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Prologue


Saturday, 15 February 2020


Billy Watson cast off from the quay without the faintest flicker of a premonition. He nosed the 23-foot creel boat out into the east harbour’s main channel with casual familiarity. The morning was no different from countless others: bitterly cold, a sharp northerly wind slicing through flesh and making his cheekbones ache. But at least it was fair, and the eggshell-blue February sky held no promise of rain to come. On the far shore, the outlines of Berwick Law and the Bass Rock were crisp as a painting. The chill waters of the Firth of Forth parted before the scarlet bows of the Bonnie Pearl, a thin line of white foam marking her passage.


Billy reached for his thermos mug of coffee and took a short nip; it was still too hot for a full swallow. He always liked to give it a wee blast in the microwave after he’d added the milk to make sure it stayed piping hot for as long as possible. A man needed all the help he could get to stay warm on a winter morning in the Forth estuary.


His cousin Jackie opened the wheelhouse door a crack and squeezed in, trying not to let the heat out. ‘Braw day for it,’ he said. It was one of Jackie’s limited and predictable conversational gambits. ‘Bit rough the day,’ was another. ‘Gey wet,’ his invariable response to rain.


‘Aye,’ Billy said, giving the engine some throttle. They left the shelter of the harbour for the choppier waters beyond the zig-zag pier that stretched into the sea and protected the harbour walls from the tideline surges that swept along the coast. A touch on the wheel and their course shifted till they were heading east, the Isle of May breasting the horizon like a humpback whale. As they drew level with the old windmill and the hollows and hillocks of the former salt pans, Billy slipped the engine into neutral and in a practised manoeuvre brought the Bonnie Pearl alongside the first marker buoy.


Jackie’s son Andy swaggered into view, his rolling gait compensating for the low swell. With the ease of experience, he reached over the side with a boat hook to snag the buoy that marked the end of the fleet of D-shaped creels containing the day’s first catch. Just like every other morning, he led the rope to the creel hauler and started the winch.


Even from the wheelhouse, Billy could see there was a problem. The rope was taut but no creel had emerged from the water. Andy was struggling, leaning over the gunwale, trying to manoeuvre the boathook. ‘Better give the boy a hand,’ Billy said to Jackie, who sighed and made his way down to the deck. The two men wrestled with the rope. Something seemed to be tangled in it, something that was a drag on the winch. Billy could see Jackie swearing eloquently, his words whipped away by the wind.


A rogue wave caught the bow and swung the boat through ninety degrees. Enough to make the men’s job easier. They staggered back a couple of feet, giving Billy a clear view of what was in the water.


For a moment, it made no sense. Billy’s brain translated the strange sight into a battered white creel marker buoy with slash marks. Then he recalibrated. No buoy ever came with a neck and shoulders.


Their first catch of the day was a drowned man.
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Sunday, 16 February 2020


Detective Sergeant Daisy Mortimer wasn’t easily put off her food. But for once, she stared at the bacon and egg roll she’d made for breakfast with a distinctly jaundiced air. In that crucial moment between sliding the egg on to the crispy bacon and squirting it with tomato ketchup, her boss had rung. ‘Morning, Daisy,’ DCI Charlie Todd had greeted her cheerily. She could hear his two kids bickering in the background.


‘Morning, sir.’ Daisy matched his cheer with perkiness. She liked her job and she liked Charlie Todd, after all.


‘A lobster boat out of St Monans pulled a body out of the Forth early on. Unexplained death, so we need to attend the PM. Meet me at the mortuary in Kirkcaldy at ten o’clock. Sorry to mess up your Sunday.’ He chuckled. ‘At least you’ll have time for a second cup of tea.’


Daisy ended the call and stared at her phone, a hollow ache in her stomach. Her first post-mortem. Did the boss actually know that? Did he assume she’d stood at the side of an autopsy table often enough to take it in her stride? It was less than six months since her transfer to the Fife-based crime squad and they’d not had a murder in all that time. There had been one suspicious death, but she’d been on a long weekend and, by the time she got back, it had been filed away as an accident.


Before that, she’d been in a general CID office in Falkirk. There had been plenty of crime but nothing that had ended on a pathologist’s slab. She prodded her roll with a neatly manicured finger, her lip curling in distaste. The thought of what she might be confronted with – the smells, the sounds, the sights – had killed all appetite. Given how squeamish she was about visits to the dentist, she anticipated she’d be one of the ones everybody took the mince out of, throwing up in the sink or, even worse, dropping to the floor in a dead faint.


In a different case, she could have weaselled out of it by volunteering to supervise the crime scene. But with a corpse fished out of the sea there was no crime scene to be preserved. There was no way out of this. She was going to have to face it some time. It might as well be today.


She stared out of the kitchen window of her rented flat. It looked across a busy dual carriageway to fields and woodland beyond. It had been the only aspect of the former council flat that had appealed to her, apart from the fact that she could afford it. Even so, most mornings, she looked out into the slowly brightening sky and felt good about her life. Not today, she didn’t.


Daisy binned her roll and headed for the poky bedroom, deliberately refusing to think about what lay ahead. She shrugged out of her dressing gown and put on what she thought of as her uniform – straight-leg black jeans with enough Lycra to make a chase possible, a close-fitting fine merino layer in dark grey and a deep plum sweater that made her actual shape a subject of speculation in the squad room. A skim of make-up, mascara to emphasise the bright blue of her eyes, then she tucked her thick curly hair into a scrunchy and she was ready to roll.


She was first to arrive. Professor Jenny Carmichael was checking her instrument tray before she began. Daisy introduced herself to the pathologist, who was swathed in full surgical greens, her fine silver hair reduced to narrow triangles in front of her ears. The professor raked her with a hawkish glance and said, ‘First time?’ Daisy nodded. ‘Thought so. Away and stand over there against the wall, far as you can get from the sharp end. That way you can suss out whether you’re a fainter or not without getting in the way.’


Daisy did as she was told and Professor Carmichael busied herself with preparations Daisy didn’t want to think about. The pathologist looked up when Charlie walked in and gave the barest nod of acknowledgement. ‘White male, in decent physical shape for his age,’ she said.


‘I’ve told you before, flattery’ll get you nowhere.’ That was Charlie all over, Daisy thought. Always a quip, whether it was the right moment or not.


Carmichael snorted. ‘You’re the one doing the flattering.’


‘And what sort of age would today’s customer be?’ Charlie peered across at the pale white body, bloated by its immersion in the sea.


‘Forty-nine,’ she replied with a quick sidelong glance.


Daisy thought she could see a twinkle and noticed Charlie decide to rise to it. ‘You’re not usually so precise.’


‘We don’t usually find a passport and a driver’s licence in the back pocket of our victims’ jeans.’ That seemed odd to Daisy till she remembered the body had turned up in the East Neuk of Fife, a popular tourist destination. Nobody wanted to leave their ID lying around in an Airbnb.


‘Victim?’ Charlie picked up on the key word.


The pathologist tutted and took a sideways step so she could turn the corpse’s head. ‘A sufficient insult to the back of his skull to prove fatal. And an absence of sufficient water in his lungs for him to have drowned. He’ll have been close to death when he went into the water.’


‘He couldn’t have fallen and hit his head on the way in? There’s plenty of rocks along that part of the Fife coast.’


‘The injury’s too regular for that. If you pressed me, I’d incline towards a baseball bat or a steel pipe.’


‘So, homicide.’


The professor gave a sharp sigh. ‘You know it’s not my job to make that judgement.’


‘I wasn’t asking, Jenny.’ He softened his words with a bashful smile, then turned to DS Mortimer. ‘The passport?’


She spotted the evidence bags on the side counter and picked up the two relevant ones. ‘It’s a French passport. Issued just over two years ago to a Paul Allard. Like the prof said, he’s forty-nine. His driving licence was issued in Paris at the same time—’


‘What? Exactly the same time?’


‘Same date. That’s weird, isn’t it? I mean, nobody has a passport and a driving licence issued on the same date, do they?’


‘Is there an address on the driving licence?’


She shook her head. ‘Nope. Only where it was issued, his name and date of birth.’


‘Well, that’s your first job, Daisy. Talk to somebody at the French consulate. Tell them we need to know all they can tell us about Paul Allard. What about next of kin? Who to contact in the case of an emergency?’ Charlie turned back to Professor Carmichael as he spoke.


‘Nothing. He left that part blank.’


‘So it’s down to you, Prof. Fingerprints? DNA?’


She looked up. ‘We should be able to get prints, he’s not been in the water more than twenty-four hours, I’d say. I need to talk to someone with more expertise in this area, though. DNA is no problem.’


‘Really?’


A swift eye-roll. ‘Charlie, it’s been nearly twenty years since we managed to extract DNA from a corpse that had been submerged in the Holy Loch for thirty-five years. Trust me, you’ll have a DNA result in a couple of days. Though whether that’ll help you, I don’t know. Can you still get the French to run things through their databases for you?’


Charlie groaned. ‘Nobody wants to do us any favours after Brexit.’


‘Maybe we’ll get a hit on our database,’ Daisy said brightly. ‘I mean, people who end up murdered are usually a bit dodgy, sir.’


‘We should be so lucky,’ Charlie said gloomily. ‘Have you got anything else for me, Jenny?’


‘He’s got a tattoo on his left shoulder blade. We photographed it; I’ll ping it across to you. It’s like a torch with seven flames and a ring below it.’


‘No handy inscription, I suppose?’


‘That would be too easy.’


He turned back to Daisy. ‘There you go, Daisy. A proper mystery. We don’t often get one of them, do we?’


The professor raised her eyebrows. ‘Surely the only interesting question is whether you can solve it?’
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Lazy Sunday mornings in bed with coffee and the Sunday papers on her tablet were a relatively recent experience for Detective Chief Inspector Karen Pirie. In the past, she’d have been up early, out for a walk, planning the week ahead, working out her strategies. But she’d been seeing Hamish Mackenzie for the best part of six months now and he’d persuaded her that it wasn’t a sin to take time off from her job running Police Scotland’s Historic Cases Unit. ‘You don’t get paid overtime,’ he’d reminded her. ‘It’s not good for you to work all the hours in the week. And if you genuinely care that much about your job, you’d recognise that you perform better with refreshed mind and body.’


Karen didn’t relish being told what to do by anyone, but in showing concern for how she could best do her job, Hamish had hit the right note. He hit the right note in so many ways. He was the first man she’d even contemplated any kind of relationship with since her lover Phil had been killed in the line of duty, the fate dreaded by anyone who loves a police officer. Somehow, Hamish had eased his way past her defences and here she was on a Sunday morning, in his bed, in his flat.


And why not? He was smart and funny, easy on the eye, kind and thoughtful. She looked forward to spending time with him. She enjoyed his company, whether they were out having fun or staying in doing nothing much. She liked those of his friends that she’d met. She loved his croft in Wester Ross. But she had reservations about waking up in this lavish New Town flat with its secret roof terrace. Like a lot of things about Hamish, it all felt a bit too much.


If she was honest, the sex was more exciting, more adventurous than it had been with Phil. But afterwards, she never felt completed the way she had with Phil. She’d never had a moment’s doubt about the love between them. But with Hamish … Karen hadn’t been able to say, ‘I love you.’ She’d sensed it on the tip of his tongue, hoped he wouldn’t give in to temptation.


Karen realised Hamish had said something she’d missed completely. ‘What?’


He was frowning at his screen. ‘I said, I think I can get us a table tonight at that place in Newport we’ve been wanting to try. They do rooms as well, I could see if we can stay over?’


‘Not tonight,’ Karen said in a tone whose finality she hoped he’d recognise.


‘Why not? If we take both cars, you can shoot off in the morning in plenty of time to get to work. And I can head north from there.’ From Monday morning to Wednesday night, Hamish worked on his croft in Wester Ross. The rest of the time he spent in Edinburgh, where he ran a small chain of coffee shops.


‘Not tonight. I have to be a place first thing in the morning.’


‘OK. How about we go for dinner and drive back afterwards?’


She wished he wouldn’t push it. ‘I need to be by myself this evening, Hamish.’


A hurt look sprang into his eyes. ‘Have I done something to upset you?’


‘It’s nothing to do with you.’ She hoped that would do it, but no. He had to persist.


‘Then what is it? I don’t want us to keep secrets from each other.’


Karen pushed herself more upright on the feather pillows. She didn’t want to discuss this in a slouch. ‘Tomorrow morning, the man who killed Phil is being released from prison. I want to be there.’


‘What are you planning?’ Anxiety vibrated from Hamish as if he were a freshly struck tuning fork.


‘Nothing. I want to see where he’s living, that’s all.’ Now she’d said more than she intended. ‘And I don’t want company.’


‘Do you think that’s a good idea?’


Before she could respond, Karen’s work mobile rang. Automatically, she reached for it on the bedside table. ‘DCI Pirie, Historic Cases Unit,’ she said.


‘Good morning, DCI Pirie. This is Sergeant Pollock from Barrack Street in Perth. We’ve got a walk-in this morning that I think is more up your street than mine. Any chance you could come up and help us reach a decision?’


Karen felt a familiar prickle of interest and turned away from Hamish. ‘Could you give me a wee bit more to go on?’


‘Well, it’s like this.’ He spoke slowly, keen to make sure he got his points across. ‘A member of the public came in and made a report at the bar. Her sister died in an RTA a few weeks ago and she’s just getting round to sorting out the deceased’s house. There was a camper van in the garage that the woman says definitely didn’t belong to her sister. She took a look inside and there’s skeletonised human remains in the back of the van. Now, the fact that they’re skeletonised says cold case to me and my boss. So we thought we’d cut to the chase and get you involved from the start.’


‘Are you telling me you’ve not already got a team on site?’


A pause. ‘We’re a bit stretched today, to be honest. We’ve got a royal visit, not to mention an armed robbery at a club last night.’


Karen sighed. ‘And a skeleton isn’t time-sensitive, right?’


‘Well, it’s not going anywhere, is it?’


In spite of her irritation at the lack of urgency, Karen was eager to be involved from the start. She never lost sight of the lives devastated by the cases she found herself investigating. But that didn’t mean she didn’t get a buzz at the thought of a new case to unravel, a mystery to explain, an aching gap in some strangers’ lives to fill with answers. ‘We’ll meet you at the house,’ she said. ‘Ping the address to my colleague.’ She ended the call and was about to make another when Hamish put a hand on her arm.


‘You’re not going to work?’


‘It’s a new case that looks like a cold case. I need to attend the scene.’


Hamish sighed and fell back on his pillows. ‘I can’t compete with the dead.’


She turned and kissed him. ‘It’s not a competition, it’s an obligation.’ And then she was out of bed, self-conscious in her nakedness. ‘I’ll have a shower then I’ll be out of your way.’


In the bathroom, she called her bagman, Detective Constable Jason Murray. ‘Morning, Jason. Sorry to screw up your Sunday but we’ve got a new case. Meet me at the office in twenty minutes.’


‘OK, we going anywhere interesting?’


‘Perth.’


‘Suspicious death?’


‘Correct. We don’t get many of those in the petty bourgeois capital of Scotland.’
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North Woodlands Crescent was a short drive from one of the big roundabouts that interrupted the dual carriageways sweeping round Perth, carrying traffic to more urgent destinations in all four points of the compass. Substantial whitewashed bungalows sat on their individual plots behind sturdy evergreen hedges trimmed to uniform heights. It had the air of a street determined that nothing should disturb its equilibrium. Nobody here would be having to call the police about rowdy teenagers doing drugs, or domestic disputes that spilled out beyond trim front doors, or joyriding car thieves doing wheelies on the litter-free streets.


‘This is the kind of place people get totally outraged about a murder on their doorstep,’ Jason remarked, pulling into the kerb behind a marked patrol car. ‘Like it’s a personal insult.’


‘We don’t know that it’s a murder yet,’ Karen said.


‘Fair enough, boss. But tucking a body away in the garage isn’t how most people react to natural causes.’


He was, she thought, definitely becoming both more insightful and more confident. Karen allowed herself a moment’s pride. Supporting Jason to be the best he could be was a cause Phil had recruited her to. Slowly but surely, the Mint was getting there. She grinned. ‘I don’t know. It is Perth, after all. Could be death to your social standing to admit to having a body in the boot.’


A uniformed sergeant emerged from the patrol car and raised a hand in greeting. He waited for them to approach then said, ‘DCI Pirie? I’m Sergeant Pollock. We spoke on the phone.’


‘Still no detectives on the scene? Or CSI?’ Obviously they did things differently in Perth.


‘I spoke to my inspector, he thought we should wait to see what you thought. It’s not like there’s going to be a hot pursuit or anything.’


‘It might have been an idea to get a forensics team out. It doesn’t matter whose case it ends up as, we’re going to need a full sweep of the scene.’ Karen spoke mildly but Pollock caught her grim expression.


‘Do you want to do that first, then? Before you take a look?’


‘Call them. While we’re waiting for them to get here, DC Murray and I will get suited up and assess the scene. And then we’ll want to talk to the woman who made the discovery. Is she down at the station?’


Pollock shook his head. ‘We let her go home. She was pretty shaken up, you know? I thought she’d be better in her own house, rather than here or sitting in an interview room for who knows how long.’


It wasn’t what Karen would have done, but she was getting the message that Barrack Street definitely wasn’t on the same page as the Historic Cases Unit. She hoped their response to live cases was more by the book. ‘What’s the name of the householder?’


‘Susan Leitch. She’s the one who was killed in the RTA. The woman who made the discovery was her sister, Stella. Also Leitch. Neither of them’s got any previous, not even a speeder.’


Ten minutes later, clad in rustling Tyvek and blue plastic shoe covers, Karen and Jason made their way through the front door and down the bland carpet of the hallway into a tidy kitchen. Karen clocked the assortment of oils and spices by the hob, the stoneware jar of utensils and a row of cookbooks with dinged corners and cracked spines. It looked like a place where cooking actually happened. In the far wall, a solid door opened on to a double garage. Their eyes were drawn to the half-uncovered VW classic camper van, but Karen forced herself to take a look around the rest of the space. First impressions were often a reliable indicator when things were out of kilter.


A rack for two bikes was fixed to one wall but only one bike hung there, a sturdy mountain bike with fat tyres and a mount for an electric motor. On the floor below it, the motor was plugged into a charger. Next to the bike rack was a board that held an array of tools that Karen assumed were the sort of thing you needed if you were going to take care of your own bike, rather than wheel it round to the local bike shop every time your brakes squeaked.


‘You know anything about bikes, Jason?’ she asked, without much hope.


‘Only the kind with engines, boss.’


On the opposite wall there was a workbench with an assortment of tools for minor DIY and maintenance – screwdrivers, adjustable wrenches, a couple of hammers and a hacksaw. Neatly stacked next to them, half a dozen paint tins, clearly partly used. By the looks of things, Susan Leitch was a well-organised woman. None of the signs of chaotic behaviour that often characterised domestic crime scenes. If that was what this was.


Karen crossed to the camper van, noting that the one tyre she could see was flat and looked as if it had been like that for a long time, to judge by the distressed state of the rubber. She opened the driver’s door with as little contact as possible. Stella Leitch had doubtless destroyed any fingermarks there might have been, but it never hurt to follow forensic protocols. Karen stuck her head in and sniffed. There was a faint smell of musty decay, but not the overwhelming stench produced by a rotting corpse. She noticed the passenger window was open an inch or two, which, coupled with the passage of time, would account for that absence. Keys in the ignition still.


She peered over the seat but couldn’t see much of the main cabin. ‘I’ll have to go in,’ she said, preparing to clamber on to the driver’s seat.


‘There’s a side door that lets you in, boss,’ Jason pointed out. ‘Maybe it’s unlocked too?’


Karen backed out. ‘We should wait for the CSI team. But the sister’s already disturbed the cover.’ She considered for a moment. ‘Get your phone out and take pics all round the van, so we’ve got a record of how it was mostly left before the sister shifted it. And don’t forget the number plate.’


‘There isn’t one,’ Jason said. ‘At least, not on the front.’


‘That’s interesting,’ Karen said, moving to the rear of the vehicle and carefully lifting the tarpaulin. ‘Same on the back. Somebody was thinking this through. OK, on you go, get the rest of the pics done.’


She stepped back and waited. A score of clicks later, she gingerly moved the tarpaulin away from the side door and tried the handle. It opened easily, sliding back on well-oiled runners.


On the floor of the van lay a disarticulated collection of bones, the skull with its corona of shed dark hair towards the front end, the scatter of tarsals and phalanges pointing towards the rear. Maggot pupae cases, like macabre Coco Pops, were scattered everywhere around and among the bones, evidence of why the body was stripped clean of flesh. It looked as if the victim had fallen or been placed on their side. What was clear from the first glance was that ‘victim’ was the right word. Across the back of the skull was the jagged crack of an obvious depressed fracture. Someone or something had hit this person very hard indeed.


The incongruity of the human remains was made more poignant by the tidiness of the rest of the van. Everything was stowed in its proper place; books on a shelf, clothes in slatted plastic boxes in an alcove, artist’s paints and brushes in a custom-made caddy. A few watercolours of lochs and mountains were tacked on the front of a cupboard. To Karen’s untrained eye, they looked like the kind of generic painting stocked by every Highland craft shop she’d ever been in.


She withdrew her head from the van. ‘We definitely need CSI. And River.’


Back at the car, stripped of her protective suit, Karen made the call. Fortunately, Dr River Wilde was in her university office in Dundee rather than the lab or the lecture theatre. Karen briefed her on their discovery. ‘Can you free yourself up for a wee trip to Perth?’ she asked.


‘Sure, these bones aren’t going anywhere. I’ll be with you within the hour.’


Reassured that the remains in the VW were in the best hands, Karen brought Pollock up to speed. ‘You’ll probably want to get some PCs up here to guard the scene, keep the nosy neighbours at arm’s length.’


‘Not to mention the bloody citizen journalists,’ Pollock grumbled.


‘And ask the techs whether they can find the VIN. Somebody’s removed the number plates, but they might not have known to erase the identification number. Even if they tried, the lab has ways of revealing it. Once the CSIs have done, Dr Wilde will want the remains uplifted to her mortuary in Dundee,’ Karen continued. ‘She’ll liaise with your officers on that. We’re off now to talk to the sister. Thanks for bringing us in so early. That way, nothing gets lost in the cracks of a handover.’


‘Aye, well, it’s not often we get something that’s so obviously a cold case from the get-go. Let me know if there’s anything you need back-up on.’


As they headed for Stella Leitch’s address, Jason said, ‘This is a funny one. Why would you keep a body in your garage?’


‘River always says that murder’s easy. It’s getting rid of the body that’s hard. It looks like Susan Leitch hadn’t figured out what to do with the second part of the deal.’


‘I get that, boss. But this is just bones now. Could you not smash them up with a hammer and take a wee bag at a time down to the beach and chuck them in the sea?’


‘It’d be worth a try, I suppose. But you’d have to be pretty cold-blooded to do that. Especially if the person you’d killed was somebody close to you. Even serious gangsters employ people to do their body disposal for them. They call them “the cleaners”.’


‘You’re kidding, right?’


Karen shook her head. ‘Wish I was, Jason. It’s apparently considered a skilled operation. There was a case a few years ago, down in England, where bits of a body kept turning up all over the countryside. I think by the end there were body parts discovered in five or six different force areas. They eventually did nail the guy responsible, but the full story didn’t come out in court. Apparently the organised crime gang responsible for the murder had fallen out with their regular cleaner because they thought he was charging too much. So one of the eejits in their gang thought, “How hard can it be?” and took on the job for a fraction of the fee. And it turned out he was rubbish at it. Rubbish to the tune of fourteen years inside.’


‘You’re not serious? How d’you know that?’


‘Because it was one of River’s cases. When they went to the pub afterwards to celebrate the guilty verdict, one of the serious crime squad guys told her the back story.’


Jason shook his head. ‘How do you get a job like that?’


‘I don’t think they recruit at careers fairs,’ Karen said drily. ‘I’m guessing Susan Leitch discovered that getting rid of the body in your VW wasn’t as easy as she thought.’
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Monday, 17 February 2020


It was barely half past six in the morning, but already the traffic heading into Edinburgh on the A71 artery was sclerotic. Detective Chief Inspector Karen Pirie was glad to be travelling in the opposite direction, moving steadily if not swiftly. She’d worked her way across the waking city to the background murmur of a playlist as familiar as the streets themselves. Music had never been that big a deal for her, but when she’d lived with Phil, he’d gently eased her into his preferences. Now, when she was off duty and didn’t have to keep one ear on the radio, she always returned to the playlist he’d imported to her phone. Elbow, Snow Patrol, Franz Ferdinand. The lyrics had made little impression over the years, but she liked to hum along to the tunes.


Out of habit, she flicked glances to either side as she drove, alert to anything out of place. The houses on her left looked substantial, but that was an illusion. In reality, they were blocks of four flats, two up and two down, built when social housing was a public good taken for granted. They’d been sold off years before, the clue to their private status being the different colours and styles of front doors. Karen didn’t begrudge their occupiers the chance to own their own homes; what she minded was the politicians’ failure to replace what they’d sold off. She hoped they saw the city’s growing homeless population as a reproach, but mostly doubted it.


At a break in the row of houses, she turned left into a narrow roadway lined with thick hedges, their winter foliage copper brown. Straight ahead, a modern frontage, all bulletproof glass flanked by solid pillars and cement blocks designed to look like dressed sandstone. A casual observer might have taken it for the offices of a minor insurance company except that where the logo should have been, bold black letters read ‘HMP EDINBURGH’. A second look, and the high concrete wall stretching far into the darkness would have hammered home what the acronym stood for – Her Majesty’s Prison.


Karen swung left into the car park. She was early enough that the slot she’d previously identified as perfect for her needs was still empty. She was driving her personal car this morning. Nobody would take her five-year-old Nissan Juke for a police car, not even an undercover one. Phil had always taken the piss out of her for her choice of wheels. ‘The Nissan Joke,’ he’d dubbed it. But this morning, it was the perfect camouflage.


As the minutes ticked past, a trickle of cars turned into a stream. Some were clearly prison staff, driving round to their designated parking zone. Others stopped near Karen, there for the same reason if not the same purpose. Some of the drivers and passengers stepped out into the cold morning, drifting towards the prison buildings, clouds of warm breath mingling with steam from vapes and smoke from sparked-up cigarettes.


They obviously hadn’t done this before, she thought. Seven o’clock might be the official time for prisoner release, but that didn’t mean the ones they were waiting for would walk out of the doors on the stroke of the hour. There was paperwork to be done. Medications to be issued. Property to be checked. The welcoming committees would be lucky to see their loved ones by half past seven. By eight, there would be a ragged procession – mostly men, a few women – re-emerging into the world, clutching their black bin-liners and trying not to look as disorientated as they felt.


Karen didn’t mind the wait. She’d been preparing for this moment for years, turning over what it might demand of her. If revenge was a dish best served cold, then the timing was spot on. An extra half hour or more was neither here nor there.


So focused was she on the prison frontage that the opening of her passenger door physically startled her. She whirled round in her seat, fight or flight pumping through her reptile brain. Heart pounding, she registered who was climbing into her car and felt her muscles relax. ‘What the fuck, Jimmy? You trying to give me a heart attack?’


‘Did you not see me walking up to your car? I wasn’t hiding, Karen.’ DCI Jimmy Hutton, head of Police Scotland’s Murder Prevention Unit, settled himself into the passenger seat like a man who was readying himself for a long journey. He pulled off black leather gloves and unbuttoned his dark navy overcoat.


‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded, scowling eyebrows drawn down, attention back on the prison.


‘Taking care of you,’ he said mildly.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘I reckoned you might be here this morning. I thought I’d swing by and make sure you had somebody in your corner. In case you were tempted.’


‘Tempted to do what?’


‘Something you’d regret.’


Karen scoffed. ‘I’m not a hormonal teenager, Jimmy. I’m not going to flip my lid and run across the car park like a banshee with a machete. All I want is to see Merrick Shand for myself. To see what three and a half years in the jail has done to him.’


‘Really? That’s all?’


She shrugged. ‘And maybe check out whoever’s here for him. And where they take him. I’m not planning on doing anything, Jimmy. But I need to keep tabs on him. I need to know where he’s living, what he’s doing. I don’t care whether he sees me doing it, either. In fact, I’d quite like that.’


‘That’s a big risk to take. All he’s got to do is report you to Professional Standards for harassment.’ Jimmy shifted in his seat and gave her the hard stare.


‘I won’t give him grounds. Nothing stalkery, you understand. Just the odd unsettling glimpse out the corner of his eye. Enough to fuck with his head but not enough to put my job on the line.’ She chanced a look at Jimmy. She hadn’t seen a look that sceptical since she’d told her granny it hadn’t been her who’d eaten all the butter tablet, in spite of throwing up like a sick dog.


‘Is that why you brought your back-up? So’s you wouldn’t get spotted tailing Shand away from the jail?’


Puzzled, Karen cast a quick sideways glance at Jimmy to check whether he was at the wind-up for some unfathomable reason. But she’d never seen him look more serious. No, not serious. Pissed off. ‘What are you talking about? I wouldn’t drag the Mint into this.’ For all sorts of reasons, Detective Constable Jason Murray was the last person Karen would have brought along that morning.


‘Come on, Karen, don’t come the innocent with me. I’m not talking about Jason. I’m talking about Captain Coffee.’


‘What?’ Karen couldn’t have faked such outraged astonishment.


‘The row behind you, four cars to the left. Did you not see him parking up in his big fuck-off Range Rover?’


Wildly, she looked around, instantly spotting what should never have got past her in the first place. ‘I’ll fucking kill him,’ she raged, throwing open her car door so hard it bounced back on its hinges and caught her hip as she jumped out. But Karen on the warpath wasn’t going to be hindered by anything as mundane as pain. She stormed towards the Range Rover, determined to deal with the one person who had no right to be there.
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Daisy glared at her computer screen, turning in a fine performance of a woman lost in concentration. At least, she hoped it was a fine performance. The reality was that, although she’d got in early the morning after the postmortem, she could make no significant progress until she heard back from the French consulate staffer she’d been sweet-talking the afternoon before. Their first conversation had been brief. Daisy was convinced she could actually hear the Gallic shrug when she passed on Paul Allard’s details.


So she’d been surprised when he phoned back inside the hour, sounding like a different person. ‘Sergeant Mortimer,’ he began with a flourish. ‘I have some very interesting information for you.’


‘Glad to hear it. Thanks for calling back.’


‘No, not at all. What I have found out is that Paul Allard is a jazzman. He plays saxophone in a quintet. Comme des Étrangers. Not my sort of thing, but I hear they’re pretty good. He lives on the Left Bank. Do you know Paris?’


‘No, sorry to say I’ve never been.’


‘No matter, it will still be there when you decide to go. Monsieur Allard lives – lived, I should say, in one of the little streets that leads to the Odéon, in the Sixth Arrondissement. It’s a nice area but, looking at his address, I think it’s probably a small apartment in the roof.’


‘Well, that’s a start. Can you get your local police to go and knock his door, see if there’s anybody else living there? Or even get a search warrant, to see if there’s anything in his apartment to give us a clue as to what he was doing in the East Neuk of Fife?’


He made an indeterminate noise in the back of his throat. ‘You would need a warrant from your courts, I think.’


A stifled sigh. ‘OK, maybe you could ping across the address and I’ll see what I can get moving at this end.’ Who knew what hoops she’d have to jump through for that these days?


‘Of course, but not so fast. There is something much more interesting. There is no record of Paul Allard before that passport and that driving licence were issued to him. It’s like he never existed.’


‘What?’


‘I know. I thought maybe he was in a witness protection programme or something like that. I talked to my colleague about this and she said, no, no. If he was in witness protection, he would have a proper paper trail. We would not be able to access it, but we would know of its existence.’


Daisy had sat up straight in her chair, a buzz of excitement in her head. ‘That’s right. A legend.’


‘Ah, we have the same word. And then my colleague, she said he could have changed his name. That would explain the dead end.’


‘And did he?’


‘I don’t know yet. I have sent an urgent request to the Ministry of the Interior, but I will be honest with you, I have no idea how long it will take to come back. But when someone changes his name officially in France, he has to place a notice in the Journal Officiel de la République Française. I will check out whether it is searchable online. Maybe that will be a shortcut.’


‘That’s brilliant. I’ll see what I can do at this end. Thanks so much. I really appreciate your help. And don’t forget to ping that address over to me!’


Which had all been very exciting. DCI Todd had been much more sanguine about it, barely acknowledging what she’d learned. ‘Let’s wait and see what Inspector Clouseau comes back with before we get overexcited,’ he’d said, turning away to shout at one of the detective constables. ‘Have you made any progress with the coastguard and where the body might have gone in the water?’


Todd had sent them home shortly after six. He wasn’t the kind of boss who believed in working all the hours in the day for the sake of looking busy. When Daisy had started working for him, he’d taken her to an improbably cosy café on an industrial estate on the outskirts of Kirkcaldy and laid out his philosophy over home-baked cherry scones and Earl Grey tea. ‘There’s no overtime in CID. When we’ve got lines of inquiry to pursue, we work the hours we have to. But cases get stalled. You’re waiting for an address or another key piece of information before you can take the next step. So you might as well be waiting at home. Half the time, you can’t get access to records out of office hours. So you might as well be watching a box set on your own settee. That way, when you do have to work thirty-six hours out of forty-eight, you’re not already knackered. Pull your weight when it’s needed and you’ll get no complaints from me. But God help you if I catch you skiving when you’re needed.’


It couldn’t have been clearer. But still Daisy struggled to turn in late and go home early. So she was first in next morning. She unwrapped the roll and sausage she’d picked up from the roadside snack van and ate as she checked through the files again, making notes as she went. When her phone rang with the ID of the French consulate, she carved a tear in her notepad with her pencil point in shocked excitement. ‘DS Mortimer,’ she almost shouted.


‘Good morning, Sergeant. My name is Guillaume Verancourt. I believe you spoke to my colleague from the French consulate yesterday?’ He sounded more Edinburger than Parisian.


‘That’s right. And you—’


‘He passed your inquiry on to me. I’m associated with the Ministry of the Interior.’


Was that code for him being a spy? Or just a bureaucrat? Daisy was starting to feel she might be out of her depth. ‘And have you anything for me?’


‘I have some information, yes. But before I do so, I need to make clear to you that the responsibility for investigating the death of a French citizen rests on the shoulders of the French authorities. We are very willing to cooperate with Police Scotland, but we must be assured that you are equally prepared to cooperate with us. To share information. Are you in a position to give that assurance?’


Daisy thought quickly. She knew she should pass this up the line, but she was pretty sure nobody was going to refuse the French request. Not if it meant dead-ending the investigation before it had even begun. ‘The dead man may have been a French citizen, Monsieur Verancourt, but he was killed here in Scotland. It’s in everyone’s interests to work together on this.’


‘So you will send me what reports you have? And you will continue to do this?’


Daisy took a deep breath. She was determined to make her mark with this case, but she didn’t want that mark to be a blot on her record. On the other hand, she needed to make progress. ‘I’ll be honest. We don’t have much to go on, but we will share what we have. And will you pass on what you have?’


‘I will email what I have discovered to you, but I think it might be helpful to run through it verbally first. In case there is anything that isn’t clear. And of course the details from us will be in French.’


‘That’s very kind of you.’ Plenty of time later to reveal her competence in French if necessary. ‘So, what have you found out?’


‘So, you already know Paul Allard did not exist officially until two years ago. The reason for that is that he changed his name.’


‘Can you tell me what he was called before?’


‘Well, this is where it becomes complicated. Almost ten years ago, a man joined the French Foreign Legion calling himself Paul Allard. That was not his real name, but the Legion allows recruits to self-declare their name when they join. Conventionally, the surname should have the same initial letter as their actual name, but that’s the only link to their past.’


‘You’re kidding, right? This is like something out of an adventure comic. You’re saying they really get to join the Foreign Legion to forget?’


Verancourt cleared his throat. ‘It is a tradition. There is nothing comic about it, believe me. There will have been nothing humorous about Paul Allard’s military service. And like everyone who signs up, he will have had to provide proof of his original identity so we could check that he was not a convicted criminal or the subject of a warrant for a serious crime. If applicants are clean, they can choose the name they serve under. That is the only name on their records. Under those terms, the man called Paul Allard signed up. He was a competent musician so he was assigned to the regimental band, which is part of the 1st Foreign Regiment. He attained the rank which corresponds to corporal in your army.’


‘All that’s very interesting. But obviously he wasn’t in the Legion any more. He was living in a flat in Paris, playing jazz.’


‘Correct. He left the Legion after seven years. Because of his service he was entitled to claim French citizenship. There is a drawback to that for a man who wants to stay invisible. To claim citizenship, he must revert to his original identity. So Caporal Paul Allard had to resume his former name and status as a UK citizen.’ He paused, clearly savouring the dramatic moment.


‘And that was?’


‘James Auld.’ He spelled out the surname. ‘This is a Scottish name, I think?’


‘It is,’ Daisy said, scribbling on a fresh page. ‘Very much so. But if that’s the case, how come he had the passport and driving licence in his Foreign Legion name?’


‘He applied almost immediately for a legal name change back to Paul Allard.’


‘And he got it? Just like that?’


Verancourt chuckled. ‘No, Sergeant Mortimer. Not “just like that”. To change your name in France is not as simple as it is in the UK. There are strict conditions. But he met one of those conditions quite easily. Because he made his living as a musician and his reputation had been established as Paul Allard, he could argue that he needed to be officially known as Paul Allard to avoid confusion in terms of payment and tax liability. And so, two years ago, he became officially a French citizen called Paul Allard.’


Nothing like a bureaucracy for dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s. ‘But the date of birth is the same? James Auld would have had the same date of birth as Paul Allard?’


‘Undoubtedly. We only sanction a change of name. As I said, I’ll email the details over to you, but I think this is the only really important detail for your purposes.’


‘It’s too early to say that,’ Daisy said slowly. ‘The man’s been murdered. It may be that the motive for that lies in his military service.’


Verancourt made an indeterminate noise. ‘You may struggle to uncover much information about that. The Legion is not noted for its willingness to be open about its operations.’


‘Great,’ Daisy sighed.


‘And you will send me your reports? The autopsy and whatever else you have?’


‘I will. Thanks for your help. I might have to come back to you again, though? We may want access to his apartment, for example?’


‘For that you will have to deal with the local police in Paris and the juge d’instruction. But I may be able to assist with that. Goodbye for now, Sergeant Mortimer.’


As the line went dead, Charlie Todd walked into the room. Daisy stood up and caught his eye. ‘The dead man, boss? He ran away to join the French Foreign Legion.’
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Later that morning and Karen was still fuming as she marched along Duke Street, an implacable woman on a mission. On entering Aleppo, the Syrian café where she’d arranged to meet a friend, she was so wrapped up in her fury that she barely managed to nod hello to Amena, not too busy with her front-of-house duties to beam a welcome at Karen.


Karen made straight for the woman sitting at the furthest table from the door. She’d known Giorsal Kennedy since schooldays, but in spite of a fifteen-year gap when Giorsal had been working down south, her reunion with the senior social worker over a recent case had formed a closer bond than they’d ever had as teenagers. Karen sat down heavily and sighed.


‘I take it things didn’t go according to plan,’ Giorsal said, her keynote mildness instilled by years of social work.


‘You could say that.’ Karen half-turned to try to catch a waiter’s eye, but she was too late. Amena was already headed for the table carrying a small cup of the intense cardamom coffee Karen had learned to love.


‘Royalty here, you,’ Giorsal said as Amena left them in peace.


‘It’s embarrassing. I still don’t get to pay for my coffee.’


‘But you always chuck money in the charity box. I’ve seen you. Besides, they owe you. If it wasn’t for you—’


‘They’d have found somebody else to help them.’ Karen shifted in her seat, awkward at being reminded of the help she’d given the Syrian refugee group to find premises and get their business off the ground. ‘But never mind that. I’m absolutely raging, Gus.’


‘What’s happened? You told me you were only going to keep an eye on Merrick Shand. Track him to where he’s staying. That’s all. You promised, Karen.’


‘And that’s all I was going to do. Until bloody Hamish stuck his oar in.’ She took a sip of coffee, feeling the need of its strength.


‘Hamish? What’s this got to do with Hamish?’


‘Absolutely bloody nothing, that’s what. Stupid me, I know you’re supposed to share things when you’re … I don’t know, getting into a relationship with somebody. I didn’t think that gave him the right to stick his nose into my business.’


Giorsal frowned. ‘You’re going to have to give me a bit more to work with here, Karen.’


Another sip. ‘I told him I couldn’t stay with him last night because Merrick Shand was getting out this morning and I’d have to be up at the crack of sparrowfart to make sure I could get on his tail.’


‘He knows who Merrick Shand is?’


Karen gave a weary sigh. ‘He knows Shand is the animal who used his car to deliberately crush the life out of Phil. Yes.’


‘So, what? Hamish tried to stop you?’


‘No, he’s not that daft. Though that would have been understandable. I think he secretly thinks I should put the past behind me and move on. But all he said was, “Do you think that’s a good idea?” and I said, probably not but it was something I had to do. And we left it at that.’


‘I’m guessing that wasn’t the end of it?’


‘Correct. Fast forward to this morning. I’m sitting in the car park, eyes glued on the door, waiting for Merrick Shand to creep out from under his stone. And I just about jump out my skin when Jimmy Hutton opens the passenger door and breenges into the car.’


‘Presumably there to stop you doing anything you’d regret?’


‘Exactly.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Gus, you’ve known me a long time. Do you have me pegged as the sort of person who loses the plot and runs amok at the slightest provocation?’


Giorsal couldn’t suppress a chuckle in the face of Karen’s indignation. ‘No,’ she managed. ‘No, you’re more the “creeping up from behind when they least expect it” kind.’


‘So why is it all these men who should know me better think I need a minder?’


‘I suspect Jimmy was there for his own sake too, Karen. He loved Phil like a son. And it was his operation that went south and ended up with Phil being killed. He’s got all that guilt to carry too.’


Karen considered. ‘Aye, you’re right. I’m not being fair to Jimmy. But Hamish? That’s a different story. So, Jimmy gets in the car, like I said, and casually mentions he’s spotted Hamish parked in the row behind me. He assumes I’ve asked him there as back-up, to help me tail Shand when he leaves. I mean, really? Me? Why would anybody that knows me think I’d need back-up on a piece of piss like that? And if I did, that I’d choose a civilian whose only experience of tailing anybody comes from playing L.A. Noire?’ She paused for breath and another sip.


‘What did he do?’


‘He did nothing. He saw me coming for him and had the sense to get out the car before I had to drag him out. I gave him a bollocking that must have stripped the wax out his ears and stood there till he got in the car and drove off.’ Karen’s sigh came from the depths of her lungs. ‘And while this was all going on, Merrick Shand walked out and got picked up.’


‘Oh no! Tell me Jimmy followed him?’


Karen shook her head. ‘That’s not what he came for. He did at least get the car reg, so I can follow up on that. But Hamish? How can I trust him after this?’ Her brows drew together in a stubborn frown.


‘Are you not being a wee bit harsh? Sounds to me like Hamish thought he was doing the right thing, covering your back because he cares about you.’ Giorsal shrugged. ‘It’s not a hanging offence.’


Karen fiddled with her cup, not meeting her friend’s eye. ‘It’s one more thing that makes me wonder …’


‘Wonder what? Karen, Phil would probably have done exactly the same thing.’


‘Don’t compare him to Phil. He’s nothing like Phil. Phil and me, we were like two sides of the same coin. It’s not like that with Hamish.’


‘Maybe not. But Hamish is one of the good guys. He’s solvent, he’s single, he’s sexy and from what I’ve seen he’s quite clearly smitten. What more do you want?’


Karen sighed. ‘He’s not … straightforward. You remember when I first met him on his croft, on that case up in Wester Ross? He played the handsome Highland crofter to a T, kilt and big boots and sheep on the hill and everything, and it was several days before he let on that he’s actually got the coffee shops here in Edinburgh to pay the bills.’


‘I thought that was funny, Karen.’


‘So did I. But now I’m not so sure. I think Hamish has always got one eye on the impression he’s making on his audience. Like for my birthday.’


Giorsal laughed. ‘You’re complaining about your birthday? He whisked you off for a surprise long weekend in Venice, Karen. In a hotel even I’d heard of!’


‘He’d already asked me what I fancied doing and I said I’d like to spend the weekend up on the croft.’ Karen’s jaw had settled into stubbornness. ‘It’s not what I want, it’s what he thinks I should want. Nothing’s ever simple with Hamish, it’s all razzle-dazzle. Even his bloody porridge.’


‘His porridge?’ Giorsal looked bemused.


‘How do you have your porridge?’ Karen demanded.


‘Oats, skimmed milk, a teaspoon of honey. Why?’


‘Hamish has oats, buckwheat flakes, a mix of ground flax seeds, brazil nuts and CoQ10, a pinch of chai spices, a spoonful of almond butter, a handful of blueberries and a mix of lactose-free oat milk and coconut water. How in the name of God can you have porridge where oats are the minority ingredient?’


Now Giorsal was giggling like a teenager. ‘I can’t believe you’re judging him on his porridge.’


‘It’s symptomatic, Gus. It’s a class thing. Our backgrounds are so different. His parents are academics, he spent his teens in California where money was never an object, he’s got a degree and he’s a successful entrepreneur. Me? I was born in a council house in Methil, I left school at sixteen to become a polis. I think we’re just too different.’


There was a long silence. Then Giorsal put her hand over Karen’s. ‘I hear you,’ she said. ‘But how does the porridge taste?’
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The proposed extension of the tram line to the heart of Leith provoked daily gridlock in the north of the city. Even the buses struggled to keep to anything like a timetable. Karen had given up on any form of transport more sophisticated than her own two feet for getting to work. As she marched up Leith Walk from Aleppo to the office, she couldn’t avoid thinking about the two hundred medieval skeletons that were being exhumed and relocated to satisfy the needs of Edinburgh commuters. How long, she wondered, before some idiot tried to hide a more recent body among the historic remains? If there was one certainty she’d earned from policing, there was no limit to the stupidity of criminals.


She was still smarting from what had happened outside the prison. She hoped Hamish would have the good sense to take her at her word when she’d told him not to make contact with her till she was good and ready to talk to him. He’d looked hurt and baffled. It worried her that he seemed to miss the crucial point that when Karen wanted help, she asked for it. That she didn’t appreciate anybody second-guessing her when she didn’t. Really, had he assimilated so little about her?


During the last case they’d worked together, she’d confided in her closest friend and ally, forensic anthropologist River Wilde. River had met her eyes with a steady gaze and said, ‘Phil was the love of your life. You’ll never feel like that again. But that doesn’t mean you have to give up on love. It’s not second-best. It’s different.’


Karen wanted to believe that. She hadn’t quite managed it yet. And that morning’s row had thrown everything out of kilter. But in spite of that, she knew she didn’t want to let him go. She turned into Gayfield Square and cut across the park to the police station. Time to put Hamish back in his box and concentrate on work.


The office was still empty but Karen barely had time to log on to her email account before Jason arrived, out of breath and clutching two cups of coffee. Karen had schooled him well. Whenever he departed the office, he stuffed their reusable vacuum coffee cups in his backpack so he could refill them on his way into work every morning. It wasn’t taking advantage of him, Karen reasoned. She was always easier to work with when caffeinated.


‘Thanks, Jason.’ Karen took the proffered cup and handed Jason a post-it note. ‘Can you run this car index number for me?’


Jason gave her a sideways look. ‘What case is it attached to?’


A scatter of cases where cops had done favours to friends by checking the database for car details had provoked a recent memo from the Assistant Chief Constable (Crime) reminding them that all database searches had to be legitimately attached to cases. Which was why Karen had passed the task on to Jason in the first place. ‘Just tidying up a loose end on the Joey Sutherland case,’ she said with a note of finality.


He frowned but said nothing. Even Jason knew better than to push against a brick wall. ‘OK, boss.’ He turned to his screen.


‘Later,’ she said hastily. ‘We’ve got somebody to go and see.’


Stella Leitch’s home had little in common with her sister’s bungalow. It sat in splendid isolation at the end of a steep single-track road that climbed up from the busy dual carriageway between Perth and Dundee. It must originally have been a single-storey cottage for a gamekeeper or a shepherd, Karen reckoned. But only its bare bones remained, dwarfed by a two-storey glass extension built out like the prow of a ship to provide stunning views across the Tay estuary to Fife. From the outside, they could see that the lower level was laid out as a living space, with sofas and a dining area off to one side. The upper level appeared to be an artist’s studio, with three easels facing in different directions. ‘I wonder how she got planning permission for that?’ Jason muttered, gazing up at it. ‘My dad just about had a nervous breakdown trying to get his conservatory past the building inspectors.’


‘It’ll be architecturally significant, Jason. If you’re going to dream, dream big.’ Karen walked up to the front door, past a bright red Mini Cooper S convertible that looked like it had been abandoned rather than parked. Before she could ring the bell, the door opened. ‘I’m Stella,’ the woman on the doorstep said. ‘I’m guessing you’re the police?’


Karen identified herself and Jason. ‘Can we come in?’


‘Sure, I’ve been expecting you. Come away through.’ She led the way into the light living room. Only from the inside was it possible to see that the ceiling – and the floor above – were also made of glass.


Jason gawped. ‘That’s one glass ceiling you wouldnae want to smash,’ he breathed.


Stella gave a wan smile. ‘You’d have a hard job. It’s metallic glass. Pretty much unbreakable.’ She gestured at the squashy blue velvet sofas. ‘Take a seat.’ She looked to be in her mid-thirties, but it was never easy to tell with women who could afford to cheat the eye. Mid-brown hair with clever highlights pulled back in a loose ponytail. Dark blue eyes set wide apart and a generous mouth, giving her face an open appearance. A T-shirt with a faded logo Karen vaguely recalled from a first-person shooter Phil used to play on the Xbox. Loose-fitting yoga pants with a logo she recognised from a designer shop on George Street she’d once gone into by mistake. One thing Stella Leitch didn’t appear to be was distraught.


‘I’m sorry about your sister,’ Karen said. ‘People drive so badly around cyclists.’


Stella’s eyelids flickered in a set of fast blinks. ‘I’m gutted,’ she said, sounding as if she meant it. ‘We weren’t what you’d call close, me and Susan. Different paths, different choices. But we met up every few weeks for dinner, always had a good laugh. Our parents died in the Boxing Day tsunami back in 2004 when we were only teenagers, so I know what it takes to deal with loss. I’ll miss her like hell every single day, but she would have been furious if she’d thought I was going to fall apart.’ She sighed. ‘I save that for when I’m on my own.’


‘I understand. Are you Susan’s executor, then?’


‘That’s why I went to the house yesterday. I’ve been working up to it. I couldn’t face it before the funeral. I got her PA to go round and collect the clothes to dress her in. But I knew that I had to get to grips with sorting out the house. Better sooner than later. If you don’t face these things head-on, they drag out forever. It took one of my team three years to clear his mother’s house and put it on the market. I get that, I really do. But there’s part of me thinks it’s immoral to leave a house standing empty all that time. I mean, we’re in a housing crisis, right?’


Somehow Karen didn’t think Susan Leitch’s house was going to play a significant role in alleviating homelessness. But she supposed it might end up as part of a chain whose bottom link might make a difference to someone. At least grief didn’t seem to have rendered Stella monosyllabic. Time to capitalise on that while it lasted. ‘It can’t have been easy. Can you tell me, why did you go through to the garage?’


‘I wanted to do a walk-through, so I could start making a plan. It’s sort of what I do professionally. Transferable skills, you know?’


‘What is it that you do?’


A flash of whitened teeth. ‘I’m the creative director of a games company. We’re based in Dundee and New York.’


Out of the corner of her eye, Karen saw Jason sit up straight. No mean feat in those sofas. ‘What games have you made?’ he asked.


‘We’re probably best known for the Core Survival series,’ Stella said with another of her swift smiles. ‘But personally, I love the WilderNess open world games. Do you game?’


Jason nodded. ‘I like the FIFA games best.’


Karen interrupted the fanboy moment. ‘So when you walked into the garage, what struck you?’


Stella drew her brows together in a tiny frown. ‘Well, obviously the presence of something big under a tarpaulin. I mean, Susan didn’t even have a regular car. She belonged to a car club that only has electric vehicles. Anywhere she could cycle, she did cycle. That’s why she had the two bikes – the road bike, the one she was riding when she—’ Stella stopped abruptly, looking shocked. Then she cleared her throat. ‘And a top-of-the-range mountain bike.’


‘I’m sorry, but I’ve only come to this a couple of hours ago. What was it that Susan did for a living?’


‘She was a tax accountant. She had a practice in Perth. All those rich toffs with their country houses and estates, she took a slice of their money to stop the taxman getting a bigger slice.’


‘And did she live alone?’


Stella nodded, her mood shifting. ‘For the last three years. She had a partner, but they split up. Amanda moved out because she wanted to be a free spirit. She thought she was an artist.’ She scoffed. ‘Let me tell you, DCI Pirie, I work with artists all the time.’ She gestured towards the upper floor. ‘Though most of that stuff is Duncan’s. Duncan, my partner. He actually makes a living creating game worlds.


‘Me, I enjoy painting. It’s my form of relaxation. But I know I’m not an artist. And neither was Amanda. Of course, like so many wannabes, she couldn’t accept her lack of success was to do with a lack of talent. So she decided it was living with Susan that was stifling her creativity.’ She shook her head wearily. ‘She wanted Susan to give up her practice so the two of them could move to the Highlands and Amanda would support them both with her “art”.’ Emphasised with air quotes.


‘And Susan preferred to let her go?’


Stella unfastened the clip on her hair and shook it free. ‘It was a false choice. Susan’s good – was good at what she did. She loved the job, she loved her clients, bizarre though that always seemed to me. She’d have gone crazy in a wee craft shop by some scenic Highland roadside. She tried everything she could think of to change Amanda’s mind, but she was dead set on following her star. So she moved out.’


‘Was it acrimonious?’


Stella considered. ‘I’d say it was characterised more by sadness than acrimony. They’d been together nearly ten years, Susan thought Amanda was the love of her life and, from the outside, it looked like Amanda felt the same. But you know, relationships get into a rut, and Amanda had started hanging out with a bunch of aspiring artists who’d done their courses at Duncan of Jordanstone’s in Dundee and all thought they were going to make a living with their brushes. She drank the Kool-Aid, Chief Inspector. She said it was breaking her heart to leave Susan behind, but that didn’t stop her.’


‘Where did Amanda go?’


‘Some woman had inherited a run-down old house somewhere in Angus. The way Amanda spoke, it was a big rambling place with plenty of room for everyone. She asked Susan to visit, but my sister had made her mind up. No matter how sad it made her, she was determined to make a clean break. She didn’t want to spend the next five years picking a scab.’


‘That’s a tough choice.’


‘We’re both good at tough choices, me and Susan. After our parents died, we could have let ourselves fall apart. But we promised each other we’d do our best to be the kind of women they’d have been proud of.’


‘That’s quite a target to set yourselves.’


‘I like to think we were doing OK. Till some idiot still over the limit from the night before ploughed into my big sister on the A9.’ Stella’s voice trembled with anger. ‘And now this. What the hell is a skeleton doing in my Susan’s garage?’


Karen let her words hang for a moment to take the immediate sting out of them, then said, ‘That’s what I’m determined to find out. Do you have any idea whose VW camper this is?’


‘If I had to guess, I suppose I’d say Amanda. Amanda McAndrew. I mean, most of Susan’s friends were entirely conventional. They’re more likely to go to Dubai for their holidays than to potter around the Highlands in an old-fashioned camper van. I can’t imagine any of them owning a van like that, never mind parking it in Susan’s garage. Unless somebody saw a report of Susan’s death and thought that was a good opportunity to get rid of it?’ She sighed. ‘I’m clutching at straws, amn’t I?’


‘The tyres are flat,’ Jason said. ‘It’s been sitting there for quite a while. No getting away from it, I’m sorry.’


Stella bit her lip. ‘I knew that, really.’


‘Do you have any photos of Amanda?’ Karen asked gently.


‘You’ll need to do some sort of facial reconstruction, right? Like they do on those forensic documentaries? To help you figure out who that … who that used to be? In the van?’ Stella was already on her feet. ‘Give me a minute, I’ll get my iPad.’


‘What do you think, boss,’ Jason said softly as the door closed behind her. ‘You think it’s Amanda? You think she came back and they had a fight?’


‘What have I told you about jumping to conclusions, Jason?’


He looked crestfallen and flushed. ‘“Jumping to conclusions leaves you with a long way to fall,” boss.’


Stella walked back in, studying her tablet. ‘These are from a few years ago … But people don’t change that much, not the basic structures.’ She paused, fingers moving on the screen. ‘They were taken here. We had a wee family party for Duncan’s fortieth, so that’ll be four years ago.’ She passed the tablet to Karen. ‘That’s Amanda and Susan. Amanda on the left.’ She hadn’t needed to make the identification. Susan Leitch was Stella with a conventional bob and a squarer jawline. Amanda had a gelled quiff that Karen thought matched the colour of the hair on the floor of the camper van. But then so did millions of people.


It was a start. Something for River to work with in establishing biological identity. ‘Can you send those over to me?’ Karen produced a card from her wallet and passed it over. ‘Do you happen to know if Amanda has any family? Parents, siblings?’


‘She’s an only child. She grew up in Selkirk and moved to do a degree in painting at Glasgow College of Art. She used to say her parents had a recycling business but the truth was her dad was a third-generation scrap merchant.’


‘Are they still in Selkirk, do you know?’


She shook her head. ‘They sold the business ahead of the 2016 referendum. They were planning to buy an olive grove and a villa so they could qualify for residency in Greece. I’ve no idea whether they went through with that.’


‘Do you know their first names?’
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