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1944 – Wester Ross, Scotland


The slap of spades in dense peat was an unmistakable sound. They slipped in and out of rhythm; overlapping, separating, cascading, then coming together again, much like the men’s heavy breathing. The older of the pair paused for a moment, leaning on the handle, letting the cool night air wick the sweat from the back of his neck. He felt a new respect for gravediggers who had to do this every working day. When all of this was over, you wouldn’t catch him doing that for a living.


‘Come on, you old git,’ his companion called softly. ‘We ain’t got time for tea breaks.’


The resting man knew that. They’d got into this together and he didn’t want to let his friend down. But his breath was tight in his chest. He stifled a cough and bent to his task again.


At least they’d picked the right night for it. Clear skies with a half-moon that gave barely enough light for them to work by. True, they’d be visible to anyone who came up the track past the croft. But there was no reason for anyone to be out and about in the middle of the night. No patrols ventured this far up the glen, and the moonlight meant they didn’t have to show a light that might attract attention. They were confident of not being discovered. Their training, after all, had made clandestine operations second nature.


A light breeze from the sea loch carried the low-tide tang of seaweed and the soft surge of the waves against the rocks. Occasionally a night bird neither could identify uttered a desolate cry, startling them every time. But the deeper the hole grew, the less the outside world impinged. At last, they could no longer see over the lip of the pit. Neither suffered from claustrophobia, but being that enclosed was discomfiting.


‘Enough.’ The older man set the ladder against the side and climbed slowly back into the world, relieved to feel the air move around him again. A couple of sheep stirred on the opposite side of the glen and in the distance, a fox barked. But there was still no sign of another human being. He headed for the trailer a dozen yards away, where a tarpaulin covered a large rectangular shape.


Together they drew back the canvas shroud to reveal the two wooden crates they’d built earlier. They looked like a pair of crude coffins standing on their sides. The men shaped up to the first crate, grabbing the ropes that secured it, and eased it off the bed of the trailer. Grunting and swearing with the effort, they walked it to the edge of the pit and carefully lowered it.


‘Shit!’ the younger man exclaimed when the rope ran too fast through one palm, burning the skin.


‘Put a bleeding sock in it. You’ll wake up the whole bloody glen.’ He stamped back to the trailer, looking over his shoulder to check the other was behind him. They repeated the exercise, slower and clumsier now, their exertions catching up with them.


Then it was time to fill the hole. They worked in grim silence, shovelling as fast as they could. As the night began to fade along the line of the mountains in the east, they attacked the last phase of their task, stamping the top layer of peat divots back in place. They were filthy, stinking and exhausted. But the job was done. One day, some way hence, it would be worth it.


Before they dragged themselves back into the cab, they shook hands then pulled each other into a rough embrace. ‘We did it,’ the older man said between coughs, pulling himself up into the driver’s seat. ‘We fucking did it.’


Even as he spoke, the Mycobacterium tuberculosis organisms were creeping through his lungs, destroying tissue, carving out holes, blocking airways. Within two years, he’d be forever beyond the consequences of his actions.




2


2018 – Edinburgh


The snell north wind at her back propelled Detective Chief Inspector Karen Pirie up the steady incline of Leith Walk towards her office. Her ears were tingling from the wind and tormented by the grinding, drilling and crashing from the massive demolition site that dominated the top end of the street. The promised development, with its luxury flats, high-end shops and expensive restaurants, might boost Edinburgh’s economy, but Karen didn’t think she’d be spending much time or money there. It would be nice, she thought, if the city council came up with ideas that benefited its citizens more than its visitors.


‘Grumpy old bag,’ she muttered to herself as she turned into Gayfield Square and made for the squat concrete boxes that housed the police station. More than a year on from the bereavement that had left her unmoored, Karen was making a conscious effort to breach the gloom that had fallen across her life like a curtain. She had to admit that, even on a good day, she still had a fair distance to go. But she was trying.


She nodded a greeting to the uniform on the front counter, stabbed the keypad with a gloved finger and marched down the long corridor to an office tacked on at the back like a grudging afterthought. Karen opened the door and stopped short on the threshold. A stranger was sitting at the usually unoccupied third desk in the room, feet on the wastepaper bin, the Daily Record open in his lap, in one hand a floury roll trailing bacon.


Karen made a theatrical show of stepping back and staring at the door plaque that read ‘Historic Cases Unit’. When she turned back, the scrappy little guy’s face still pointed at the paper but his eyes were on her, wary, ready to slide back to the newsprint with full deniability. ‘I don’t know who you are, or what you think you’re doing here, pal,’ she said, moving inside. ‘But I know one thing. You’ve left it way too late to make a good first impression.’


Unhurried, he shifted his feet from the bin to the floor. Before he could say or do more, Karen heard familiar heavy footsteps in the hall behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see Detective Constable Jason ‘the Mint’ Murray bearing down on her, trying to balance three cups of Valvona & Crolla coffee on top of each other. Three cups?


‘Hi, boss, I’d have waited for you to get in but DS McCartney, he was gagging for a coffee so I thought I’d just … ’ He registered the frost in her eyes and gave a weak smile.


Karen crossed the room to her desk, the only one with anything approximating a view. An insult of a window looked out across an alley on to a blank wall. She stared at it for a moment then fixed the presumed DS McCartney with a thin smile. He’d had the good sense to close his paper but not to straighten up in his seat. Jason gingerly stretched at full length to place Karen’s coffee in front of her without getting too close. ‘DS McCartney?’ She gave it the full measure of disdain.


‘That’s right.’ Two words was enough to nail his origins: Glasgow. She should have guessed from his gallus swagger. ‘Detective Sergeant Gerry McCartney.’ He grinned, either oblivious or indifferent. ‘I’m your new pair of hands.’


‘Since when?’


He shrugged. ‘Since the ACC decided you needed one. Obviously she thinks you need a boy that knows what he’s about. And that would be me.’ His smile soured slightly. ‘Hotfoot from the Major Incident Team.’


The new Assistant Chief Constable. Of course she was behind this. Karen had hoped her working life would have changed for the better when her previous boss had been caught up in the crossfire of a high-level corruption scandal and swept out with the rubbish. She’d never fitted his image of what a woman should be – obsequious, obedient and ornamental – and he’d always tried unsuccessfully to sniff out the slightest improprieties in her inquiries. Karen had wasted too much energy over the years keeping his nose out of the detail of her investigations.


When Ann Markie had won the promotion that brought the HCU under her aegis, Karen had hoped for a less complicated relationship with her boss. What she got was differently complicated. Ann Markie and Karen shared a gender and a formidable intelligence. But that was the limit of their congruence. Markie turned up for work every day camera-ready and box-fresh. She was the glamorous face of Police Scotland. And she made it clear at their first meeting that she was 110 per cent behind the Historic Cases Unit as long as Karen and Jason cracked cases that made Police Scotland look modern, committed and caring. As opposed to the sort of idiots who could spend a month searching for a man reported missing who was lying dead in his own home. Ann Markie was devoted to the kind of justice that let her craft sound bites for the evening news.


Markie had mentioned that the budget might stretch to an extra body in HCU. Karen had been hoping for a civilian who could devote themselves to admin and basic digital searches, leaving her and Jason to get on with the sharp end. Well, maybe sharp was the wrong word where Jason was concerned. But although he might not be the brightest, the Mint had a warmth that tempered Karen’s occasional impatience. They made a good team. What they needed was backroom support, not some strutting Glasgow keelie who thought he’d been sent to be their saviour.


She gave him her best hard stare. ‘From MIT to HCU? Whose chips did you piss on?’


A momentary frown, then McCartney recovered himself. ‘Is this not your idea of a reward, then?’ His lower jaw inched forward.


‘My ideas don’t always coincide with those of my colleagues.’ She picked the lid off her coffee and took a sip. ‘As long as you don’t think it’s a holiday.’


‘Naw, no way,’ he said. Now he straightened up in his seat and looked alert. ‘You get a lot of respect from the MIT,’ he added hastily.


Karen kept her face straight. Now she’d learned one useful thing about Gerry McCartney – he was a good liar. She knew exactly how much respect her unit had with detectives who wrestled with intractable crimes in real time. They thought HCU was a doddle. If she nailed a historic perpetrator, she was a media hero for a day. If she failed? Well, nobody had their beady eyes looking over her shoulder, did they? ‘Jason’s working his way through a list of people who owned a red Rover 214 in 1986. You can give him a hand with that.’


McCartney’s lip twitched in faint disgust. ‘What for?’


‘A series of violent rapes,’ Jason said. ‘He beat the last lassie so badly she ended up brain damaged in a wheelchair. She died only a couple of weeks ago.’


‘Which is why our new evidence turned up. A former street girl saw the story in the paper. She didn’t come forward at the time because she was still using and she didn’t want to get on the wrong side of her dealer. But she had a wee notebook where she used to write down the cars that other women got into. Amazingly, she still had it, tucked away in an old handbag. The red Rover was around on all of the nights when the rapes took place.’


McCartney raised his eyebrows and sighed. ‘But she couldn’t manage to get the number. Is that not typical of your average whore?’


Jason looked apprehensive.


‘Something you might like to take on board, Sergeant? We prefer the term “sex worker” in this unit,’ Karen said. It wasn’t a tone of voice people argued with. Gerry sniffed but said nothing.


‘She did get the number,’ Jason said brightly. ‘But the bag was in the attic where she lives now and the mice have been at it. The edges of the pages have all been chewed away. All we’ve got is the first letter: B.’


Karen smiled. ‘So you guys have got the fun job of going through the DVLA records and tracking down the owners from thirty years ago. Some clerk in the driving licence office is going to love you. On the plus side, the lab at Gartcosh have managed to extract DNA from the evidence that’s been sitting in a box all these years. So if we find a likely lad, we could get a nice neat result.’ She finished her coffee and binned the cup. ‘Good luck with that.’


‘OK, boss,’ Jason mumbled, already focused on the task. Setting a good example, Karen thought. The boy was learning. Slowly but surely, he was learning.


‘Where are you heading?’ McCartney asked as she made for the door.


She wanted to say, ‘None of your business,’ but she decided it was probably worth trying to keep him more or less on side. For now, at least. Till she had the full measure of him and the closeness of his connection to Ann Markie. ‘I’m off to Granton to talk to one of the conservators who thinks she might have seen a stolen painting in a private collection.’


Again that slight twitch of the lip. ‘I didn’t think that was our thing. Stolen paintings.’


‘It is when a security guard got a face full of shotgun pellets in the course of the theft. Eight years ago, and this is the first sniff we’ve had of where the painting might have ended up.’ And she was gone, already planning the route in her head. One of the many things she loved about Edinburgh was that it was easier to get places on the bus and on foot than it was to wrangle a pool car out of the division. Anything that avoided the petty exercise of petty power was a plus in Karen’s book. ‘Number sixteen,’ she muttered as she headed for the bus stops on Leith Walk. ‘That’ll do nicely.’
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2018 – Wester Ross


Alice Somerville struggled out of the driver’s seat of her Ford Focus with the supple grace of a woman forty years her senior. She groaned as she stretched her limbs, shivering in the cool breeze drifting in from the sea loch at the foot of the slope. ‘I’d forgotten it’s such a long way up,’ she grumbled. ‘That last hour from Ullapool seemed to go on for ever.’


Her husband unfolded himself from the passenger seat. ‘And you were the one who objected when I insisted we stop in Glasgow last night.’ He rolled his shoulders and arched his spine. ‘If I’d listened to you, I’d have suffered irreversible spinal damage.’ He grinned at her, oblivious to the goofy cast it gave his features. ‘Scotland always goes on further than you expect it to.’ He waggled each leg, trying to force his skinny jeans down to meet his brown leather lace-ups.


Alice pulled the scrunchie from her ponytail and shook her dark hair loose. As it fell around her face, it softened the sharpness of her features and emphasised her straight brows and high cheekbones. She popped the boot and took out her backpack. ‘We were so excited last year, we didn’t notice the distance so much. It is lovely, though. Look at those mountains, the way they almost seem to fold into each other. And the sea, those big waves rolling in. It’s hard to believe this is the same country as Hertfordshire.’


She rolled her shoulders then leaned back inside the car to retrieve a sheet of paper she’d printed out before they set off. ‘This is definitely the place,’ she said, comparing the photograph on the page to the long low building they’d parked in front of. It was a graceless huddle of stone crouching against the hillside, but it had clearly been recently renovated with an eye on its original lines. The pointing between the stones was still relatively uncolonised by moss and lichen, the window frames sturdy and true, their paintwork unblemished by the weather.


Will swung round and pointed to a two-storey whitewashed cottage across the glen. ‘And that must be Hamish’s place. It looks pretty smart for the back end of beyond.’


‘It’s no wonder we didn’t work it all out last year. According to Granto’s map, this place was no more than a ruin. A pile of stone that used to be a byre. And there’s no sign of the sheepfold he had down as the key landmark from the road.’ Alice harrumphed. She pointed at the hillside where dozens of sheep nibbled at grass that looked already well cropped. ‘Wherever they get folded, it’s not on that hill any more.’


‘Well, we’re here now. Thanks to Hamish.’ Will unloaded a large holdall. ‘Let’s get settled in.’


Alice gazed across the glen. The white cottage looked tantalisingly near, but Hamish had warned them that a treacherous peat bog lay between them. It certainly didn’t look anything like the manicured countryside near their home. Don’t even think about crossing it, he’d cautioned in the email he’d sent with detailed explanations and directions. It was the best part of a mile by the uneven single-track road but at least they’d arrive safe and dry. ‘It’s not that far. I reckon it wouldn’t take more than half an hour, tops. We could always pop over and say hello now? It’d be nice to stretch our legs.’


‘We told Hamish, tomorrow, Alice. I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot. Let’s not forget, he’s the one doing us a favour. Plus we need to get the dinner on. I’m starving already. Whatever’s waiting for us up at Clashstronach will still be there in the morning.’ The place-name was clumsy in his mouth. He drew her to him in a one-armed hug. ‘You’re always so impatient.’


Alice harrumphed, but she stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. Then she headed up the flagstone path to the rented cottage Hamish had recommended to them. She checked the paper again and typed a code into the secure lockbox. It swung open, revealing two sets of keys on a hook. Will paused to check his look in the wing mirror – dark blond quiff in place, goatee neat, no black-pudding detritus from lunch between his teeth – before he followed her.


The door opened on a small hall, an open door off to one side revealing the main room of the cottage. One end was laid out as a galley kitchen, complete with fridge freezer and gas stove. Next to it, a rustic pine dining table with four cane-backed chairs, comfy-looking cushion pads tied in place. A vase of sweet peas sat in the middle of the table. Alice assumed they were artificial, given the climate and the time of year, but they looked like the real thing and they added a touch of homeliness.


At the other end of the room, a well-stuffed sofa faced a wall-mounted flat-screen TV hanging above a stone fireplace with a solid fuel burner, peat bricks stacked neatly on either side. A pair of armchairs flanked the fireplace. ‘Looks all right,’ Will said.


‘A bit spartan.’ Alice dumped her backpack on one of the kitchen chairs. ‘Even with those pictures on the walls.’ She waved at the photographs of wild seascapes and rocks.


‘Hamish said they’d only finished the work a few weeks ago,’ he reminded her, crossing towards the two doors on the far side of the room. He opened the one on the left, which led to a smartly tiled bathroom with a long picture window that looked out on the sea loch. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Helluva view when you’re in the bath or the shower.’


Alice looked over his shoulder. ‘At least the toilet’s behind a modesty screen,’ she said.


‘So bourgeois,’ he teased.


Alice, who generally gave as good as she got, dug him gently in the ribs and said, ‘I just don’t want to provide anyone with an image they can’t un-see.’


The other door led to a bedroom, plainly furnished with a king-sized bed and a suite of matching pine furniture that had clearly come from a flat-pack superstore. The star of the show was another picture window with a stunning view of the sea and blue-grey mountains that folded into each other on the horizon. ‘This will do nicely,’ Alice said.


Will dumped the holdall on the bed. ‘It’s a lot more comfortable than what Long John Silver and Jim Hawkins ended up with on their treasure hunt. I’ll go and bring the shopping in.’


As he turned, Alice stepped close and reached round him, hands on his buttocks, pulling him to her. ‘Plenty of time for that,’ she murmured, running her lips along his neck, her breath warm and teasing against his skin. ‘This is really exciting, Will. I feel like we’re on the brink of uncovering Granto’s real legacy.’


There was, Will thought, something to be said for a treasure hunt. Three years into their marriage, Alice’s enthusiasm for sex bubbled up less frequently. But preparing for this expedition and imagining what it might bring had sparked an excitement in her that he was all too happy to exploit to the full. ‘I’m not going to argue with that,’ he said, wrapping his arms around her, gratified that it still took so little encouragement from her for his body to respond. He let himself fall backwards.


She kissed him again, this time on his mouth, shifting her body so she had him pinned to the bed. She slipped one hand between them. ‘Mmm, I can tell.’


‘We should come treasure-hunting more often.’ And then the time for conversation was past.
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2018 – Edinburgh


The women locked in conversation at the table behind Karen couldn’t have been more out of place. She could see them in the mirror on the wall of Café Aleppo and if she concentrated, she could hear every word of their conversation. Ironically, she’d have paid no attention if they’d been in their natural habitat – Bruntsfield or Morningside, at a guess, sipping a Viennese filter coffee in the German Konditorei or a flat white in an artisanal hipster café. But there had to be a reason for white, middle-class women of a deliberately indeterminate age to be down at the bottom of Leith Walk hunched over small glasses of Miran’s intense cardamom coffee.


Karen was the only other person in the café who wasn’t from the Middle East and she had her own reasons for being there. For one thing, it was more or less halfway between the storage facility and her office, and she’d needed a coffee to restore her after an hour of artistic dithering down in Granton. For another, she needed to work out what having Ann Markie’s placeman foisted on her meant. She could take time out to consider how to deal with DS Gerry McCartney because she knew with absolute certainty that none of her colleagues would accidentally bump into her here. A social enterprise run by a bunch of Syrian refugees wasn’t the kind of place most police officers would choose for their refreshment break.


That wasn’t her only reason for coming. Karen had first encountered Miran and his fellow Syrians on her nocturnal ramblings round the city. They’d been huddled round a makeshift brazier under a bridge because they had nowhere else to meet. Karen had felt a strange kinship with them and had helped them make the connections that had led to the setting up of the social enterprise café. Every time, it embarrassed her that, as a result, her money was no good there. In her mind she’d been repaying a debt rather than going out of her way to hold out a helping hand. They thought otherwise and consistently refused to let her pay. She’d protested that to an observer, it might look as if they were trying to bribe a Detective Chief Inspector. Miran had laughed. ‘I think nobody who knows you would be so stupid,’ he said.


And so she always calculated the cost of what she ate and drank and dropped an appropriate amount in the collection box for the charity that supported the people who hadn’t been lucky enough to escape the hell that Syria had become. Miran’s wife Amena had caught her eye once and inclined her head in a small nod of approval. If Karen belonged anywhere in Edinburgh, she thought it might be Aleppo.


But those two women with their expertly coloured hair, their understated gold earrings and their cashmere wraps absolutely didn’t fit in. There was usually no shortage of Scottish customers in Aleppo but those were Leithers – locals who came in for the authentic Middle Eastern food and the ferociously strong coffee. Nothing like these women. So because she never quite managed to be off duty, Karen gave her full attention to a conversation that probably wasn’t meant to be overheard.


The blonde-with-lowlights nodded sympathetically to the brunette-with-highlights. ‘We were all shocked,’ she said. Well-modulated Edinburgh, vibrant and low. ‘I mean, obviously we were absolutely appalled when you told us he’d tried to strangle you, but it was just mind-boggling that he barged into the middle of a dinner party and confessed to it.’ Now Karen was well and truly snared. Whatever she’d expected to hear, it wasn’t this.


‘He was trying to get himself off the hook.’ The other voice had subtly different vowels. Perthshire, maybe? ‘Showing remorse. So you’d all feel sorry for poor Logan and blame me. He didn’t realise it was too late. That I’d already gone to the police.’


‘He knows that now, though?’


The brunette scoffed. ‘Damn right he does. He’s being formally interviewed next week.’ Karen relaxed a little. At least the woman had been taken seriously. Though that might be a class thing too. It was regrettable, but a woman like this making such an allegation would always command more attention than someone further down the social scale.


The soft clink of glass on saucer. An indrawn breath. Then, cautiously, feeling her way, the blonde said, ‘You don’t think that maybe, with that hanging over him, this wouldn’t be the best time for you to move back into the house?’


No kidding, thought Karen.


‘He needs to move out.’ Firm. Calm. A woman who had made her mind up. ‘I need to be back in the house with the kids. It’s crazy that we’re camped out in Fiona’s granny flat while he’s in the family home. He’s the one who hasn’t been paying the mortgage. He’s the one who’s lost half a million pounds of our money betting on sports he knows nothing about. He’s the one who had the affair. He’s the one who put his hands round my throat and tried to strangle me.’ Her voice was calm, almost robotic. Karen sneaked another look in the mirror. The speaker looked as relaxed as if she was discussing her weekly Waitrose shopping order. There was something stagey about this, almost as if it was a performance with a purpose. But then, Karen acknowledged she had a naturally suspicious mind.


‘All of that’s true, Willow. But what will you do if he refuses to go?’


Willow sighed. ‘I’ll just have to make sure he sees sense, Dandy. Because Fiona’s goodwill is running out. I’ll appeal to his love for the children.’


‘You can’t go to the house by yourself. You can’t confront a man who’s tried to strangle you without back-up. I’ll get Ed to come with you.’


Willow gave a laugh that Karen suspected would be described in a certain kind of magazine as a tinkle. ‘I’m trying to take the heat out of the situation. Ed’s about four inches taller and six inches broader than Logan. That’ll only make things worse. Look, he’s learned his lesson. He’s got the police on his back already. He’s not going to make things worse.’


Dandy – Dandy? Who named their kid after a comic? – sighed. ‘I think you’re reading this all wrong. He’s got nothing left to lose, Willow. He’s got no money, no job. After the police have finished with him and he’s got a record for domestic abuse, the family courts won’t let him near the children on his own. If you throw him out, to add to all that, he’ll be homeless because, after what we know now, none of us will take him in.’


‘Serves him right.’ Willow’s voice was curiously flat and cold.


A long pause. Long enough for Karen to twist the kaleidoscope and come up with another picture.


‘I’m not saying he doesn’t deserve all of that and more. But think about it from his perspective for a moment, Willow,’ Dandy continued. ‘Right now, the roof over his head is the only thing he’s got left. If you try to take that from him … well, who knows how he’ll react?’


Karen shrugged into her coat and stood up. She moved to the side of their table, aware of the baffled surprise on their faces as they took in her presence. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, ladies,’ she said. ‘But I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation.’ She gave them her best warm smile. They were polite; they couldn’t resist returning it. ‘I’m a police officer.’ That wiped the smiles off. ‘I simply wanted to say that in my experience when you back someone into a corner who has nothing left to lose, someone who’s already had his hands round your throat? That’s when women end up dead.’


Dandy pushed her chair back, recoiling from this harsh truth, shock rearranging her face. But Willow became still as a cat watching prey. ‘Logan would never kill Willow,’ Dandy protested.


‘Best to avoid that possibility. Best to avoid a showdown between the two of you. Especially in a kitchen equipped with sharp knives,’ Karen said.


‘This is ridiculous. I don’t have to listen to this.’ Willow stood up, drawing her wrap around her. ‘I’m going to the loo, Dandy, then I’m getting the check. I’ll see you outside.’


Karen watched her leave then turned back to Dandy, who was still frozen in affront. ‘There’s something else I want to say, Dandy. I have a suspicious mind. It comes with the territory. And listening to your pal just now, seeing how composed she was, I couldn’t help wondering what’s really going on here. Is she actually afraid of him? Or is she preparing the ground for something completely different? The courts are very sympathetic these days to women who defend themselves when they’re in immediate fear of their lives from men who have already been demonstrably violent towards them.’


Now Dandy was on her feet. ‘How dare you!’


Karen shrugged. ‘I dare because it’s my job to protect Logan as much as it is to protect Willow. Are you sure you’re not being set up as a defence witness? Conveniently able to confirm your friend’s version of events?’


‘That is outrageous! What’s your name? I’m going to report you,’ Dandy shouted, drawing the eyes of all the other customers.


Karen took a couple of steps towards the door then turned back. ‘I’ll be keeping a close eye on the news, Dandy. I only hope I don’t ever have to see you or your pal Willow again.’ She dropped a handful of coins in the collection box on the way out, wondering whether she’d just made a complete fool of herself or saved someone’s life.
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2018 – Edinburgh


Later that evening, when she told DCI Jimmy Hutton about the encounter, Karen was gratified to hear he thought she hadn’t overreacted. They sat inside her waterfront flat, the lights down low not for any romantic reason but because they both enjoyed the dramatic view of the Firth of Forth from the picture window of the living room. Every week it was different, depending on the weather, the season and the traffic on the wide estuary.


‘For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing, Karen,’ Jimmy said, reaching for the ice-bucket to add another cube to his Strathearn Rose gin. This had become their ritual. It had started out as a regular Monday evening session but pressures of work meant these days it was a moveable feast. Karen’s flat; an assortment of gins; and the appropriate accompaniments. Which were becoming more and more baroque with every passing month. They had, however, drawn the line at the one that demanded an obscure artisanal tonic water plus a special infusion of seaweed and a slice of pink grapefruit.


‘It’s a gin and tonic I want, not a Japanese tea ceremony,’ Karen had complained. ‘And besides, have you seen the price of the seaweed water?’


Gin Nights had started as a mutual support group after the death of Phil Parhatka, Karen’s lover. A fellow police officer, he’d been killed in the line of duty. Karen had thought she understood the effect of sudden violent death on those left behind. Until she experienced it herself, she hadn’t realised the way it carved a line through your life. She felt the ties between herself and the rest of her life had been severed. At first, she couldn’t bear to talk to anyone about what had happened and what it meant because nobody else could share her particular knowledge.


Then Jimmy, who had been Phil’s boss, had turned up at her flat one Monday night with a bottle of gin and Karen instinctively knew he was having the same struggle as she was. It took them both a while – long evenings of talking about work, Scottish politics and the foibles of their colleagues – but eventually they broke their silence and shared their grief.


Now it had become an institution. Jimmy’s wife had told Karen at his team’s Christmas party that the gin was cheaper than a therapist and it was doing her man good. It was a sort of permission, a way of saying she saw Karen as no threat to her marriage. But then Karen had never seen herself as a threat to anybody’s marriage. She was, she knew, the kind of woman men either dismissed or treated like the sister they were slightly intimidated by. Only Phil had ever seen past that. Only Phil had ever truly seen her.


‘I was sitting there listening to those women, and I couldn’t help thinking about you and Phil and the rest of your squad. If I’d been on the Murder Prevention Team, could I have sat there and said nothing? The answer was obvious,’ Karen said.


‘You’d never forgive yourself if you’d kept your mouth shut and something terrible was to happen.’


Karen gave a soft chuckle. ‘I know. But I also wondered if I’m turning into the Mint.’


‘How so?’


She sighed and stared into her drink. ‘He told me his new motto is, “What would Phil do?” Which left me no choice but to speak in Aleppo because Phil would have been right in there.’


‘That’s good, isn’t it? That Jason’s thinking that way?’


Karen twisted her mouth in a sardonic smile. ‘Of course it is. He’s learning how to be a better polis. But it freaks me out a bit to see that frown on his face and know he’s trying to channel a man he’ll never match.’


‘Aye well, the Mint’s not the only one.’


‘And speaking of never living up to Phil – bloody Ann Markie has sent me another body.’


Jimmy’s smile was wry. ‘I take it you’re not impressed.’


‘I wanted someone who could tackle the backroom stuff to free me and Jason up for actual investigations. I was thinking maybe somebody heading for retirement and looking to get off the streets but still hanging on to a bit of enthusiasm for caging the bad guys. And what did she send me? A wee Glasgow nyaff so full of himself I’m surprised he’s got room to draw breath.’


Jimmy couldn’t hold back a chuckle. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, but the Dog Biscuit’s really got your number. She knows exactly how to push your buttons.’


Karen stopped short, headed off at the pass by a tag she hadn’t heard before. Cops – and journalists, she’d heard – always found nicknames for their colleagues and bosses. The more obscure the better, in case of unauthorised eavesdroppers. Hence the Mint, so-called because there was a brand of confectionery called Murray Mints. More than that, their slogan was ‘Too good to hurry mints’, a perfect fit for a polis who wasn’t the quickest on the uptake. Karen didn’t know what her own AKA was and she was happy for it to stay that way. She had a feeling it would only feel like an affront. ‘”Dog Biscuit?”’ she repeated.


Jimmy was grinning now, delighted to know something his pal didn’t. ‘You know those dog biscuits that are meant to look like marrow bones, but instead, they look like wee sausage rolls? They’re called Markies.’


Karen got it. ‘Nice one.’


‘Aye. A few of the guys tried calling her Sparks, after Marks and Spencer, but it didn’t catch on.’


‘Too cosy,’ Karen said. ‘I like Dog Biscuit. Just the right level of disrespect. Anyway, this guy she’s landed me with, a sergeant called McCartney, he says he’s come from the Major Incident Team. Which makes no sense to me unless he’s been a very bad boy. Nobody with any ambition chooses the HCU.’


‘You did.’


Karen shook her head. ‘Different kind of ambition. I’ve got no desire to struggle up the down escalator that is Police Scotland promotion. My ambition is to clear cases that everybody else has given up on. To give answers to people that have been waiting way too long to find out who blew a hole in their lives and why.’


‘Fair point. You think the Dog Biscuit’s put him there to keep tabs on you?’


‘I don’t know. I sailed pretty close to the wind on that Gabriel Abbott business. If the Macaroon hadn’t got the bullet, I might have been in deep shit. I can’t help wondering whether I’ve swapped one boss who wanted to hang me out to dry for another.’


‘So what are you doing to keep the new boy occupied?’


‘I’ve got him tracking down the owners of red Rover 214s from the 1980s.’ A wicked smile curled round her lips.


‘Half of them will be dead. Was it not compulsory to be in possession of a pension book and a wee tweed hat with a feather in it before you were allowed to buy one of them?’


‘That, or else you worked for an outfit whose fleet buyer hated everybody that got a company car. Still, some of them’ll be kicking around yet. There’s a slim chance it might not be a dead end. That’s the thing with cold cases. Sometimes it’s the least promising loose end that makes the whole thing unravel.’


‘You want me to see what I can find out about this McCartney?’


Karen reached for the Strathearn and topped up her glass. ‘Well, you are a damn sight closer to the beating heart of Police Scotland than me. Don’t put yourself out, but if you were to hear something … ’ She pushed the bottle towards him.


‘No bother. Consider it done.’


‘And till I hear back from you, I’ll just treat McCartney as the Dog Biscuit’s lapdog.’
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2018 – Wester Ross


If Alice had constructed a fantasy Highland crofter, he’d have looked a lot like the man who opened the door of the white cottage as their car pulled up next to a seven-year-old Toyota Landcruiser, its wheel arches caked with a layer of mud so dense it resembled fibreglass insulation.


He was a fraction under two metres tall. His hair, the same shades as the peat bricks piled in their living room, fell to his shoulders in unruly waves. His luxuriant beard looked so soft she wanted to bury her face in it. He wore a baggy hand-knitted jumper the colour of fruits of the forest over a kilt that emphasised narrow hips and muscular calves. Thick wool socks pooled over the top of a pair of battered construction boots. He wasn’t exactly handsome. Just magnificent. Either this was Hamish Mackenzie, she thought, or a minor royal from Game of Thrones.


He stepped out of the doorway, a welcoming smile on his face. ‘Alice,’ he said as she got out of the car. ‘And Will. It’s great to meet you. I’m Hamish.’ He seized her hand in a warm grip. His skin felt dry and calloused. Alice was suddenly aware

of Will’s soft fingers spread across the small of her back as he reached out with his other hand to accept Hamish’s handshake. ‘Come away in, we’ll have a coffee and take another look at the maps in the flesh, so to speak.’ His voice was deep and seemed to carry a faint note of amusement below the surface.


They followed him into a kitchen that felt indefinably masculine. Stainless steel and oak buffed to a soft sheen, the sort of appliances Alice had only ever seen on cheffy TV shows, framed monochrome prints of fruit and veg from peculiar angles. ‘Grab a seat.’ Hamish waved them towards a breakfast bar while he approached a coffee machine that looked complicated enough to underpin the next mission to Mars. ‘Espresso? Flat white?’ A pause, and then, his voice a couple of tones deeper, ‘Latte?’


‘Flat white’s great,’ Alice said.


Will frowned. ‘I’ll have a latte.’


‘I like a flat white for a change.’ She tried not to sound defensive.


There was no possibility of conversation while the machine grunted and whizzed and spat and exhaled, but Hamish had left an array of maps on the breakfast bar which Alice fell on eagerly. ‘That’s my Granto’s map,’ she said absently, pushing it aside to study the two maps she assumed Hamish had drawn. One showed the croft and its features as it was now, including the holiday cottage. The one below it had a note across the top: Cobbled together from old Ordnance Survey maps, parish maps and one from the library at Inverness. It would have looked something like this in 1944. His handwriting was neat and legible, the maps clearly and carefully drawn.


‘“Granto?”’ Hamish asked.


‘That’s what we called my grandfather.’


Hamish brought over the mugs, dwarfed in his big hands. ‘It’s easy to see how you missed it when you were on the prowl last summer. Hardly a landmark still standing. Or at least, standing in any recognisable configuration.’ He handed them their drinks and pointed to the cottage where they were staying. ‘Back in the mists of time, that was a byre. Packed full of cows in the winter. But we gave up on cows a few generations ago and the place fell to rack and ruin over the years. It probably looked like a pile of random rubble in your granddad’s day.’ He pointed to her grandfather’s sketch of the glen. ‘And this sheepfold here’s long gone. We’ve got a proper pen now, just over the brow of the hill.’


‘I see now how it fits,’ Alice said, an undercurrent of excitement vibrating in her voice.


‘I’m amazed you recognised it, Hamish,’ Will said. ‘I don’t know that I would have done.’


Hamish shrugged. ‘I’ve known this land since I was a wee boy. When you posted your granddad’s map on our local Facebook page … ’ He lifted one shoulder in a casual shrug. ‘I saw the similarities. And I wondered.’


He’d wondered enough to respond to Alice’s post, asking if she knew where it was her grandfather had been stationed in 1944. When she’d revealed it was Clachtorr Lodge, a mere couple of miles down the road, that had clinched it.


‘Once you know what you’re looking at, it’s obvious,’ Will said, leaning back with a proprietary air, as if the discovery had somehow attached itself to him. ‘So, what’s the plan of action?’


‘Hamish, this is a fabulous cup of coffee.’ Alice interrupted. ‘Wow.’


‘Thank you, I like to think I know what I’m doing when it comes to making a decent cup of coffee.’ The big man smiled, dipping his chin in satisfied acknowledgement.


Will grudgingly tasted his latte. ‘Pretty good,’ he conceded. ‘As I was saying, what’s the plan of action?’


Hamish perched on a bar stool across the table from them, his expression a little shame-faced. ‘I have a confession to make,’ he said. ‘Once we’d agreed this was more than likely where your granddad buried his treasure, I borrowed a metal detector and had a wee howk about to see whether there was anything doing.’


‘Wow,’ Alice said again. ‘And did you find anything?’


‘I did. There were a couple of areas where it went off like a siren. Right next to each other, and in the general area where your X marks the spot.’


‘Amazing,’ Alice said, beaming.


‘Tell me you didn’t start digging.’ Will’s smile was fake as a Christmas cracker engagement ring.


‘Of course I didn’t. This is your deal, Alice. No way was I going to spoil it for you. All I did was mark out the area with some baler twine and a couple of iron stakes, just to make it a wee bit easier on the day.’ Hamish was more amused than indignant, which Alice thought he had every right to be.


‘Not everyone’s as impatient as me, Will,’ she scolded him. ‘Thank you, Hamish. That’s so kind of you.’


Hamish knocked back his tiny espresso and grinned. ‘Not really, I was intrigued. Believe me, this is the most exciting thing to happen round here since Willie Macleod’s bull fell off the headland and got stuck on the rocks with the tide coming in.’


She wasn’t sure whether he was telling the truth or playing up to their imagined expectations of a simple Highland crofter, but she chuckled anyway. ‘Well, it’s exciting for me too. Granto talked about his Highland adventures in the war so many times, I almost feel like I was there myself.’


‘So how do we go about this?’ Will asked: the broken record jumping and clicking in the background.


Hamish stood up and put his cup in the dishwasher. ‘I thought the easiest plan would be to use the wee digger to clear the top layers of the peat, maybe down to about three feet or so? Then, I’m afraid, it’s going to be a bit of hard labour for us.’ He looked them up and down. ‘You’re not really dressed for it, are you?’


‘We’ve got wellies in the car,’ Alice said.


‘That’s something, I suppose,’ Hamish said dubiously. ‘I’ve a spare set of overalls would maybe fit you, Will. They’ll be a bit big but you can tuck them in your wellies.’ He frowned, his mouth pursing. Then his face cleared. ‘I think there might be some old dungies out the back in the shed. From when I was growing up. My gran never threw anything out that might come in handy. Give me a minute.’ He strode out of the room and they heard a door open and close.


‘What a nice guy,’ Alice said.


‘Well, you obviously think so.’ Will couldn’t keep the sourness from his tone. He usually managed to camouflage his jealous streak behind a line of banter, but something about Hamish Mackenzie had clearly infiltrated his defences.


‘He’s really putting himself out for us. I’m grateful, that’s all. He didn’t have to get involved with us in the first place, never mind research old maps and make us the best cup of coffee I’ve had in weeks.’ She drained her mug and got up to put it in the dishwasher.


‘All of that is true,’ Will said. ‘But it doesn’t mean you have to come off like some goofy teenager. “Wow,” every other sentence.’


She came up behind him and hugged him. ‘Stupid boy,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘As if I’d look at another man when I’ve got your ring on my finger.’


He grunted. She knew it was the best she’d get and decided to let it lie. ‘I quite fancy the idea of you in overalls.’ An olive branch.


‘Huh. If they’re made for Iron Man there, I’ll look like a complete dick.’ He squirmed round and planted a firm kiss on her mouth. ‘But who cares, as long as it gets us what we came for.’




7


2018 – Wester Ross


They made an odd-looking trio walking up the track from the croft house. More Hollywood comedy mismatch than serious business – Hamish, tall and broad, hair now pulled back in a short ponytail, well-fitting forest green overalls tucked into scuffed black wellies; Will, shorter and slighter, diminished even further by tan overalls at least two sizes too big, flopping over a pair of Hunters that had looked as if they’d never been worn anywhere more demanding than the local Waitrose; and Alice, squeezed into a set of blue dungarees, at odds with the rubber boots patterned with liquorice allsorts. ‘We might as well walk up,’ Hamish had said. ‘It’s only half a mile or so, and I’ve already moved the digger and the tools up there. And it’s a braw morning for it.’


Alice looked around eagerly as they went. ‘It’s funny to think of my Granto here in this identical landscape all those years ago. The war raging right across the world and here he was, in this peaceful, timeless place.’


‘Obviously not identical,’ Will muttered. ‘Or we’d have found it ourselves last year.’


Hamish chuckled. ‘Aye. And I hate to disillusion you, Alice, but it’s only timeless if you measure time in a relatively short span. People think of the Highlands as a wilderness. A kind of playground for people who want to go hunting, shooting, fishing and hiking. But it’s as much a man-made environment as the big cities you leave behind you.’


‘What do you mean?’ Alice paused and looked around her at the heather and the hills, the rocky outcroppings pushing through the soil, their surfaces stained with lichen and moss. ‘This looks pretty natural to me.’


‘And that’s because nature’s had time to reclaim what we’d previously colonised. Go back three hundred years or so, and this glen would have been busy with people working the land. Just picture it. Smoke rising from somewhere between a dozen and twenty chimneys. A few cattle here and there on the common grazing. Crops growing in run rigs, every croft farming its own five acres.’ Hamish pointed towards the sparkle of the sea loch beyond the margin of the machair. ‘Down on the shore, a few small boats, their fishing nets spread out for drying and mending.’


‘So what happened?’ Will chipped in.


Hamish grimaced. ‘The Highland clearances. Crofting was subsistence farming at best. There wasn’t much in the way of profit, so it was never easy to pay the rent. And the aristos who owned the land were greedy bastards. They wanted a higher return on their inheritances to pay off the debts they ran up with their high living. Then along came organised sheep farming. Enclose the land, fill it with sheep, and you hardly need any labour. See that hill on the other side of the glen? That’s my sheep. I’ve got nearly five hundred Cheviots, and most of the work of running them gets done by Teegan and Donny. Throw shooting parties into the mix and you’ve got a whole new economy that only needs a handful of skilled people and an imported pool of seasonal labour to make it work.’


‘So where did all the people go?’ Alice asked.


‘Well, duh,’ Will said. ‘How do you think Canada ended up full of people with Scottish names?’


‘Canada, and New Zealand, and the Carolinas, and India and pretty much everywhere else the British Empire needed willing bodies,’ Hamish said, his tone less blunt. ‘Right now, there are far more descendants of the Scottish diaspora scattered around the world than there are living in Scotland.’


‘Wow, I so didn’t know that.’ Alice surveyed the landscape, trying to imagine what Hamish had described. ‘Was that even legal?’


Hamish shook his head. ‘They didn’t have secure tenancies back then.’


‘But couldn’t they protest? Put up a fight?’


Hamish gave her a long, hard look. ‘There’s not much you can do about it when they set fire to your house in the middle of the night because you want to stand up for yourself.’


‘That’s terrible.’ Alice’s eyes were wide.


‘So, how long have your family been farming here?’ Will asked before she could say anything more.


‘The parish records go back to 1659, and we were here then. My grandparents thought they would be the last of the line because my mum moved away to Edinburgh to become a doctor and my uncle joined the army and married a German woman and settled over there. But I’ve been coming here every chance I get since I was wee, and I learned from them how to manage the land. So they left the tenancy to me.’ He grinned at them. ‘How lucky am I?’


Alice looked dubious. ‘Does it not get lonely?’


Hamish shook his head. ‘Plenty going on around here.’


‘The winters must be very bloody bleak.’ Will’s expression was sour.


‘I kinda like bleak. And it’s a contrast with now. I mean, look at it. With the sun out, you could be in Greece. The sparkle of sea, all turquoise like the Med. And the landscape, it’s not that different from Crete.’


‘Apart from the temperature being about fifteen degrees lower.’ Will again, his resentment getting the better of him.


And then they breasted a gentle rise in the road and right ahead of them a yellow mini-digger squatted by the side of the road. A small cab with a flimsy roof perched on top of a pair of caterpillar treads, its toothed bucket tucked under its folded arm like some sleeping mechanical bird. The paintwork was faded and the dents and scratches had been repainted in a not-quite-matching shade. ‘It’s not exactly a new bit of kit,’ Hamish admitted. ‘But we look after stuff round here – it has to last a long time before it starts to earn its keep.’


He swung himself easily into the cab, where he looked like an adult in an over-indulged child’s toy. ‘Let’s get started.’ The engine caught at the first attempt. ‘Will, can you grab those spades and the crowbar?’ He pointed towards the crooked tree on the far side of the digger, then set off across the boggy heathland.


‘Where’s he going?’ Will said, struggling to manage three spades and a substantial crowbar.


‘Give me that.’ Alice reached for the crowbar. ‘Wow, that’s heavy. He said he’d marked the spot, remember? I’m assuming he knows what direction he’s going in. I mean, he’s not going to go off at random, is he? It might look like a wilderness to us, but he probably knows it like the back of his hand.’


Will hung back. ‘Alice? How much do we know about this guy? I mean, we’re out here in the middle of nowhere. Not another human being in sight. He’s got a digger and a bloody heavy crowbar. He could be some kind of mad Highland serial killer for all we know.’


Alice’s mouth fell open momentarily, then she burst into a fit of giggles. ‘You had me there for a nanosecond, you bad, bad boy. Mad Highland serial killer.’ She snorted with laughter. ‘Come on, you lazy sod. Let’s go and make our fortune.’
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It was immediately apparent that Hamish knew what he was doing with the digger. He positioned the bucket on the far side of the staked-out area and lowered it with surprisingly smooth delicacy towards the surface of the rough bogland. The teeth bit through the coarse grasses and scrubby heather, digging into the peaty soil. They scraped a long scar across the surface, then Hamish manoeuvred the bucket up and across, depositing the contents outside the baler twine he’d positioned as a guide.


Alice couldn’t help herself. She gave a whoop of delight as the claggy peat slid out in a glistening pile. Hamish caught her enthusiasm and grinned back at her then returned to his task. He stripped an area about two and a half metres by a metre. Then, painstakingly, he cleared the layers of peat until, without warning, the soft sucking of the peat gave way to a faint scraping. Frantic, Will waved his arms, convinced Hamish couldn’t hear the change of note over the digger’s engine.


But Hamish had already disengaged the bucket; years of working the land had sensitised him to the shift in vibration as the digger hit a different density. He jumped down and joined Alice and Will, who were peering into the hole. It was over a metre deep, the brown water seeping from the edges making it hard to distinguish anything. ‘What is it?’ Alice asked.


Hamish took a torch from his pocket, playing a thin beam of light over the surface below. ‘I’m not sure. Could be wood, could be stone,’ he said. ‘Only one way to find out.’ He crouched at the edge and let himself slide down into the hole. His boots squelched on soft peat but he could feel something substantial underfoot. He hunkered down and rubbed his fingers cautiously through the muck. Definitely something solid. ‘Chuck me down one of the spades,’ he said.


‘I’m coming down,’ Alice said, her voice shrill with excitement.


‘Wait, no!’ Will sounded cross but it had no impact on his wife. She jumped down regardless, staggering into Hamish as she landed and almost sending him sprawling.


He laughed and shook his head in faint exasperation. ‘Better make that two spades, Will.’


Clearing the surface was tedious work, but half an hour later they’d exposed a series of planks stained the same dark brown as the peat walls of the hole. ‘It looks like a coffin,’ Alice said.


‘Wrong shape,’ Hamish grunted, scraping the last of the peat from the far end of the wood.


‘Do you want the crowbar now?’ Will asked.


Hamish nodded, wiping the sweat from his brow and leaving a dark smear on his skin. ‘Aye, let’s see if we can get inside.’


Alice reached up and grabbed the end of the crowbar as Will lowered it. ‘This is so exciting,’ she said. ‘I can’t wait.’


‘There are no guarantees,’ Hamish cautioned her. ‘There’s no knowing what state your inheritance is going to be in. It’s been down here a long time.’


‘Yeah, but it’s a peat bog, right?’ Will chipped in. ‘I mean, I’ve read about bodies being preserved in peat bogs for hundreds of years.’


‘Bodies are one thing. I’ve no idea what happens to metal if the water gets to it down here. I’m no chemist, but it’s really acidic and I’m guessing it’s not very kind to metal and rubber.’ Seeing Alice’s downcast expression, he shrugged. ‘Fingers crossed, though. Come on, let’s see if we can get a look inside.’


Hamish stood on the furthest side and jammed the claw of the crowbar into the narrow gap he’d cleared between the planks. Grunting with effort, he struggled to raise the furthermost board. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then a creak; a groan; and finally a toe-curling screech as the long-sealed gap succumbed to Hamish’s weight. Freed, the plank tipped sideways against the peat wall. ‘Bloody hell,’ Hamish gasped.


Alice paid no heed, leaning past him and snatching the torch up from where he’d put it down earlier. ‘There’s definitely something there,’ she shouted. ‘Will, I can see something.’


‘What sort of something?’ Will demanded.


‘It’s impossible to tell. We need to get the other boards up,’ Hamish said. He attacked the next plank over, which shifted more readily now it had somewhere to go. A third followed it, and that cleared enough of a space for them to get a sense of what lay beneath. It was a shapeless bulk, stained dark brown from the peaty water that had seeped into the crate over the years. ‘Looks like a tarpaulin,’ he said.


‘Christ,’ Will exploded. ‘Is it waterproof? Or are we just going to find a bag of rust?’


‘How should I know?’ Hamish’s tone was mild but Alice caught the look of irritation that tightened his mouth and furrowed his brow.


‘What do we need to do, Hamish?’ Her voice had a sweet warmth that Will recognised. But he didn’t resent it; rather, he recognised it as step one on Alice’s regular route to getting her own way.


‘We need to get the rest of these boards lifted and then get a rope round the tarp. I can fasten that on to the digger arm, then we’ll be able to lift it clear.’ Hamish picked up one of the loose boards and thrust it upwards towards Will. ‘There you go, do something useful and put that out the road.’


Alice put a hand on Hamish’s shoulder. ‘I bet all that’s easier said than done,’ she said. ‘You’re amazing, Hamish. I can’t believe you’re putting yourself out like this for a pair of strangers.’


‘That’s Highland hospitality for you.’ It was impossible to miss the thread of sarcasm in his voice but he carried on with the backbreaking filthy task he’d outlined. After he prised another plank free, Hamish persuaded Alice to accept a leg-up out of the hole to give him space to finish the job. ‘It’s easier to manage by myself.’ The implication was clear; neither Alice nor Will had enough of a clue to be any use in the practical matter of unearthing their own inheritance.


‘You’re so strong,’ Alice said as she scrambled out of the way. ‘It’s amazing, watching you work.’


He chuckled. ‘There’s a dozen like me in the local pub. So much of the land around here is impossible to cultivate with conventional machinery. You work this land, you can’t avoid building muscle.’


‘All the same … ’ She gave him a dreamy look.


Will caught it and scowled. ‘Yeah, well, horses for courses. I bet Hamish wouldn’t feel so confident preparing a costing proposal for replacement windows.’


Hamish shook his head and continued with the backbreaking work. It took a while, and attaching the rope to the tarpaulin was difficult and treacherous, but finally, he clambered back to the surface, the rope wound round his body. He undid it and attached it to the arm of the digger, above the bucket. Then centimetre by slow centimetre, the mahogany-stained bundle emerged from the boggy hole, dripping with sludge and clarted with muck. The tarpaulin rendered its contents entirely amorphous.


Hamish gently lowered it to the ground. Eyes wide, Alice and Will drew close, one step at a time, both apparently struck at last by how amazing an achievement this was. ‘Wow,’ Alice breathed as Hamish jumped down and joined them. He unzipped a breast pocket and took out a large clasp knife, opened the blade and handed it haft first to Alice. She looked startled.


‘Go on,’ Hamish said. ‘It was your granddad that buried it, it’s only right that you should be the one to open it up.’


‘How? Where do I … ?’


‘I don’t think it matters. Grab the tarp with one hand and stick the knife in. It’s sharp, it’ll do the work for you.’


They all held their breath. Almost overwhelmed with the mixture of trepidation and anticipation, Alice did her best to grip the slimy unyielding canvas.


‘Up a bit,’ Hamish said. ‘Look, it’s like a seam. I think somebody’s taped it down to make it watertight.’


Alice peered down. It took the best part of a minute, but she eventually made out what Hamish had noticed. Gingerly, she stuck the knife in and wiggled it about. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the blade found a weakness and sliced cleanly along the barely visible seam. Alice let out a low scream of delight, almost capering along the side of the tarpaulin, splitting it open like a giant banana peel.


The canvas slid away, revealing a second protective sheath. ‘Oilskin,’ Hamish said. ‘Whoever did this, they knew their business. Go on, Alice, you’re nearly there.’


A second cut, and this time, nobody spoke. The buried treasure emerged from its covering like a moth from a chrysalis. Painted in khaki drab, complete with twin leather panniers, as clean as the day it was cocooned: a 1944 Indian 741 motorcycle.


‘Fuck me,’ Hamish breathed. ‘Now that’s what I call a miracle.’
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If Gerry McCartney really was the Dog Biscuit’s lapdog, Karen decided she’d better not offer herself up on a plate to the ACC. There was an argument that said senior officers shouldn’t dirty their hands with the scut work. But the Historic Cases Unit was so tiny, Karen had grown accustomed to mucking in when she had nothing more pressing to occupy her. So as she’d walked up the hill the next morning, hunched against a steady drizzle blowing in from the North Sea, she’d decided to roll up her sleeves and show McCartney how they did things on her team.


There was no sign of the new boy but Jason was already at his desk, his ginger hair darkened to auburn by the rain that had plastered it to his head. He’d recently moved into a cramped one-bedroom flat on the fifth floor of a tenement building in one of the side streets near the bottom of Leith Walk. He’d explained to Karen that parking spots were at such a premium, he only moved the car if he absolutely had to. Getting soaked on the fifteen-minute walk to work was better than a twenty-minute hunt at the end of the day for somewhere to park. It was a familiar complaint in the city; the council sold far more parking permits than there were available spaces. It had been one of the reasons Karen had opted for a modern block with dedicated underground parking.


‘You need to invest in a hat.’ Karen shook out her umbrella and hung up her coat.


‘I look stupid in a hat.’


‘You don’t look that smart without one.’ McCartney had arrived. Dry as a bone. ‘Am I the only one that knows what a car’s for?’


Jason flushed and frowned at his screen. Irritated, Karen produced an insincere smile and said, ‘Well, Gerry, since you’re the only one that’s not already drookit, you can go and get the coffees. Mine’s a flat white with an extra shot. From Valvona and Crolla, across the road on Elm Row.’


McCartney stopped halfway through taking off his overcoat. ‘That makes no sense. Jason’s already wet, it’s no skin off his nose to go back out in the rain.’
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