Was he looking well? Oh, gee, I wish I’d gotten a much earlier flight after all!’


Karen Douglas raised her eyebrows. An old flame come to see Robert. Robbie, she’d called him! That sounded as if they’d been more than just friends, somehow.


‘He wasn’t there when everything was moved out, as a matter of fact,’ Karen said. ‘Mr Truesdale is a very busy man, you know.’ She tossed her head at this rather attractive woman who had appeared out of the blue. ‘He even asked me to do a couple of favours for him just before he left.’


‘Oh, that was kind of you,’ the blonde gushed.


‘Yes, just the sorts of things a good neighbour does, you know,’ Karen added tartly. She wasn’t going to give this stranger the satisfaction of knowing what her relationship had been with Robert, despite that curious expression on her pretty face.


‘Oh well.’ Her unexpected visitor turned to go, tucking the scarf into the collar of her camel coat. ‘I guess I’ll just text him. Let him know I came.’ She stepped a little closer to Karen. ‘Wanted this to be a surprise,’ she smirked. ‘Know what I mean?’


Karen straightened up. Yes, she did know what this person meant but was not at all sure that Robert Truesdale would have welcomed a long-lost lady friend after the amount of anguish he had suffered.


‘Oh.’ The woman turned back suddenly as though she had remembered something. ‘I don’t suppose you remember the name of his removal company? They might be able to give me Robbie’s new address.’


Karen frowned. She remembered all right, but a sudden thought had crossed her mind. What if this person was a nosy newspaper reporter trying to cause trouble for her former neighbour? She shook her head firmly then retreated back indoors, cross with herself for having been gulled into saying so much already.


Karen Douglas watched as the woman’s hired car disappeared around a corner of the avenue. She’d stood at this same window only a few days before, noting the old, heavy furniture being lifted out of the house next door. She couldn’t blame him, really. It had been hard enough keeping the old woman at home when everyone knew she’d be better off in care, but Robert had devoted himself to his mother, right to the end. Funny that he hadn’t sold up straight after she’d died and moved to a smaller, more manageable place, Karen thought, but had waited till now. After all, with no partner or kids, why keep on the expense of that big house? MSPs didn’t get paid that much, after all.


He’d not left a forwarding address, she’d told the blonde and now that she came to think of it, Karen realised that was probably quite deliberate. Robert wanted to rid himself of all the horrible people who had targeted his house and his car. Keeping a low profile during his house move was quite understandable under the circumstances. She bit her lip, still wondering about the mysterious blonde.


Tonight was bridge night, Karen reminded herself, and this incident in an otherwise uneventful day would be a nice little snippet of news to share with the three neighbours who would call in at eight o’clock. Sly old Robert, she’d remark to them. Where do you think he’s gone?


There had been sufficient time for the dark-clothed man to slip in the back door, unnoticed by Truesdale’s neighbour, kept talking by DS Newton, the former undercover cop. What the neighbour had claimed was correct, however. The place looked totally empty, hardly a thing left behind. Only the window blinds remained, shutting out the daylight and convenient for his own secretive purpose. He reached up from where he sat astride the banister in the upper hallway and tugged at the thick cord dangling from the attic hatch. Slowly the door opened to reveal a set of metal steps. In one cat-like leap he grabbed the nearest tread and lowered them down.


Switching on his torch, the man saw that the attic was windowless, the roof space floored in dark timbers. A sweep of the area confirmed his worst fears. Empty. Not a single box left over from the man’s hasty departure.


Sitting on his haunches, he thought hard about the MSP and where he might have gone. Wherever it was, it was clear that he had planned his disappearance carefully.


‘There is only so much we can do with the resources we have,’ the chief constable insisted.


‘We’ve given you everything you asked for.’


‘Saving a couple of billion pounds over the next three years is simply impossible,’ she argued. ‘Yes, we have the number of officers we were promised, but it’s still not nearly enough, in my opinion.’


Chief Constable Caroline Flint glared at the man across the desk from her. A government official, formally in charge of the public purse, though with no real background in finance, Jerry McVeigh was a man whose rotund figure and chubby face made him appear much older than his thirty-one years. He had recently succeeded the former Scottish finance minister, a woman who had toiled in the role for so many years that she’d been almost gleeful about handing in her resignation. Caroline did not attempt to stifle her sigh as she looked up from the papers in front of her.


‘Has the First Minister any notion of what is being asked here?’ she demanded, tapping the folder with an insistent finger.


‘Oh, indeed,’ McVeigh replied. ‘I’m sure—’


‘The human face of the organisation …’ Flint read off the page. ‘Human, that’s what we all are, young man, and if the First Minister saw fit to attend a few more of my meetings then perhaps we wouldn’t be sitting here discussing more cuts to the service!’


‘Pressure of time, you know.’ McVeigh gave a half-hearted smile. ‘So much to oversee, the new bill about legalising drugs …’


Caroline snorted. While her officers had been employed in a drugs raid on the north side of Scotland’s largest city, the First Minister had been entertaining the good and the great from the film world, pictures in this morning’s papers showing him glad-handing a famous star as she arrived at Edinburgh’s Usher Hall. He had plenty of time for stuff like that, she told herself, furiously. Still, if drugs were to be legalised, as had been advocated by the missing MSP, that would certainly free up more time for officers to be deployed on other cases.


At least she’d been appointed under his predecessor, Caroline thought. The present incumbent at Holyrood was still finding it hard to acknowledge that CC Flint was the first woman chief constable to Police Scotland. And English, to boot.


It was not an easy ride, she’d told Lorimer at their last informal meeting, police were expected to do the job of social workers, and he’d nodded, before saying that was what his own wife often claimed about teachers. The public’s expectations were understandable. But why could this silly man sitting in her office not see that more money needed to be given to social services and the NHS as well as to the police? That was his job, after all, not hers.


Later, after McVeigh had gobbled three of her Marks and Spencer chocolate biscuits with his coffee and made his farewell, Caroline sat looking over the grounds of Tulliallan, the sound of a motor mower in the distance. It had just been a few weeks since the last passing-out parade when she’d shaken Daniel Kohi’s hand and wished him well. For a moment she had looked into those dark eyes and smiled, acknowledging with satisfaction that a man with his special abilities was now under her command. They had met briefly under strange circumstances, the Zimbabwean refugee helping to foil a terrorist plot in his adopted city. Lorimer had told her the man’s story, of course, and she had felt a sense of pride that day, seeing him brave enough to begin all over again, a police inspector who’d been hounded out of his own country by forces that were meant to have had a duty of care.


Caroline sighed quietly. That was a phrase on the lips of all the best officers. A duty of care. For everyone, from finding wayward MSPs to giving a helping hand to the homeless addict on the street. But caring for them all came at a price and now she’d been tasked with finding just how to pay it.









CHAPTER FIVE


Other hands had taken the squalling child from Daniel eventually, first to hospital for a medical check and then later he’d go to some place of safety where his destiny would be decided. And that, Daniel admitted to himself, was something he ached to find out. Were there grandparents ready to care for the little mite? Siblings of the dead woman, perhaps? Even a father? He might ask his tutor, Police Sergeant Jacob Alexander, what he could find out. Alexander was a family type, his two kids at secondary school, nearing his thirty years’ service as an officer in Govanhill.


Daniel drove his car across the city, trying to focus on the directions but finding it hard to banish that image of the woman lying under that sopping blanket, her face robbed of any colour under the light from his torch.


‘Nearly there,’ he murmured, stopping at a set of traffic lights, turning his mind to the day ahead.


*


‘What happened to the baby?’


‘Still in the sick kids’,’ Sergeant Alexander answered. ‘Don’t know the details but social services will have care of him until we can trace any relatives.’


‘Do we know who she was?’


Alexander shook his head. ‘Nothing on her person to identify her but maybe the PM will give us a clue.’ The police sergeant threw Daniel a quizzical look.


‘It’s taking place during your shift,’ he began. ‘Wondered if it was too soon for you to pay your first visit to our mortuary?’


Daniel looked back steadily at his tutor. It would not do to show the emotions that accompanied that sudden sick feeling in his stomach. The last time he had been in any mortuary had been back in Zimbabwe … flashes of a mutilated body came flooding back …


‘It has to happen sometime, Kohi, and, since you found the body, the SIO who’s handling the case suggested this afternoon. How about it?’


Daniel affected a nonchalant shrug. ‘Not a problem,’ he replied.


Alexander threw him a sly smile. ‘Doubt if it’s the first time for you, eh?’ he asked. ‘Seeing how you were a police inspector in Zimbabwe a few years back?’


Glasgow City Mortuary lay between the High Court of Judiciary and Glasgow Green, juxtaposed between the confines of law and order and acres of freedom to breathe a fresher sort of air. The dear green place, Glasgow had been called, and certainly it deserved that accolade, its civic parks giving the city greater green space than any other in Europe. It was handy for the court, Rosie Fergusson told her students whenever they made their initial visit to the mortuary room, the back door facing the pillared portico of the High Court where the consultant pathologist had often been called as an expert witness.


Rosie pulled off her high-heeled shoes and flung them into the bottom of her locker. For a while she’d exchange her street clothes for scrubs and a waterproof apron, rubber boots covering her feet, a protective mask over her face. She had shown her first-year students the kit they would need, explaining that dangerous shards might fly into their faces once the high-powered saw began to cut through human bone.


This afternoon’s post-mortem notes had been filed on a sheet of yellow paper to distinguish it as potentially hazardous, a drug-related death requiring special attention, HIV in the bloods a constant possibility. Rosie had heard about the child, her mouth twisting in pity, but now she was ready to carry out a professional examination of the dead mother, hoping to give the police officers in attendance some clue as to her identity.


Once in the mortuary room with her colleague, Aussie-born Dr Daisy Abercromby, Rosie looked towards the Perspex window that separated them from those who were here to view the proceedings. A familiar face made her raise her eyebrows in surprise, but she kept her hand from moving in an instinctive wave towards Daniel Kohi and his colleagues. The SIO, a DS from Govanhill that she had met before, stood between Daniel and Jacob Alexander, the stocky uniformed officer who was already looking down intently at the scene.


‘It’s probably not that officer’s first PM,’ Daisy whispered. ‘He might be a rookie but the guy’s been a cop before.’


Rosie nodded. She’d seen some cops crumple to the floor or rush away as they witnessed the sort of procedure that she undertook on an almost daily basis, the sight of human entrails too much for their sensibilities. Daniel would not be one of those, Rosie guessed.


The intercom system allowed the officers on the far side to hear every word as Rosie began describing the deceased, her pale body already showing lividity as gravity pulled the blood downwards.


‘White female, wisdom teeth not yet showing. Possibly early twenties,’ Rosie commented after examining the woman’s mouth. She turned the woman’s arm with a gloved hand.


‘Several needle marks.’ She glanced up at the window to ensure the officers could see what she was showing them. ‘Toxicology will give us an idea of the type of drugs in her bloods at the time of death. But the syringe that was found in her arm gives a fairly clear idea of what we’re looking at.’


She’d seen it too often, the results of drug overdose. Sometimes an addict cleaned up in jail, only to come out to their dealer, waiting to greet them outside the prison gates, that first lethal shot a dose their newly recovered body was unable to withstand. Often it was an accidental death and Rosie wondered if this was one such. For what mother would wish to depart the world leaving a tiny baby clinging to their breast?


The post-mortem continued, Rosie cutting through tissues, explaining the procedure as carefully as she would to every one of her newest students.


Daniel glanced across at his tutor who was standing stock-still as though riveted by what he was seeing down on that stainless-steel table. None of them uttered a word as the pathologist continued her work, mentioning the evidence that the woman had given birth recently, noting the breasts engorged with milk that would also contain traces of whatever drug had killed her. No wonder the infant was still in hospital, its tiny life in danger until detoxification could be ensured. But he must not think about the child or remember the plaintive cry that had sent him hurrying along that lane.


At last, the pathologist’s assistant was stitching up the Y-shaped incision that had been necessary to remove and examine the vital organs. Daniel felt a trace of sweat across his forehead.


Okay? Alexander mouthed to Daniel and he nodded, turning back to watch the final stages of the procedure.


‘Right, let’s get out of here,’ the SIO said as they walked out of the corridor at last. ‘A fairly straightforward one today. Pity we can’t put a name to her yet, but there might well be a match for her DNA on our database.’ He stopped for a moment. ‘That’s something you might like to follow up, Kohi?’ he asked and Daniel nodded, after glancing at Alexander who seemed to be in favour of the suggestion.


‘Yes, sir. Shall I ask Dr Fergusson when the report is due back from the lab?’


The SIO chuckled. ‘Have a word with the technician here. He’ll be able to email it through to you, constable.’


Of course, Daniel thought. Things were done a bit differently here and he had better get used to that.


‘All right, Kohi?’ Sergeant Alexander clapped Daniel on the shoulder. ‘Let’s see what’s waiting for us back at base.’









CHAPTER SIX


CCTV coverage in this city was always a good bet to trace any vehicles and now that they knew the date and time when Truesdale’s Southside home had been emptied, it was easy enough to find the removal vans and follow their course across the city. It had troubled Lorimer to find that the removal service Truesdale had used was so reluctant to offer any help. Someone was off sick, he’d been told. Nobody in the office to look up the records. He knew an outright lie when he heard one and frowned when told bluntly that the van’s destination could not be revealed.


Lorimer sat beside the traffic cop who was bringing the route to his attention, the red line showing the van’s progress from the leafy avenues of Pollokshields to the edges of Glasgow and the villages beyond. He saw when the van stopped, the technician homing in on a street where several bungalows were strung out.


‘There,’ the man at his side declared at last. ‘Fifty-four Strathmirren Gardens.’


Lorimer sat back, nodding his approval. It had been almost thirty years since he’d joined the force and he was still amazed at the progress that had been made in detection, features built into computers aiding the police in ways that had been unthought of back then. Now it was a matter of course to find what you wanted with a few clicks of a button, technology taking over from some aspects of the old-fashioned slog of policing. And yet, how much easier would it have been for the removal company to give out that address?


He gave a sigh of relief. It had been a simple enough matter, after all. Though, they still had to find Robert Truesdale.


‘Thanks,’ he said, giving a nod to the officer beside him then getting to his feet.


‘A pleasure, sir,’ the younger man replied with a grin.


He’d drive over there himself, Lorimer decided, talk to Truesdale and see if there was anything the man needed in the way of security. Perhaps all this cloak and dagger stuff was a sign that the events of recent months had got to the MSP.


Find him fast, he’d been told and, as he left the confines of the city, Lorimer resisted the temptation to accelerate, let the Lexus power along the country roads like a stallion being given its head after days confined to a stable. Leaving behind the suburbs of Bearsden and Milngavie, he headed past the new coffee stop that had long since replaced a country pub favoured by bikers. Drink-driving laws had changed many of these old establishments for ever, the old Carbeth Inn now a rubble of stones behind a wooden hoarding. He slowed down and turned right, passing the last of the popular wooden huts used mainly as weekend retreats by city dwellers, then drove more slowly along the narrow winding road.


Keeping a careful watch on the way ahead, Lorimer still managed to look around him for the tell-tale flash of white rump and was rewarded by the sight of a roe deer, its head buried deep in the long grasses. Further on, a glimmer of water brought a shadow to his face as he recalled a burned-out ambulance by the side of a small lochan and the case that had first brought him into contact with Professor Solomon Brightman. So many places were imbued with memories of cases from the past; he sighed as the road twisted again then fell down into a deep valley towards the village of Blanefield.


At the end of the Stockie Muir was a short drive left along to the famous Glengoyne distillery but Lorimer took the right fork that led into the village, past Netherblane and out towards his destination. Number fifty-four was one of several pre-war bungalows, many of their steep roofs displaying large dormer windows, extensions to different parts of the houses making the original buildings less uniform than they had been at one time. A few still had the tall chimneys that had been necessary for indoor fireplaces in several of the rooms, but most had moved with the times, solar panels often replacing these older structures. Robert Truesdale’s new residence had not seen many improvements, Lorimer thought, as he sat in the car, looking at the old bungalow. Sure, there was a dormer to the front and a wooden garage to one side but the place looked as if it needed some attention, the front lawn sprouting long strands of grass and weeds. Still, it was impossible to tell much at first glance about the place the MSP had chosen to live except that it may have lain empty for some time before he had moved in.


There was a press button bell to one side, a security key case beneath making Lorimer guess that the previous occupant had been disabled or in need of care. That certainly explained the unkempt garden. The sound of the bell rang out, one long persistent note followed by footsteps hurrying towards the half-glazed door. He heard the rattle of a chain being drawn across the door then it opened sufficiently for him to see a small grey-haired woman looking up at him, a fluffy apricot and white moggy in her arms.


‘Yes?’ Her hazel eyes regarded him steadily.


‘Hello, my name’s Lorimer. I’m looking for Mr Truesdale,’ he explained.


‘Sorry, he’s out shopping just now,’ the woman replied. ‘I’m his home help. Well, cleaner really. It’s not like he needs much help. Not like some of my old dears,’ she chattered. ‘Seemed surprised to see me, so he did. Mind you, I like to turn up early first day, you know. Get a feel of a place, like.’


‘Oh, can you ask him to give me a call when he gets in?’ Lorimer smiled. ‘Here’s my number.’ He took out a small notebook and pen then scribbled his name and mobile number rather than hand her one of his cards with the Police Scotland logo, sensing that to identify himself as a senior police officer might make the woman clam up.


‘Do you know if he’ll be back to work soon?’ he asked, tearing the page out and handing it to her.


‘Work?’ The woman looked puzzled. ‘Oh, I don’t think so. I was told he’d retired, you know.’ She stroked the cat’s long fur. ‘Awfie young tae retire, mind you.’


Lorimer looked closely at the woman’s face. Was it possible that she had no idea of Robert Truesdale’s identity? Not everyone caught the latest stories about politics and no doubt some folk chose to avoid the politics pages of newspapers altogether.


‘I’m just in today then back next week,’ the woman offered. ‘But I’ll leave your note where he can see it.’ She nodded up at the tall man.


‘Thank you, Mrs …?’


‘Jardine. Nancy Jardine. Careful Cleaners. I’ve got my own website,’ she added, lifting her chin to throw him a keen look. ‘If you need a cleaner …?’


‘Thank you, I’ll bear that in mind,’ he said, smiling down at the woman then turning to leave.


Well, there was no real mystery about Robert Truesdale’s whereabouts now, except that he had somehow failed to inform his colleagues at Holyrood that he would be absent for some time. Or retired, as his cleaning lady had said. Had he decided to quit, after all? But, why not put that in writing to the FM? Or at least tell his PR people of his intentions. It was puzzling, but perhaps an indication that the stress of recent months had finally got to Truesdale, making him sell up and move away to a quiet village where he might not be hounded by the media?


As Lorimer drove away, he had no idea just how much interest there was going to be in this sleepy little part of the world.


*


‘But you didn’t actually see him?’ Flint said stiffly.


‘No. His cleaning lady told me he was out shopping. Looks like he may have had it up to here,’ Lorimer suggested, raising a hand above his head. ‘Though, if he’s trying to keep a low profile, why go out to the shops when he could purchase things over the internet instead?’ he added thoughtfully.


Caroline Flint regarded the man across the table. She trusted his judgement, but in this case she was under direct instructions from the First Minister of Scotland to find their missing MSP, and hearsay on his whereabouts was simply not enough.
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