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      ‘What superlatives are there left to describe the phenomenon that is the multi-award-winning McDermid?’ Daily Mail

      ‘Her books combine ironclad storytelling technique, cogent commentaries on modern society and an attitude to the crime genre’s long history that is both interrogative and innovative… we are reminded that the new Queen of Crime is still at the top of her game’ Independent

      ‘McDermid’s expertly juggled plotlines and masterful handling of pace and tension tick all the best boxes’ Guardian

      ‘McDermid concocts complex plots with plenty of twists and red herrings. At times the tension is palpable and there are genuine surprises… McDermid is a dab hand at creating enough plausibility to make her contributions to the genre intensely readable’ Sunday Herald

      ‘A celebrated crime author with an attention to detail which makes her stories both gripping and totally authentic’ Western Daily Press

      ‘Packed with intrigue, warmly drawn characters and dollops of tension, McDermid’s thirtieth novel leaves the reader looking forward to the thirty-first’ Irish Independent on Out of Bounds

      ‘Her writing is taut, her plotting pacy… McDermid is particularly good at analysing human damage and its effects’ Scotsman

      ‘With the deaths of P.D. James and Ruth Rendell, Val McDermid is the obvious successor as Britain’s Queen of Crime. For me, she has already held that title for many years. Her latest novel, starring the socially awkward but clever criminal profiler Tony Hill and ace detective Carol Jordan, demonstrates her supremacy’ The Times on Splinter the Silence

      ‘No one rivals Val McDermid’s skill at writing truly terrifying thrillers’ Good Housekeeping

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      Val McDermid is a No.1 bestseller whose novels have been translated into more than thirty languages, and have sold over fifteen million copies. She has won many awards internationally, including the CWA Gold Dagger for best crime novel of the year and the LA Times Book of the Year Award. She was inducted into the ITV3 Crime Thriller Awards Hall of Fame in 2009, was the recipient of the CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger in 2010 and received the Lambda Literary Foundation Pioneer Award in 2011. In 2016, Val received the Outstanding Contribution to Crime Fiction Award at the Theakstons Old Peculier Crime Writing Festival and was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. She writes full time and divides her time between Cheshire and Edinburgh.
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      This one’s for Professor Dame Sue Black and Professor Niamh Nic Daied – for the friendship, the fun and games and the forensics.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        A black scene of calumny will be laid open; but you, Doctor, will make all things square again.

        
          ‘On Murder, Considered as One of the Fine Arts’, (Second Paper), Thomas de Quincey
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      If Kathryn McCormick had known she had less than three weeks to live, she might have made more of an effort to enjoy Suzanne’s wedding. But instead she had adopted her usual attitude of resigned disappointment, trying not to look too disconsolate as she stared at the other guests dancing as if nobody was watching.

      It was just like every day at work. Kathryn was always the outsider there too. Even though the title of office manager wielded very little in the way of actual authority, it was enough to set her apart from everyone else. Kathryn always felt that when she walked into the kitchenette to make herself a coffee, whatever conversation had been going on either stopped altogether or swerved away from the confidential to the inconsequential.

      Really, it had been stupid to think today would have been any different. She’d once seen a quote that had stuck with her – the definition of insanity was, doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. By that standard, she was definitely insane. Sitting on the fringes of a wedding reception on a Saturday night but expecting to be at the centre of conversation and laughter fell smack bang at the core of repetitive behaviour that never produced anything but entirely predictable failure.

      Kathryn sneaked a look at her watch. The dancing had only been going for half an hour. But felt like a lot longer. Nikki from accounts, hips gyrating like a pole dancer, opposite Ginger Gerry, slack-jawed with delight. Anya, Lynne, Mags and Triona in a neat shamrock formation, elbows tucked in, bodies twitching and heads bobbing to the beat. Emily and Oli, feet shuffling in sync, eyes locked, grinning at each other like idiots. Idiots who would probably be going home together at the end of the night.

      She could barely remember the last time she’d had sex. She’d split up with Niall over three years ago. But it still stung like a razor cut. He’d walked into the house one evening, the sharp sour smell of lager on his breath, a faint sheen of sweat on his skin. ‘I’ve been headhunted for a job in Cardiff. Running my own design team,’ he’d said, his excitement impossible to miss.

      ‘That’s great, babe.’ Kathryn had slid off the stool at the breakfast bar, throwing her arms around him, trying to stifle the voice in her head shouting, ‘Cardiff? What the fuck am I going to do in Cardiff?’

      ‘Big salary increase too,’ Niall said, his body curiously still, not responding to the hug.

      ‘Wow! When are we moving, then?’

      He disentangled himself. Kathryn’s stomach clenched. ‘That’s the thing, Kath.’ He looked at his feet. ‘I want to go by myself.’

      The words didn’t make any sense. ‘What do you mean, by yourself? You’re just going to come home at weekends? That’s mad, I can get a job down there, I’ve got transferrable skills.’

      He took a step back. ‘No. Look, there’s no good way of saying this… I’m not happy and I haven’t been for a while and I think this is the best way for both of us. For me to move away, start again. We can both start again.’

      And that had been that. Well, not quite. There had been tears and shouting and she’d cut the crotches out of all his Calvin Kleins, but he’d gone anyway. She’d lost her man and she’d lost her dignity and she’d lost her home because half the lovely terraced house in her favourite Bradfield suburb had been Niall’s and he’d insisted they sell it. So now she lived in a boxy little flat in a 1960s block too close to where they’d lived together. It had been a mistake to move somewhere so near the place she’d been happy, the house she had to walk past to get to the tram stop every morning. She’d tried making a ten-minute detour to avoid it, but that had been worse. An even sharper slap in the face, somehow. Every now and then, the couple who had bought the house emerged as she walked past and they’d give her a little wave and an embarrassed half-smile.

      Since then, Kathryn had made a few tentative attempts at getting back to dating. She’d signed up for an online dating site and swiped her way through dozens of possibles. When she pictured herself standing next to them, none of them seemed remotely credible. One of Niall’s old workmates had texted her and invited her out for dinner. It hadn’t gone well. He’d clearly thought she’d be up for a pity fuck, and had been less than happy when she’d told him to sod off. At her cousin’s fortieth, she’d hooked up with a sweet lad from Northern Ireland. They’d ended up in bed together, but it hadn’t exactly been a raging success and he’d escaped back to Belfast with a broken promise to call her.

      That had probably been the last time she’d had sex. Fifteen months ago. And this was supposed to be her sexual prime. Kathryn stifled a sigh and took another swig from her glass of Sauvignon Blanc. She had to stop feeling so sorry for herself. All the magazines she’d ever read were agreed on that point – nothing was a bigger turn-off for a man than self-pity.

      ‘Is someone sitting here?’ A man’s voice. Deep and warm.

      Kathryn started and jerked round. Standing with his hand on the back of the chair next to her was a stranger. A not bad-looking stranger, she noted automatically even as she stammered, ‘No. I mean, they were but they’re not now.’ Kathryn was used to sizing up potential clients. Not quite six feet tall, she thought. Thirty-something. Mid-brown hair with a few silver strands at the temples. Full, well-shaped eyebrows over pale blue eyes that crinkled when he smiled. Like now. His nose looked a bit thick around the bridge, as if it had been broken at some point and poorly set. His smile revealed slightly crooked teeth, but it was an engaging smile nevertheless.

      He sat down beside her. Suit trousers, brilliant white shirt with the top button undone, blue silk tie loosened. His fingernails were square and manicured, his shave close and his haircut crisp. She liked a man who took care of his grooming. Niall had always been meticulous that way. ‘I’m David,’ he said. ‘Are you with the bride or the groom?’

      ‘I work with Suzanne,’ she said. ‘I’m Kathryn. With a y.’ She had no idea why she’d said that.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Kathryn with a y.’ There was amusement there, but not in a piss-taking way, she thought.

      ‘Are you a friend of Ed, then?’

      ‘I know him from the five-a-side footie.’

      Kathryn giggled. ‘The best man milked that in his speech.’

      ‘Didn’t he, though.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I noticed you sitting here by yourself. I thought you might like some company?’

      ‘I don’t mind my own company,’ she said, regretting the words as soon as they were spoken. ‘But don’t get me wrong, it’s really lovely to meet you.’

      ‘I don’t mind my own company either, but sometimes it’s nice to talk to an attractive woman.’ That smile again. ‘I’m guessing you don’t much like dancing? So I’m not going to suggest we strut our stuff on the dance floor.’

      ‘No, I’m not much of a dancer.’

      ‘I’m a bit fed up with the music. I prefer conversation, myself. Do you fancy going through to the bar? It’s quieter there, we can talk without having to shout at each other.’

      Kathryn couldn’t quite believe it. OK, he wasn’t exactly George Clooney, but he was clean and polite and attractive and, extraordinary though it seemed, he was acting like he was interested in her. ‘Good idea,’ she said, pushing back her chair and getting to her feet.

      As they weaved through the tables to the ballroom door, the man who called himself David cupped her elbow in his hand in a solicitous gesture. Kathryn McCormick’s killer was nothing if not solicitous.
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      Detective Chief Inspector Carol Jordan shrugged into her heavy waxed jacket and pulled a thermal hat over sleep-tousled hair. A black-and-white collie danced around her feet, impatient to be out into the morning chill. She tied the laces on her sturdy walking boots and stepped out into a flurry of rain. She shut the door of the converted barn behind her, letting the tongue of the lock click softly into place.

      Then they were off, woman and dog cutting up the moorside in sweeping zigzags. For a few blessed moments, concentrating on what she was doing drove the turmoil from Carol’s head, but it was too insistent to be kept at bay for long. The phone call that had come from out of the blue the night before had stripped her of any chance of a restful night and now, it seemed, of any peace this morning. There had been no running away from the blame her caller’s bitter voice had directed at her.

      Years of policing at the sharpest of sharp ends had provided Carol with ample cause for regret. Every cop knew the acrid taste of failure, the tightness in the chest that came with delivering the worst news in the world. Those cases where they’d failed to bring any kind of consolation to people who had a sudden gap in their lives where a loved one should be – those cases still rankled, filling her with a sense of raw inadequacy when she drove down certain streets, crossed particular landscapes, visited towns where she knew unspeakable things had happened.

      All those things were generic, though. All cops everywhere who had an ounce of sensitivity to what they were doing carried these loads. But this was different. This latest quantum of blame was a personal burden.

      She’d thought she could escape these outcomes that twisted inside her like a tightening rope when she walked away from the job, from the badge and the rank. Her relentless pursuit of a multiple murderer had cost the life of her brother and his wife. What possible reason could there be for staying? She’d wanted nothing more to do with a job that demanded such a high price.

      But other people had known only too well the buttons to push to draw her back to policing like a moth to a flame.

      #1: Boredom. She’d spent six months stripping her brother’s barn conversion to the bare bones then rebuilding it, learning the skills she needed from YouTube videos and old men in the local pub. She’d been driven to erase all traces of what had happened there, as if by remaking it she could convince herself Michael and Lucy’s death had been a hallucination. She’d been close to the final stages of the project when her rage had finally cooled enough for her to understand she was growing bored with her choice. She was a detective, not a builder, as the man asleep in her spare room had forcibly told her.

      #2: Loneliness. Carol’s friendships had always been inextricably linked to her job. Her team were her family, and some of them had made it past her barriers to become her friends. Since she’d walked away, she’d pushed them all to arm’s length and beyond. One of her neighbours, George Nicholas, had tried to breach her defences. A generous man, he was the reason she had the dog. Flash was the offspring of his own sheepdog, an anomalous pup who was afraid of sheep. Carol had taken the misfit because she thought they belonged together, somehow. George had seen that as a signal for a closer connection, but he hadn’t been who she wanted. George could never be home for her. A return to policing, though? That would take her back into the orbit of people who made her believe she belonged somewhere.

      #3: Pride. That had been the killer vulnerability that had left her open to an offer she should have refused but couldn’t. Pride in her skill, pride in her smarts, pride in her ability to find answers where nobody else could. She knew she was good. Believed she was the best, especially when she had the right hand-picked team around her. Others might have thought her arrogant; Carol Jordan knew she had something to be arrogant about. Nobody could do this job better. She had doubts about all sorts of things but not about her ability as a guv’nor.

      And finally, the killer button to press. #4: Temptation. They’d held out so much more than the simple chance to return to a job that had defined and rewarded her for so long. They’d invented something new, something bright and shiny, something that might change the future of the way they did policing. And she was their first choice to lead it. A regional Major Incident Team – ReMIT – that would scoop up all the sudden violent deaths, the most vicious sexual assaults and the sickening child abductions from six separate police forces. The first tentative step towards a national agency like the FBI, perhaps. Who else could do it if not Carol Jordan?

      But she’d screwed up before they could even ask her. A screw-up so breathtakingly stupid that the only way to rescue her was an audacious act of noble corruption that she should never have considered accepting for a nanosecond, never mind buying into heart and soul. She’d been blinded by the vote of confidence in her abilities, flattered that a man of honour should risk his integrity to place her where she belonged, and, at the last ditch, doomed by the demands of her own ego.

      And now there was more blood on her hands and nobody to blame but herself.

      Carol drove her body harder against the gradient, making her muscles complain and her lungs burn. Flash quartered the hill in front of her, a sudden flurry of rabbits scattering before her, dirty white scuts bouncing across the moorland grass like a random release of old white tennis balls. Carol didn’t even break stride, registering nothing around her, locked into the fury she was directing entirely towards herself.

      What was she to do now? The one principle she’d always clung to was her drive for justice. It had taken her to dark places and forced her down reluctant paths but it had never failed her. To deliver criminals to judgement had always fulfilled her. That sense of restoring some kind of balance in the world also gave balance to her life. But there could be no justice here.

      If Carol admitted the conspiracy she’d been part of, she’d only be a tiny part of the damage and destruction. It would kill ReMIT before it was even up and running properly. And that would improve the chances of serious criminals escaping the consequences of their actions. She’d have screwed up the careers of other officers who had counted on her. She’d likely go to jail. Worse still, so would other people.

      The guilt was hers. The blood was on her hands. There was only one road to redemption. She had to make a success of ReMIT. If she could turn it into an elite team that really did deliver arrests and convictions in the most exacting of circumstances, if they could put killers behind bars before more lives were needlessly taken, if she really did make a difference… She’d still owe a debt for those other deaths. But at least there would be something to put on the other side of the balance sheet.
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      ‘I’m worried about Torin,’ Detective Sergeant Paula McIntyre said as the teenage boy walking away from the car sketched a farewell wave without actually turning round.

      Dr Elinor Blessing muted the radio. ‘Me too.’ It had been on her mind for days. The last thing on her mind as she let the oblivion of sleep overtake her, the first thought on waking.

      Earlier that morning, she’d groaned at the invasive ringtone from her partner’s iPhone. Bloody cathedral bells. How could such a small slab of silicone produce so much noise? At this rate, she was going to end up as the Quasimodo of the A&E department. ‘Paula,’ she grumbled sleepily. ‘It’s my day off.’

      Paula McIntyre snuggled into Elinor and gave her a soft kiss on the cheek. ‘I know. But I’ve got to get me and Torin showered and breakfasted and out the door in good time. You go back to sleep. I’ll be so quiet, you won’t even know I’m there.’

      Elinor grunted, unconvinced. A tremor shuddered through the mattress as Paula bounced out of bed and headed for the shower. Combined with the niggle of worry about Torin, the rattle of the extractor fan and hiss of the shower were too much. Any prospect of sinking back into sleep had been booted far into the long grass. Accepting the inevitable, Elinor made a guttural sound of disgust and got up.

      Wrapped in her dressing gown, she climbed the stairs to the loft conversion their fourteen-year-old ward had turned into his wannabe man cave. Knocking first – because taking on Torin so recently had meant they’d dutifully read up on how to survive parenting an adolescent – Elinor stuck her head round the door. ‘Morning, Torin,’ she said, sounding a lot brighter than she felt. ‘Sleep well?’

      His grunt echoed her own waking, though an octave lower.

      ‘Time to get up.’ Elinor waited till one long thin hairy leg emerged from the duvet, then retreated downstairs to the kitchen. Coffee. A bowl of fresh fruit for Torin. Toast for Paula. Two eggs standing by to be poached for Torin, baked beans already in the pan. Juice for everyone. All set up and ready to roll without a moment’s thought. What occupied her mind was not the breakfast but the boy.

      He’d fallen into their lives by chance. Neither woman had felt the biological pull towards motherhood but after Torin’s mother had been murdered, he had refused point-blank to move away from Bradfield to live with his aunt and grandmother, distant relatives in terms of emotions as well as miles. His father worked offshore and hadn’t been around to any significant degree for years. ‘I need to stay where my friends are,’ he’d insisted, stubborn but not unreasonable, in Elinor’s view. The combination of Elinor’s friendship with his mother and Paula’s professional involvement in the investigation had somehow ended up with Torin in their home and in their care. Neither was quite sure how it had happened. But neither was willing to reject a boy who had lost his anchor.

      And so their life together had expanded to include an adolescent boy. It hadn’t been an obvious match-up, but for months it had appeared to have worked. Elinor had been amazed – and, if she was honest, a little concerned – that Torin seemed to have coped so well with his mother’s death. Their friend, clinical psychologist Tony Hill, had reassured her. ‘Grief is individual. Some like it public, some like it private. For some, it’s complicated because their relationship with the dead was complicated. For others – like Torin, apparently – it’s relatively straightforward. He’s sad, he’s bereaved, but he’s not in the grip of anger or resentment that he can’t come to terms with. No doubt you’ll get unexpected outbursts that seem to come from nowhere. But I don’t think he’s internalising some fucked-up reaction that he’s not letting you see.’ Then he’d smiled his crooked smile and undercut himself. ‘Of course, I could be totally wrong.’

      But on the face of it, he’d been right. Torin and the women had adjusted to each other. Elinor and Paula had rediscovered that board games could be fun and that there was a whole new generation of them waiting to be purchased and played. Torin had sat through movies he’d never have considered worth watching. Slowly and carefully, they’d learned what they needed to know about each other.

      His schoolwork had recovered from the sudden dip provoked by the shock of his mother’s death and he seemed unworried at the prospect of impending exams. Paula had fretted that he didn’t seem to have much of a social life. At his age, she’d been one of a group of girls who hung around together for hours on end in each other’s bedrooms, experimenting with make-up, comparing the snogging techniques of the boys they’d kissed – for Paula had not yet found a way to explain herself to herself – and gossiping about everyone who wasn’t in their charmed circle. The boys had the same tight knots of friendship, though she had no idea what they talked about except that it was different.

      Torin’s life wasn’t like that. He occasionally met up with friends on a Saturday to mooch around the expensive designer shops that cluttered the streets behind Bellwether Square, but mostly he seemed to prefer his own company. Though he was never far from the umbilical connection of one screen or another. But Elinor, whose colleagues at Bradfield Cross Hospital covered a wide range of ages and backgrounds, assured her that this was what teenagers were like these days. They communicated through selfies and Snapchat, through tagging and Twitter, through images on Instagram. And by the turning of the season, it would be another thing altogether. Face to face was so twentieth century.

      But over the past two or three weeks, something had shifted. Torin had descended into a moody silence, barely acknowledging their questions or comments. He’d become the grunting, uncommunicative teenager of cliché, contributing nothing to conversation at mealtimes, escaping to his room as soon as he’d finished shovelling food into his mouth. When Elinor asked him if he wanted to talk about his mother, he’d startled as if she’d slapped him. ‘No,’ he said, dark brows drawn down in a heavy frown. ‘What’s to say?’

      ‘I wondered whether you were missing her more than usual,’ she said, stoic in the face of his hostility.

      He sighed. ‘I’d only be a disappointment to her.’ Then he’d pushed his chair back, even though there was still a slice of pizza on his plate. ‘I’ve got homework.’

      And now Paula was admitting what Elinor herself had been concerned about. There were good reasons to worry about Torin. As Paula eased the car into the slow-moving morning traffic, Elinor chose her words carefully. ‘I think something is bothering him. More than his mother, I mean. Something we can’t guess at because it’s outside our experience.’

      ‘So what do we do?’

      ‘Do you think there’s any point in talking to the school? His form teacher was pretty helpful after Bev died.’

      Paula joined the queue of traffic turning right. ‘It’s worth a try. Do you want me to get Tony to come round for dinner, see if he can loosen Torin’s tongue?’

      ‘Let’s hold that in reserve for when we hit the brick wall.’ Elinor tried not to let despondency take hold. ‘Maybe it’s all about being fourteen and not having a man around the place to talk to.’

      ‘He can FaceTime his dad any time he wants. And he usually talks non-stop to Tony. I don’t think we have to go down the self-flagellation route, Elinor.’ Paula sounded sharp. Elinor hoped it was nothing more than the traffic getting to her.

      ‘If you say so. But…’

      Paula broke the silence. ‘But what?’

      Elinor gave a wry smile. ‘Carol Jordan always says you’re the best interviewer she’s ever seen. And you can’t get him to open up. So I reckon it must be serious.’

      Paula shook her head. ‘He’s not a suspect, El. He’s a hormonal adolescent boy who’s gone through a major tragedy. I worry that he’s bottling stuff up, not that he’s hiding criminal activity.’

      Elinor pushed her long black hair back from her face, enjoying the sensation of having it loose instead of tightly coiffed for work. She chuckled. ‘You’re right. That’s me put in my place. Thank you, you always reassure me.’

      Paula scoffed. ‘Even when I don’t reassure myself?’

      ‘Especially when I sense that little niggle of doubt that tells me you’re human.’ She stroked Paula’s arm. ‘What have you got on today?’

      ‘Well, we’re only getting properly into our stride in ReMIT now. The internet trolling case, that was an accident rather than something we were formally tasked with. So we’ll just have to wait and see what lands on Carol’s desk. I’m looking forward to it.’

      Elinor smiled. ‘I know it.’ She shifted in her seat, craning her neck to see what she could of the road ahead. ‘Pull up after the lights, I’ll cut through to the shops from there, save you going round the block and getting snarled in the Campion Way traffic.’

      Paula stopped, and leaned across to give Elinor a parting kiss. ‘It’ll be something and nothing,’ she said. ‘At that age, it always is the end of the world. Except it never is.’ She sounded confident but Elinor read the doubt in Paula’s blue eyes.

      As she walked through the morning crowds, Elinor told herself to accept her partner’s words at face value. ‘Something and nothing.’

      Even though she didn’t believe them for a moment.
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      No matter that Carol had closed the barn door almost silently; Tony Hill had spent so long living alone that even in his sleep he was aware of subtle changes in his environment. The section of the barn that Michael Jordan had built as a guest suite had also doubled as his software lab and he’d made it virtually soundproof. But still Carol’s departure managed to rouse Tony from his perennially light sleep. Some delicate disturbance of the air, some faint disruption of the soundscape of his dreams. Whatever it was, he woke knowing instantly that she had left the building.

      He lay there for a few moments, wondering how they remained held in each other’s orbit. They’d both tried to put distance between them at one time or another, but it never persisted. And now here he was, under her roof. Here, though neither could quite bring themselves to admit it, because she needed him to help her through the process of renouncing alcohol and because he needed her to make him feel his humanity was real rather than a mask. Which was why he’d been there when the phone had rung with its dark message.

      He’d known at once the call was trouble. Carol’s grey eyes had darkened and her face tightened, exposing fine wrinkles he’d never noticed before. She’d run a hand through her heavy blonde hair, the low lighting in the barn revealing more silver than there had been a few months before. A poignant moment of realisation that she was visibly ageing.

      It was odd how these moments stood out in sudden relief. He’d noticed it with his own face. Months would go by without any change impinging then suddenly one morning in the mirror, he’d catch a sideways glimpse and understand that what had once been laughter lines were now permanently etched in hollow cheeks. Sometimes when he got out of bed, his body protested. He remembered Carol laughing at him for making what she called ‘old man’s noises’ when he’d pushed himself to his feet from a chair the other day. He’d never thought much about either of them ageing; now he’d become aware of it, he knew his thoughts would loop back there till he’d figured out what it meant to him. The burden of a psychologist: a job with no downtime.

      What he had to figure out now was how to help Carol hold it together in the wake of this latest trouble. He knew her well enough to suspect she’d use it as a spur to push herself even harder. Her own self-worth would be bundled into the success of ReMIT like the double helix of DNA, the two things completely interdependent. And that was a dangerous strategy. Because however good a detective she was, she couldn’t control the outcome of every case.

      Before he could descend further into introspection, the faint rumble of an engine caught his attention. The rare traffic on the quiet lane running past the barn was usually audible only for a few seconds, but this vehicle was hanging around, the sound not receding but growing louder. It seemed they had a visitor.

      Tony scrambled out of bed, almost falling back again as he struggled awkwardly into his jeans. He grabbed the thick fisherman’s sweater he’d taken to wearing on his boat and headed through the main barn towards the front door, hopping as he registered the cold stone flags under his feet. The engine had stopped, he realised. He opened up as a closing car door made the expensive soft click of German engineering. The man who straightened up to face him was all too familiar.

      ‘John,’ Tony said, not bothering to hide his weary resignation. The arrival of John Brandon, Carol’s former chief constable, the man who had engineered her return to policing, did not come as a shock. Not after the previous evening’s news. ‘You’d better come in.’

      Brandon approached, his resemblance to a miserable bloodhound even more pronounced than usual. ‘I’m guessing from your expression that you’ve heard?’

      Tony stepped back to let him enter. ‘She’s got plenty of enemies, John. Did you really think none of them would have picked up the phone?’

      Brandon sighed. ‘Bad news always travels fast.’ He looked around, and Tony clocked his practised copper’s eye taking in the details of the newly refurbished space. The exposed beams, the perfect plasterwork. Spare, simple furnishings and a massive stone fireplace piled with logs ready to be lit. No pictures on the walls yet, no rugs on the flagged floor. Japanese screens that closed off a sleeping area; a squared-off corner that Tony knew hid a luxurious bathroom. ‘She’s made a good job of it,’ Brandon said.

      ‘That should come as no surprise.’

      ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Up on the hill with the dog. Taking it out on the landscape.’

      Brandon sat down on one of the deep tweed-covered sofas. ‘Who told her?’

      ‘DCI John Franklin from West Yorkshire. You could say he took a kind of savage pleasure in it.’ The mere memory of Carol’s stricken expression was enough to bring a mutinous cast to Tony’s features. ‘It pretty much devastated her.’

      Brandon sighed. ‘I wish he’d kept his mouth shut.’

      ‘Why? There’s no way to spin this that wouldn’t have the same result.’

      ‘I wanted to tell her. I wanted to explain that it wasn’t her fault. That what happened falls into the category of the law of unintended consequences.’

      ‘What?’ He pushed his fingers through his dark curling hair in a gesture of frustration. ‘You and your powerful friends corrupted the system to have Carol’s drink-driving arrest thrown out on a technicality. Only, that meant another three drivers walked free too. Then one of them gets behind the wheel again, but this time he’s so drunk he kills himself and three other innocent people in a late-night crash? And you think you can shrug that off as an “unintended consequence”?’ Tony made a sarcastic quotation mark gesture in the air.

      ‘Nobody’s shrugging it off. But if anyone has to shoulder the blame, it’s me and the Home Office team who thought it was a good idea in the first place. Not Carol.’

      Tony shook his head, impatient. ‘Good luck with getting her to see things that way. You’ll be lucky if you get to close of play today with her still in post.’

      Brandon shifted awkwardly, twisting his lanky legs around each other. ‘I was hoping you might help me persuade her there’s no point in resigning now. What’s done is done. ReMIT is bound to have a live case sooner rather than later and we need her running the team.’

      ‘I’ve not spoken to her this morning. But she’ll do what she thinks is best, regardless of what either of us has to say, John.’

      While he was speaking, the door opened and Flash bounded across the room, washing Tony’s thigh with a welcoming tongue, then wheeling to face Brandon, ears alert, head forward, scenting the air.

      ‘She will,’ Carol said, taking a handful of steps towards them. ‘I told you at the time it wasn’t a good idea to interfere with a righteous arrest, John.’

      ‘You didn’t put up much of a fight, as I recall.’ The words were defensive but Brandon’s tone was regretful.

      Carol sighed. ‘You calibrated my weakness perfectly. And I gave in to temptation and flattery.’

      ‘It wasn’t flattery,’ Brandon protested. ‘You were the best person to run ReMIT. You still are.’

      Carol slipped out of her jacket and hung it on its peg. ‘You’re quite possibly right. And that’s why I’m going to work now.’ She turned back to face them, her eyes blazing cold with anger. ‘You’ve done a terrible thing to me, John. Four people are dead because you and your pals decided I needed to be whitewashed. You can hide behind your conviction you did the right thing. But I can’t. I let myself be talked into taking the job at ReMIT out of vanity and ego.’ She ran her hands through hair flattened by her walking hat, letting it reassert its natural shape. ‘I let myself believe my motives were pure, but honestly? They weren’t. So I’ve got to live with that guilt. I’m ashamed now that I agreed to be part of your shabby deal. And the only thing I can do that comes anywhere near redeeming myself is to get out there and do a job that might save other people from dying.’

      Tony felt pride and pity at her words. ‘That’s no small thing,’ he said softly.

      ‘Four lives, John,’ Carol said. ‘For all our sakes, you’d better hope nobody unravels what really happened at Calderdale Magistrates Court.’
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      Paula was surprised to find she was first in the office. Usually, DC Stacey Chen was already ensconced behind her protective carapace of half a dozen computer screens when the rest of the team arrived. But today the self-contained office where she practised the black arts of digital investigation was dark, the door closed and, Paula assumed, locked. She hung up her coat but before she could fuel up from the team’s high-spec bean-to-cup machine, the phone in Carol Jordan’s office rang out.

      The door was open. When Paula had been part of Carol’s old MIT team in Bradfield, the house rule was that no phone went unanswered. So she hustled across the room and snatched the handset on its fourth ring. ‘ReMIT, DS McIntyre,’ she said.

      ‘Is DCI Jordan there?’ An unidentified female voice she didn’t recognise.

      ‘Who’s calling?’

      ‘Detective Superintendent Henderson from North Yorkshire.’

      There were still few enough women at that rank for Paula to know Anne Henderson by reputation. She was one of the quiet but deadly ones. Never raised her voice but was never knowingly outflanked. ‘Behind the door when they handed out a sense of humour,’ had been the verdict of a Bradfield sergeant who had started his career on the North Yorkshire force. Paula didn’t think that made you a bad person, though black humour was often what got MIT detectives through the horrors they routinely confronted. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am,’ Paula said. ‘DCI Jordan’s in a meeting right now. Can I help you? Or take a message?’

      ‘We’ve got something we think you might like to take a look at,’ Henderson said abruptly. ‘How do you proceed with these handovers?’

      ‘I’m not sure of the protocols yet,’ Paula said. ‘But I imagine DCI Jordan would like to bring a team out to the crime scene.’

      ‘That won’t be possible.’ Henderson’s voice was clipped, annoyance in her tone. ‘The officers at the scene did not consider the death suspicious.’

      ‘So, what? They didn’t preserve the scene?’

      ‘It’s complicated. Perhaps the best thing is for the local SIO to email you the details? Then take it from there?’

      Paula didn’t know what to say. What would Carol Jordan want? If the crime scene was a bust, they’d need to start somewhere else. ‘That’s probably best,’ she said.

      ‘I’ll get that organised. Once she’s had a look, DCI Jordan can give me a call and we’ll progress things.’

      And that was that. As Paula replaced the phone the squad room door opened and Stacey Chen walked in with DC Karim Hussain at her heels. Stacey looked glum but Karim had all the bounce of a puppy who’s been thrown a brand-new tennis ball. ‘Morning, skipper,’ Karim called. ‘Shall I make us all a brew?’

      Stacey rolled her eyes and made for her office. ‘Earl Grey,’ she muttered, unlocking the door.

      ‘I know,’ Karim said brightly. ‘No milk, the same colour as Famous Grouse.’ There was a miniature of the whisky in the cupboard below the kettle for the purposes of quality control. ‘I learn, Mr Fawlty.’ He batted his ridiculously long eyelashes in a parody of a flirtatious waiter. Nobody paid any attention. He shrugged and carried on making the brews. Just as well his sister couldn’t see him now. She’d love to take the piss out of him, the big detective reduced to chai wallah.

      Paula followed Stacey. ‘You OK?’

      ‘I’m fine. I did what needed to be done.’

      ‘How did he take it?’

      ‘I have no idea. I’ve blocked him from all my comms.’ Stacey settled in behind her screens, their ghostly flickers mapping random colours on her face and her white blouse. Her expression was blank and uninviting. Most people, Paula thought, would relish the opportunity to have a good rant about an ex-boyfriend as treacherous as Sam Evans had turned out to be. Stacey wasn’t most people, however.

      ‘DSI Henderson from North Yorkshire was on a minute ago. They’re pinging details on a case over to us.’

      Stacey’s smile was grim. ‘Good. Something to get our teeth into.’

      Paula retreated, glad of the coffee Karim plonked in front of her. She logged on to the system and checked the ReMIT cloud storage. North Yorkshire hadn’t wasted any time. Their designation, NYP, began the serial identification of the only file folder in the ‘Immediate Attention’ section. Paula felt her pulse quicken. For the first time, ReMIT was faced with a case from an outside force. This was where they began to prove themselves.

       

      By mid-morning, the small team was assembled in a horseshoe round a pair of whiteboards. DCI Carol Jordan stood in front of them, shoulders tight, hands fists at her side. Apart from Karim, only DI Kevin Matthews looked raring to go, Paula thought. Carol Jordan had dark smudges under her eyes, Stacey resembled a convincing understudy for the Grim Reaper and Tony Hill, their first best hope for hitting the ground running in terms of what they were looking at, hadn’t stopped frowning since he’d walked in ten minutes before. The final member of the team, DS Alvin Ambrose, was impressively impassive, arms loosely folded across his chest in a ‘wait and see’ pose, his shaved head gleaming under the strip lights, his dark suit giving him the air of a nightclub bouncer nobody would want to argue with.

      ‘We’ve got a completely corrupted crime scene,’ Carol began. ‘It’s far from the ideal way to start our ReMIT role. But we’re not going to let that stop us.’ She turned and wrote ‘Kathryn McCormick’ in firm capitals at the top of the board. ‘Three nights ago, a motorist driving on a back road from Swarthdale to Ripon came on a burning vehicle in a lay-by. He parked twenty metres further on, then he and his passenger walked back. The fire was blazing inside the vehicle and they could see the outline of a figure in the driving seat. The driver, a thirty-six-year-old engineer, tried to approach but was driven back by the heat.’ Carol wrote ‘Simon Downey’ on the board in smaller letters. Under it, she wrote ‘Rowan Calvert’. ‘Rowan called the fire brigade while Simon ran back to his car for the fire extinguisher.’

      Kevin snorted. ‘That’d have as much impact as a fart in a thunderstorm.’

      ‘Indeed,’ Carol said. ‘By the time the firefighters arrived seventeen minutes later, the flames had begun to subside but the interior of the car – a Ford Focus – was a shell. A shell with a very badly burned body in the driving seat. The assumption was that the car had somehow caught fire, the driver had pulled over but been unable to get out. The conclusion was accident, with an outside possibility of suicide.’

      ‘Did the witnesses see the driver attempting to get out?’ Paula asked.

      ‘They couldn’t see much through the flames and smoke, but according to their statements, they saw the person making some jerky movements,’ Carol said.

      ‘That’s pretty unlikely,’ Kevin said. ‘An intense fire like that? You’re not going to survive long enough to make any serious attempt to get out.’

      ‘But the connective tissues contract in a fire, don’t they? That’s how burned bodies end up in the pugilistic pose. Maybe the witnesses saw that happening and thought it was spontaneous movement, not the effect of the flames,’ Paula mused.

      ‘Probably.’ Carol took a quick glance at the folder in front of her, checking what the printout from North Yorkshire said. ‘The scene management seems to have been cocked up from start to finish. A couple of the car windows had popped or melted because of the intensity of the fire, so the interior of the car and the body were pretty much doused in chemical foam and water spray. And in the morning, when the car had cooled down enough, they stuck it on a low loader and took it to the fire service warehouse to be examined.’

      ‘What about the body?’ Alvin asked. ‘When did they recover that?’

      ‘Back at the warehouse. Thankfully, they had the pathologist there to supervise the recovery and removal, or who knows what we’d have ended up with.’ Carol sighed. ‘The fire investigator didn’t start work on the car right away because he was already working on an arson over in Harrogate, so it was left in the warehouse.’

      ‘Where presumably anybody could have interfered with it?’

      ‘Not quite anybody, Kevin, but yes, I take your point. Because they thought it was an accident, it wasn’t a high priority.’

      ‘What changed their minds?’ Tony asked.

      ‘What the duty pathologist discovered when he carried out the post-mortem yesterday evening. Whatever happened in that car, it wasn’t an accident. Or a suicide.’

      ‘How come?’ Karim blurted out without thinking. He caught the amused glances that Kevin and Paula exchanged, the barely suppressed eye-roll from Stacey and Alvin’s sudden interest in the floor.

      ‘Because murdered people don’t kill themselves,’ Carol said.
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      Less than half an hour later, the main ReMIT office was empty again. Stacey was in her office with the door closed, making a start on tracking Kathryn McCormick’s online footprint. With luck, Paula and Karim would return from their search of the victim’s home with a tablet or a computer that would unlock Kathryn’s life. But until then, Stacey would use all the official access points and unofficial back doors at her disposal to start building an outline that a piece of hardware would help her to colour in.

      At the opposite end of the squad room, Carol and Tony were facing each other across the desk behind the closed door of her office. He knew her well enough to realise she had the lid clamped down so tight on her feelings that she’d have been hard pressed to manage a question about her coffee preferences. He was supposed to be in his office at Bradfield Moor Secure Hospital, managing a supervision session with a post-graduate student, but he’d put her off. Whether Carol liked it or not, today he planned to stick by her side, no matter what.

      ‘Sounds like the pathologist did a decent job at least,’ Tony said.

      ‘Well, he picked up on the lungs right away. No signs of smoke inhalation, no scorching from breathing in hot gases. So she was definitely dead before the fire started.’

      ‘But it still could have been an accident, right? She could have had a brain haemorrhage or an aortic aneurysm or something instantaneous like that and dropped a lighted cigarette. The absence of damage to her lungs isn’t conclusive, is it?’

      ‘Were you not paying attention in there?’ Carol’s tone was sharp, accusatory.

      ‘Sorry, I had a text from the student I cancelled this morning, I had to deal with it.’

      ‘I don’t know why you cancelled in the first place. I’m not a child, I don’t need a nursemaid to keep an eye on the one thing in the world I feel competent to do.’ She sounded weary, her tone a match for the dark smudges under her eyes.

      ‘I thought you might appreciate someone in your corner.’

      Carol scoffed. ‘That’s what that lot out there are. My team. Whatever goes down, they have my back.’

      Tony wasn’t sure whether Carol was trying to convince him or herself. An all-too-recent betrayal – a leak from inside to the press of the dismissed charges against her – was still raw. It had happened once; the awareness that it could happen again must be humming away like a low background noise in her head. And given what was still hidden, another revelation would be a flash-bang grenade so loud it might drown out everything else she’d achieved. ‘We all do,’ he said mildly. ‘But the others have their own tasks to focus on. There’s not much for me to go at yet, so —’

      ‘Anyway,’ she interrupted. ‘What ruled out the kind of accident you’re suggesting was what the pathologist found when he took a more detailed look. Kathryn McCormick’s hyoid bone was snapped in two. Now, in itself that doesn’t prove she was strangled. Notoriously, the hyoid bone can be broken in a car crash, if the seat belt crushes the throat. But there was no indication of any accident or emergency stop here. Stacey double-checked the pics North Yorkshire sent over and there are no skid marks in the lay-by, no signs of hard braking. And the exterior of the car is undamaged, as far as we can tell from the pics. So the broken hyoid combined with the clean lungs makes it pretty clear that the fire was set to cover up a murder.’

      ‘It didn’t work very well, as cover-ups go, then.’

      ‘No.’ Carol gave a sarcastic laugh. ‘This obsession people have with forensic science and true crime these days makes them all think they know how to outwit us. They’ve seen the TV series, they’ve listened to the podcasts, they’ve read the books. But when it comes down to actually killing another human being and trying to dispose of the body… Well, it’s not so easy. Then the wheels come off and they start to make critical mistakes.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Tony murmured. ‘You’re probably right. They were quick off the mark on the ID, weren’t they? Was that down to the pathologist too?’

      Carol shook her head. ‘Good old-fashioned policing. Well, more or less. The cops at the scene ran the car number plate on the PNC and it came up with Kathryn McCormick’s name and an address in Bradfield. Then some poor sod had to call round the dentists’ practices till they found the one where she was registered. They did the dental comparison earlier this morning and came up with a match.’

      ‘So the ID hasn’t been released?’

      ‘Not publicly. We’ve not tracked down next of kin yet.’ Carol sighed. ‘It’s a weird one, though.’

      Tony nodded agreement. ‘Most killers who go to the trouble of trying to cover up their crime want the body to disappear, not light up the sky like Bonfire Night. I know it was a back road. But all the same, he couldn’t have shouted louder if he’d tried.’ He jumped up from his chair and started quartering the small room, talking as he walked. ‘Was he trying to burn her so badly that nobody would suspect murder? Was he making absolutely sure she was dead, a macabre kind of belt-and-braces job? Or was it all about the fire? Killing her was incidental, burning her, was that the real thrill?’

      ‘Or was he only making sure he got rid of forensic traces?’

      Tony stopped, rolling his eyes in a dumb show of stupidity. ‘That’s probably it. Sometimes I forget that the simplest answer is the most likely one.’ He dropped back into the chair. ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Carol shot straight back. ‘You know I’m always OK when I’m working.’

      He knew that was what she always told herself. ‘Do you think the press will find out about —’

      ‘I don’t know, and right now, I’m trying not to think about it. I’m trying not to wonder whether John Franklin and his mates in West Yorkshire CID hate me enough to risk the consequences of leaking the story to the press. I’m trying not to imagine the headlines. And I’m trying to convince myself that the answer is not an industrial quantity of vodka.’ She pulled a wry smile. ‘So please, if you’re going to play “Me and my shadow” today, shut the fuck up about it.’

      The smile saved him from panic. Her anger was still turned against herself. And while that wouldn’t be without consequences, at least he’d be around to help her through the worst of them. ‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘So, what’s the plan?’

      ‘I thought I might take a run out to North Yorkshire. The crime scene isn’t going to yield much in the way of forensics, but I’d like to see the reality, as opposed to video and stills. And I know you like to poke around and see things for yourself.’

      ‘I like to get a feel for the killer’s preferred terrain.’ Tony stood up again and reached for his battered brown anorak. There had never been a nanosecond when it had flirted with fashion, which was the least of his concerns. But even he had to admit it was starting to blend in a little too well with the city’s homeless population. ‘Do you think I need a new coat?’ he asked Carol as they walked out.

      ‘Always,’ she said drily. ‘Let’s swing by one of the outdoor shops on the way out of town.’

      ‘That’s a bit… precipitate, isn’t it?’

      Carol chuckled as they waited for the lift. ‘Strike while the iron’s hot. If I wait till tomorrow, it’ll have turned into your most prized possession, the thing without which you can’t imagine writing another profile.’

      She stepped into the lift ahead of him. Tony swallowed hard. Maybe it was going to be all right after all.
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      For a cop, Karim was a surprisingly sedate driver. He stayed under the speed limit, even in the twenty-miles-per-hour streets of suburban Harriestown. He paused at junctions, he waved pedestrians across the road and he slowed as he approached traffic signals rather than speeding up to make sure he caught the light. It reminded Paula of being driven by her mother, who had given up her car with an obvious relief when she turned sixty-five and retired from her bookkeeping job. She wasn’t sure if Karim was that kind of anxious driver, or whether he was trying to impress her with how law-abiding he was.

      Once they reached Harriestown, Paula took over the directions. She’d worked in Bradfield all her adult life and the job had brought her to the southern suburb several times. Starting out as a beat bobby, it had mostly been small-scale street crime, drugs and burglary. But over the years, the area had become gentrified, its terraced streets desirable acquisitions for young professionals. The pubs had been tarted up, featuring gastropub menus and occasional live music. There was a wholefood emporium and the scrubby little parks had sprouted kids’ play equipment that made Paula wish she was a child again. But the spit and polish that had raised the average income of the area hadn’t immunised it from crime. During her years as a major incident squad detective, Paula had investigated three murders that had intimate involvement with a Harriestown postcode. And now it looked like number four.

      Kathryn McCormick hadn’t lived in one of the terraced streets that spread out in a grid around the park that sat between the grand Victorian edifices of the former Reform Club and Conservative Club, both now converted into allegedly luxury apartments. Kathryn’s flat was altogether less distinguished. Karim turned into the grounds of a boxy 1960s block that had probably replaced a pair of substantial semis. He hesitated, staring at a sign that read, PRIVATE. RESIDENTS PARKING ONLY.

      ‘Ignore it,’ Paula said. ‘Just find a space.’

      ‘What if they clamp it?’

      ‘They won’t. I can always nick them for failing the correct use of the apostrophe.’

      Karim gave her a mistrustful look, then a cautious smile. He parked neatly in the nearest space then followed her to the main door of the complex. There were fifteen numbered buzzers with an entry intercom system. ‘Damn,’ Paula said. ‘I was kind of hoping for a caretaker.’ With no expectation of a response, she pressed the buzzer for Flat 14, the address where DVLA had the car registered. No reply.

      Starting with Flat 15, Paula worked her way down the buzzers. She struck lucky on 9. It was hard to tell much about the person on the other end except that they were probably female. Paula identified herself and explained that they needed access to the building.

      ‘How do I know you are who you say you are?’ the voice demanded.

      This was what came of filling people with trepidation about the likelihood of being conned, robbed and murdered on their own doorsteps. ‘You could come down to the door and check our ID,’ Paula said.

      ‘I’m not dressed,’ the voice complained. ‘I was on a late shift. You woke me up.’

      ‘I’m sorry about that. If you want to buzz us in, we could come to your door and you could check us out.’ She shook her head at Karim, who grimaced in return. ‘We are the police.’
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