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Prologue



New Year’s Eve 2013


She’d never imagined a Hogmanay thrash like this, never mind that she’d be invited to it. Growing up in a lochside hamlet on the edge of the Trossachs, of course the year end had always been celebrated, though on a scale that reflected village life. But this? The midnight fireworks alone were legendary. She couldn’t conjure up a notion of what the everyday life of these people must be like, given this was what they considered a party should be.


For a start, there had been a queue of taxis and honestly, limos waiting at the gates to be admitted. There was actually a stretch Hummer. Even as she marvelled at it, the sensible part of her thought it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever seen on wheels. To get through the gates, she had to produce her invitation as well as the photo ID she’d been told to bring. She’d thought that was a joke. Fancy having to bring your passport to a party.


She’d leaned back in the taxi as it drove sedately down a wide gravel drive that swept between perfectly groomed waist-high hedges, with flaming torches set at regular intervals. The house itself was spotlit, its perfect symmetry making it look like a cut gemstone against the night. She was glad for their host that it wasn’t raining. To go to all this trouble and have that perfect vision smudged and blunted by a typical Glasgow drizzle would have gutted her, if it had been her party. As if. She stifled a snort of derision.


She smoothed her sheer scarlet dress over her thighs. She’d gone way over budget in that new Italian designer boutique in the Merchant City, but it would be worth it if she made the right impression on the right people tonight. If she could market herself so well, then surely they’d have to realise she should be given a role where she could market their business with the same flair? The year they were about to enter was being boosted as the Homecoming, heralding the upcoming referendum that would sweep Scotland out from under Westminster’s boot and usher in a new independent Scotland. A land of opportunity, equality and social justice for all, or so they promised. But Fraoch House wasn’t her home, not by any stretch of the imagination. Now she was on the threshold she was definitely feeling stage fright. What if she looked tarty? Or lumpy? Or just plain?


So many ways she could blow it …


The taxi drew to a halt and she fumbled with the catch on her new evening bag. She handed the driver a twenty, waited for the change then realised he was going to make her ask for it. She’d planned to give him a two quid tip; him expecting a fiver was taking the piss. But tonight, she’d left meek in the bathroom mirror. ‘I’ll take my change,’ she said briskly.


He turned to face her, a sneer on his thin lips. ‘What’s a few quid tip to the likes of you?’


‘My bus fare to my work next week,’ she snapped, holding out her hand. ‘C’mon, you’re not the only working stiff here tonight.’


He grumbled something under his breath then counted out ten fifty-pence pieces. She had to cup both hands beneath the cut-out in the partition to prevent them falling to the floor. She absolutely wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing her scrabbling on her knees for her money. She shovelled the coins into her bag and said, ‘You have a good new year when it comes.’


Before he could find a withering response, she was out of the cab and walking with every appearance of confidence up the wide stone steps. They led towards imposing glossy black doors, thrown wide for the evening. Two beautiful youths in glittering silver body suits held trays of champagne cocktails to greet the new arrivals and she swept in alongside a trio of perfectly groomed young women on impossibly high heels. She recognised one of them, an actress one step up from a non-speaking part in half a dozen minor Scottish TV dramas. It looked like she’d had a nose job since she’d last been a murder victim on River City.


She turned away and let herself be drawn into this exotic world. Marble floor, domed ceiling that could have given Govan Town Hall a run for its money, scantily clad statues in alcoves, a sweeping staircase with broad shallow steps, a Christmas tree covered in baubles and lights that wouldn’t have been out of place in George Square – it was like stepping on to a film set. Or it would have been if it hadn’t been crammed with people in their finery clutching champagne flutes and whisky tumblers and talking at a volume designed to disguise the fact that they had nothing to say worth listening to.


She moved through the throng, slipping easily between groups of strangers, trying not to make it obvious that she only knew the other guests from screens, sports pages and TV debates. The politicians were there to give faux gravitas, she thought. They looked too eager, unlike the beautiful people who knew they deserved to be there.


At last, she spotted a familiar face. The man responsible for her invitation. Billy the Kidd, a star of the comedy circuit on both sides of the border, was holding forth, showering those around him with observations and quips, taking no prisoners in his usual style. The admirers around him seemed not to understand they were the butts of his often cruel humour; she knew from her own experience of William Kidd that his victims seldom recognised themselves in his slights. They told themselves his jibes were aimed at some other rich entitled tossers.


She knew better. She liked William in spite of his cruelties, not because of them. But then, he’d never used her for target practice. She wasn’t important enough. Yet.


Absently, she checked out his audience. The usual hoorays and yaahs, she thought. Then one of them snagged her attention and her eyes stuttered back to him. He was watching her, a knowing smile twitching one corner of his mouth. She knew who he was. Everyone who was here tonight would know who he was. This was home turf for him, king of the high-end parties – Lord Haig Striven-Douglass, younger son of the Marquess of Friockheim, record producer and chairman of one of Scotland’s leading conservation charities. She could never quite square those different elements of his profile, but he seemed to steer a passage through the gap without turbulence.


William came to the end of his excoriation of the Scottish Labour Party, his current bête noire, and gave a mocking bow to his audience before swinging round to face his host. ‘Haig, my man, take me to the powder room.’ Haig slung an arm round his shoulders and steered him towards a side corridor. But before they reached the corner of the passageway, he turned and caught her eye. ‘Chloe?’


Until her invitation had arrived, she’d had no idea Kidd had even noticed she existed, never mind that he knew her name. She’d just been an insignificant intern on a BBC radio comedy programme when she’d started out. But somehow she’d made an impression and he’d remembered her.


William slid out from under Haig’s arm and his face lit up, like he was genuinely pleased to see her. She’d seen that look too often to take it seriously. ‘Chlo, the finest marketing assistant in the biz. Come away with me and His Lordship and we’ll show you how the stars party!’


His Lordship grabbed him in a headlock. She’d seen plenty of that kind of horseplay before, so it didn’t bother her. ‘Ignore him, he’s a pleb,’ Haig said. ‘Come and join us, escape the hoi polloi and have a drink somewhere you don’t have to shout to be heard.’


William fought his way out of Haig’s grip. ‘Though you can scream if you like. Walls this thick, it’s like Alien. Nobody can hear you.’


‘We are the boys to be with,’ Haig said, eyebrows raised, mischief in his expression. William was a known quantity. She knew he could help her build her career; he had a genuine streak of kindness. Haig Striven-Douglass she knew less about. Except that he had some of the keys to the kingdom she was ambitious to enter.


Why not? she thought.


It was a question that would be answered soon enough.
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Spring 2025


Detective Chief Inspector Karen Pirie hated doing her expenses. Crafting a narrative that would justify the bundle of receipts she’d forgotten she’d even incurred was the worst aspect of running Police Scotland’s Historic Cases Unit. When she’d first recruited Detective Sergeant Daisy Mortimer, she’d tried to convince her that doing the DCI’s expenses was now her responsibility. Daisy had grinned and said, ‘Good try, boss.’ So the ringing of her phone was a welcome relief. But only for as long as it took her to read the screen.


In Karen’s experience, a call from the Assistant Chief Constable (Crime) never brought tidings of comfort and joy. Nevertheless … ‘Sir,’ she answered brightly. ‘How can I help you?’


‘I wanted to talk to you about a bit of reorganisation.’


Karen’s heart sank. ACC Rowntree – aka the Fruit Gum – had announced himself as the new broom when he’d arrived at Police Scotland a couple of years before. If his predecessor had heard that line, she’d have gutted him at his first morning briefing. Ann Markie had been convinced she was the face of the future when it came to policing; the reality was that her brand of coppering was rooted in a historic world view that Karen thought had gone out with the abolition of slavery. If Markie had had a whip, she wouldn’t have let a day go by without cracking it. Rowntree, on the other hand, liked to claim he was frank and open with the lower ranks. Karen had soon realised that only applied to the trivial stuff.


Trying to keep her tone upbeat, Karen said, ‘What did you have in mind, sir?’


‘I think I’ve made it clear what an asset I believe your team is to Police Scotland, Karen.’ He paused for praise.


‘You have, sir.’ Because we get the kind of results that produce great media reactions and you like getting your name in lights.


‘So I hope you won’t take what I have to say as a criticism.’ Another pause.


That was a question that demanded only one answer. She was damned if she was going to play his game. ‘I have no problem with constructive criticism,’ she said. That was mostly true. Most days.


And enough to tip him slightly off his stride. He gave a fake laugh. ‘I’m under pressure to make sure Police Scotland gives great value for money. Which of course, the Historic Cases Unit continues to do.’


Karen could hear the ‘but’ all the way across the city. ‘It’s always a consideration, sir.’


‘So in the interests of economy of scale, it’s my intention to move your unit from the furthest recesses of Gayfield Square to an office space more commensurate with your prestige. How would you like to be based at Gartcosh?’ Another question that demanded a single answer.


She knew he wouldn’t appreciate her knee-jerk response that she’d rather slam the car door on her fingers. ‘I’d welcome the chance to give the suggestion careful consideration. Why don’t I call your secretary and make an appointment to see you later in the week? Then we can discuss it fully.’


‘I don’t know that there’s—’


She bulldozed straight over him. ‘I’m sorry, sir, I’ve got to go now, I’m due at a meeting. Thanks for the suggestion, and we’ll talk soon.’ And she ended the call. Karen squeezed her eyes shut momentarily. The Fruit Gum might like to appear a different species from Ann Markie, but some days she thought you couldn’t get a cigarette paper between them. Nobody wanted to work out of Gartcosh, the Bermuda Triangle of Central Scotland. Bounded by motorways on all sides, convenient for absolutely nothing and nowhere except itself, a desert with insufficient parking. She’d fight this one and she’d win.


Probably.
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‘I swear to God we never had tropical downpours like this when I was wee,’ Detective Chief Inspector Pete Niven complained, pulling the hood of his raincoat closer to his narrow face. ‘Can we get a fucking tent up here?’ he shouted at the crime scene technicians battling the howling wind and the sheeting rain to erect a shelter over the collapsed section of the M73. A massive mudslide had careened down the hillside when the heavens had opened during the night, shifting enough mud and previously unseen rocks to bite a chunk out of the motorway. Bad enough that it had completely blocked one lane, destroyed the hard shoulder and caused mayhem on the morning commute, but when the road crew had finally turned up, the traffic problem swiftly morphed into a very different one.


The torrential rain had dislodged more than the steep bank beside the road; the layers of roadway had shifted downwards and sideways to reveal unmistakably human remains. DCI Niven had been dragged away from his warm office at the nearby Police Scotland Crime Campus to contemplate the grim sight of a skull grinning up at him out of the mud. Recovering the body would be a logistical nightmare in this weather, never mind figuring out how to secure the most chaotic crime scene he’d ever seen.


Niven glared at the body as if it was a personal insult directed at him. His dark thoughts were disturbed by his bagman, DS Richie Scott, who announced his arrival with a typically tasteless comment. ‘Found Jimmy Hoffa, then, boss?’ He leaned over the crime scene tape. ‘Makes a change from all the stories about Glasgow gangsters bricked up in the Kingston Bridge.’


‘Give it a rest, Scott. We don’t even know if it’s a man or a woman.’


‘So you’ve not PLE’d it?’


Scott was, as usual, grating on Niven’s nerves. ‘I have done this before, you know. I have not only pronounced life extinct, I’ve spoken to the Fiscal’s office. They think there’s someone over at Gartcosh who can come across and formally confirm it so we can get the body removal under way.’


Niven turned away and headed for the shelter of the police Land Rover. Scott climbed in alongside him and the two men waited for the crime scene techs to secure the scene. A few minutes of silence passed, then Niven said, ‘When was this bit of motorway built?’


‘Not a scooby, boss. I don’t remember it not being here.’


Niven rolled his eyes. ‘Of course you don’t remember it. You’re just a bairn, Scott. Which means you’re supposed to be a fucking genius with the technology. Get your phone out and do some research.’


Scott sighed, his cheerful expression swept away like rain under the windscreen wiper. ‘Aye, right.’ His chubby fingers stabbed his phone as if he was trying to injure it. At least, thought Niven, it shut him up.


Time trickled past and the crime scene tent slowly took shape through the downpour. Then two things happened at once. The rain stopped as abruptly as if someone had turned off a tap. And their Land Rover door opened to reveal a diminutive woman who had materialised outside. She was sensibly clad in waterproofs, fisherman’s waders and a bucket hat. A thick comma of dark auburn hair had worked its way loose in front, a single drip worming its way downwards towards an eyebrow. ‘Hi, guys,’ she said. ‘I’m looking for DCI Niven.’


‘That would be him,’ Scott blurted out before Niven could speak. His smile was back at full wattage.


The woman ignored him and nodded to Niven. ‘I’m Dr Wilde. River Wilde. I know, I know. Hippy parents.’ Clearly it wasn’t the first time she’d introduced herself thus. ‘Forensic anthro. Lucky for you, this is the day I work out of Gartcosh. I understand you’ve got human remains?’


Niven straightened up. ‘I’ve not got up close and personal, Doc. It’s not what you’d call easy terrain. But there’s a human skull that looks like it’s emerged from the broken lip of the motorway, so I’d say yes, that’s what we’ve got.’


‘Unless it’s a shop window dummy,’ Scott said brightly.


Niven scowled. ‘The only dummy round here is you, Scott.’ He gave River a tight smile. ‘Can’t get the staff, Doc. What’s the plan, do you think?’


‘Let’s go and take a look.’ She turned away and set off towards the tent.


Niven followed her, Scott in his wake, sighing. ‘There go my best loafers.’


As they approached, Niven thought it resembled a scene from 1917, the last film he’d seen in a cinema before Covid hit. Which made it maybe the last film he’d ever see in a cinema. These days, he’d lost the desire to sit in a confined space with a lot of strangers at close quarters. Why bother when you could wait for it to show up on Netflix, in the comfort of your own living room with a beer and the chance to pause for a pee whenever you felt the need without missing a crucial plot point? Still, this reminded him of that last visit. A sea of mud, torn clumps of grass, random bits of rock, aggregate and tarmac, all mashed up around the forensic tent. The men picked their way across the morass, taking exaggerated care not to trip. River, in sharp contrast, moved with swift assurance and disappeared inside. ‘Bloody mountain goat,’ Niven muttered.


By the time the two police officers made it into the tent, River was already crouched by the body. It was more like a golem than a human form, with its thick coat of dark brown mud streaked with yellow and black like an abstract painting.


She looked up. ‘It’s hard to be absolutely certain till we get the remains cleaned up and examined properly but given the height and the relative breadth of shoulders and hips, I’d say it’s a man.’ She delicately moved the head. Flecks of white appeared through muck as thick as flesh and they could make out the catastrophic damage to the side of the skull that had been lying in the mud. ‘And I’m in no doubt that he didn’t die a natural death.’


‘Murder?’ Niven asked.


‘It’s the obvious conclusion. A remote possibility that it could have been an accident or suicide that someone was determined to cover up. But either way, you’re looking at a crime.’ She straightened up. ‘These are skeletal remains. Far be it from me to tell you your job, but I’m thinking this is one for the Historic Cases Unit.’


Niven felt a burden shifting from his shoulders. Everybody knew that the ACC (Crime) loved the publicity the HCU garnered. The Fruit Gum never put DCI Pirie in front of the cameras to deliver the soundbites. He always seized the limelight for himself. If he could sideline Niven and give the case to KP Nuts, he’d do it in a heartbeat.


With a bit of luck, Niven might get home in time to catch the second half of the European Cup game. ‘Good thinking, Dr Wilde,’ he said. ‘I’ll speak to Mr Rowntree right away.’
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Detective Sergeant Daisy Mortimer rummaged in her desk drawer and came up with half a bag of dark chocolate Brazil nuts. She’d bought them the previous week, mistaking them for chocolate gingers, which was the only reason they’d lasted this long. She’d only just crunched her way through the first nut when the phone rang. Since the boss was working from home on her exes, Daisy reached for the handset. It was the front desk. ‘Got a walk-in for you,’ the civilian aide reported.


‘We don’t do walk-ins,’ Daisy said patiently. ‘Walk-ins are live cases, for CID.’


‘No, Daisy, this is a death going back before the Covid. The guy, he says it was his brother. It was written up as an accident, but he never believed it. Now he says he’s got new evidence and it should be reopened.’


Daisy rolled her eyes. One of few downsides of the Historic Cases Unit was relatives with bees in their bonnets. Nobody liked the idea of their loved ones committing suicide or dying after an apparently dodgy accident so they brought their unhappiness to the HCU. It seemed to be a growing problem. Even Karen, usually so compassionate, sometimes reached the end of her rope, blaming the rise of the citizen journalist industry. ‘Everybody wants to be the star of their own bloody true crime podcast,’ she’d muttered just the other week over a Friday-night negroni in their local.


Usually, Daisy managed to palm the dissatisfied off on Jason, but that afternoon he was in Dundee learning about new protocols in fire investigation. Karen liked her team to keep their forensic awareness current. With a sigh, she said, ‘OK, I’ll talk to him.’


‘Interview room two.’


Daisy paused to sharpen a couple of pencils then headed down the hall. She found a lanky man leaning against the wall of the spartan room, ankles crossed and arms folded across his chest. He wore a navy canvas jacket in the style of a French labourer, a plaid shirt and a rather stylish pair of selvage denim jeans over black Docs. His head was cocked to one side, revealing a neat tattoo of a swallow flying up from his collar into his hairline. His face and neck were tanned and his light brown hair had sun-bleached highlights to match. He seemed clean, healthy and handsome. He didn’t look at all Scottish. She introduced herself and gestured to one of the upright chairs at the table. ‘How can I help you, Mr . . .?’


He pushed off from the wall and pulled out a chair. ‘Jamieson. Drew Jamieson. Thanks for seeing me.’ His accent was an odd mix she couldn’t place. He sat down and folded his arms again.


‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Jamieson. You wanted to talk to an officer about the death of your brother?’


‘The murder of my brother,’ he corrected her. ‘You lot were in such a rush to get it off the books that you wrote it up as an accident. But it was no accident. My brother Tom was murdered.’


Daisy made a note of the name. ‘And when did your brother die?’


‘Five years ago. March seventeenth. Just before youse all went into lockdown. Covid hadn’t really hit us in New Zealand at that point but we were already pretty wary of the rest of the world.’


‘You live in New Zealand?’


‘I do. I’m part owner of a brewery in Nelson. Top of the South Island. So many flights were getting cancelled, plus I was worried I might not get back into NZ, so I couldn’t come running back here when Tommo died. But I didn’t believe it even then. I called a couple of times, spoke to a Detective Inspector Caldwell. I’m told he’s retired now. Frankly, he might as well have been retired then for all the use he was. As far as he was concerned, it was an accident. End of.’


‘Forgive me, Mr Jamieson. I’m not familiar with your brother’s case. Can you tell me how he died?’


He ran a hand along his jaw. ‘He took a header down the Scotsman Steps. You know the Scotsman Steps?’


Daisy nodded. A wide spiral staircase that led from North Bridge to Market Street. More than a hundred shallow steps from top to bottom, it was technically classified as a road, though nobody in their right mind would consider driving a car, or even a bike its length. Now it was officially also an artwork, the original sandstone steps having been replaced with slabs from all the great marble quarries of the world. The artist, Martin Creed, said it was ‘like walking through the world’. As far as Daisy was concerned, it was nothing more exotic than a shortcut from the Royal Mile to Waverley Station, usually adorned with empty beer cans and fast-food wrappers. Edinburgh, UNESCO City of Culture, right enough. ‘I know the Scotsman Steps. They can get quite slippy when it’s wet.’


‘It wasn’t wet, the night in question. My brother was the general manager of the Scott Monument Hotel, and he had a flat round the corner on Jeffrey Street. The steps were his daily route to and from work. He used to say he could run up and down them in his sleep.’


‘But not that night?’


Jamieson gave her a level stare. ‘Not that night, no. That night, he was found towards the bottom of the steps with a broken ankle and a broken neck.’


‘What time of night was this?’


‘He left work at 1.53 a.m., according to the hotel CCTV. He was found dead at 2.17 by a railway worker coming up from Waverley after the end of his shift.’


‘What about CCTV? Were there any images?’


‘The coverage back then wasn’t comprehensive. Someone did enter the steps behind Tommo, but he was wearing a hoodie. He could’ve been anybody. He was moving quickly and he was out of the staircase a few minutes before Tommo was found. You’d have to think he had something to do with it, right?’


‘I couldn’t say, not without reviewing the file.’


He snorted. Not unreasonably, Daisy thought. ‘It’s the broken ankle that gets me. How do you break your ankle falling downstairs? Even if you trip?’


‘I don’t know,’ Daisy said. ‘But I’m not a medical expert, Mr Jamieson.’


‘Well, I’ve spoken to a couple of orthopods back in Aotearoa and they don’t think it’s very likely.’ He spoke with the air of a man quoting scripture. ‘I’ve seen the footage, and he goes off down the street with his right arm stiff as a stookie. As if he has a metal bar or something up his sleeve.’


She took a deep breath. Now for the question that would likely set him off. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Mr Jamieson, but had your brother been drinking?’


He threw his hands up in the air. ‘I knew you’d go straight there. He was a hotel manager. Of course he’d been drinking. It’s part of the job. Have a glass of wine with the punters, keep them happy. According to his blood alcohol, which your people tested, he’d had about a bottle and a half of wine. Now, that might make a slip of a girl like you trip over your feet, but my brother had a hard head for booze. I’ve seen him put away a couple of bottles of full-on Kiwi wine without any sign of being pissed. He drank regularly and he ran up and down those stairs every day without a single misstep.’


Until he didn’t, Daisy thought. Sounded like the guy was an accident waiting to happen. ‘I understand your unhappiness about your brother’s death. But I’m not clear why you’re so convinced he was murdered.’


He pulled a folded wad of papers from his jacket pocket and unfolded it dramatically before slapping it down on the table in front of Daisy. ‘Because I’ve got bloody photographs of the bloke who did it. Same photographs youse have had all along. First you said there was no reason to believe he had anything to do with Tommo’s death. Then you said nobody knew who he was. You even sent me the pix so I could confirm it was nobody I recognised. Well, Sergeant Mortimer, I’ve been doing Police Scotland’s job for them. And now I know who killed my big brother.’ He stabbed the blurred images with his finger. ‘So what are you going to do about it?’
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Even though Karen arrived at the office next morning in good time as usual, for once Daisy was there ahead of her. ‘You’re in early,’ Karen said. ‘Did you set your alarm for the wrong time?’


‘I wanted to start the day on a cheerful note. Before we get overtaken by events.’


Karen frowned. ‘Are you expecting events? We’re pretty quiet just now.’


‘I had to deal with a walk-in yesterday that’s going to get right up some people’s noses.’


Karen groaned. ‘Tempting though that sounds, I need to sort something before we get into it.’ She took out her phone and keyed in ACC Rowntree’s number. His PA answered instantaneously. Her promptness always unnerved Karen. ‘Hey, Susie,’ she said. ‘Karen Pirie here. How are you doing? How’re the kids?’


‘Och, Helena’s driving me nuts, she’s got Princess Fiona – you know, the female lead – in the school production of Shrek, and she keeps worrying it’s because she’s fat. And Kieran just keeps winding her up about it.’


‘Threaten him with me if he doesn’t leave her alone. Listen, Susie, I’ve to make an appointment with ACC Rowntree for later in the week. What day’s he going to be in a good mood?’


‘Now, now, DCI Pirie, don’t be like that. He’s always in a good mood with you. So, he’s got a wee lunch tomorrow with a couple of the Westminster Tories and they don’t usually get into his ribs too much, so maybe if I was to slot you in around three? How would that be?’


‘Magic, Susie, I’ll be there.’ Karen ended the call and turned her attention back to Daisy. ‘So what’s this about a walk-in? You know we don’t do walk-ins.’


‘That’s what I told the numpty on the front counter, but it turns out the guy had a point.’ Daisy started on a succinct report of her conversation with Drew Jamieson. She paused for breath when she reached the bit about the printout from the CCTV and Karen dived straight in. ‘So where did these CCTV pictures come from?’


‘I was getting to that.’ Daisy knew by now that patience was not one of Karen’s virtues, unless it was necessary for one of her own inquiries. ‘Apparently we sent them over to him. If it was supposed to shut him up, it was an epic fail. The stills came from the CCTV inside the hotel, by the entrance.’ She opened the images on her laptop and turned the screen to face Karen. ‘The guy in the front of the first shot is Tom Jamieson.’


‘You can only see a quarter of his head, and that’s blurred.’


‘I know, but his brother swears it’s him. Then there’s this figure in the background, coming up behind him.’


Karen frowned at the picture. ‘It doesn’t prove a thing. It’s one man leaving a hotel a bit behind another man.’


‘He’s wearing a hoodie, though. And the CCTV from the Scotsman Steps, that shows a man with a hoodie pulled up hiding his face.’


Karen shook her head and sighed. ‘And Drew Jamieson thinks there’s only one man wandering round Edinburgh city centre late at night with a hoodie? He’s not in small-town New Zealand now.’


‘Well, no. But I checked back in the case files, and the team didn’t manage to ID the man in the photo. He’d been drinking in the bar. Paid in cash, so no credit card to trace. He wasn’t a regular, none of the bar staff on duty that night recognised him.’


‘Did they make a media appeal?’


‘No. I’m guessing they decided there weren’t enough grounds for suspicion.’


Karen grimaced. ‘Can’t say I blame them. Looks like a duck, et cetera. I’d likely have taken the same decision. Maybe thought twice about the punter in the hoodie, but I’m assuming the investigating officers didn’t find any obvious motive in the victim’s life. No criminal connections, no affair with somebody else’s partner, no dubious accounting?’


Daisy nodded. ‘None of the above. So it was written up as an accident and laid to rest.’


‘But not by brother Drew?’


‘He’s a bit like a dog with a bone. He admits he didn’t know what to do with the images at first but he’s got some pal in New Zealand who works in computer security who showed him how to do a reverse image search. You know what that is, right? You feed the image into a search program and it hunts for a match on the internet.’


‘All the courses I send you on, nothing’s ever wasted. So what happened?’


Daisy flicked on to the next screen. It showed the same man from the Scott Monument Hotel lobby, only now he was wearing a sharp business suit with a cutaway collar and a dark red tie. Superimposed on it was a graphic that read, ‘Location match: Image 99.3% MATCH’. ‘I’d say that’s him.’


‘I wouldn’t argue. So who is he?’


‘Marcus Nicol. He’s not some shady hitman, boss. He owns a company called Surinco. They started out making surgical instruments, then when Covid struck they pivoted—’


‘I bloody hate that word, “pivoted”,’ Karen interrupted. ‘It usually signals the worst kind of opportunism. Sorry, Daisy, on you go. Mr Surinco “pivoted” to, don’t tell me, let me guess. Crap PPE.’


‘Not quite that scummy. He started off converting anaesthetic machines into ventilators, but there wasn’t enough money in that. Then he moved on to producing’ – she referred to her notes – ‘CPAP machines. Not entirely reliable ones, according to some reports. But now there’s a world shortage of them and he’s still raking it in.’


‘Just because he’s morally bankrupt doesn’t mean he murdered Tom Jamieson,’ Karen said mildly.


‘Drew Jamieson is adamant that it’s new evidence. He says if we don’t follow it up, he’ll go to the media.’


‘And that’s so not the kind of coverage the Fruit Gum wants to see.’ Karen pondered for a moment. ‘We could go and have a chat with Mr Surinco. Take a witness statement and get the measure of him. Chances are it’s not going to take us anywhere, but it’ll maybe give Drew Jamieson some closure. At least he’ll know he’s gone down every avenue. Where’s Surinco based?’


‘Edinburgh Park.’


The industrial estate near the airport still looked somehow provisional to her, though Karen knew it was home to several thriving businesses now. She’d never noticed Marcus Nicol’s company name on tram rides to and from flights, but that meant nothing. Not every firm shouted its name from the rooftops, especially if people associated it with making money out of the pandemic. Conspiracy theories had turned all sorts of businesses and individuals into targets. With some, like Michelle Mone, that response felt legitimate. Others, not so much. ‘We’ll take a wee run out there later.’


Before Daisy could respond, the Mint opened the door, juggling a cardboard tray of coffees and his shoulder bag. He looked shocked. ‘Am I late?’ he demanded, putting the coffees down on the nearest surface.


‘No, we’re early,’ Karen reassured him.


‘Scary, isn’t it?’ Daisy said. ‘Pass me my mocha.’


Karen reached for her flat white. Right on cue, her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and answered it. ‘River, what’s up?’


A warm chuckle in her ear. ‘And I’m very well too, Karen. Listen, I’m giving you a heads-up here. I was at Gartcosh yesterday, just my usual lab day, and I got called out to a landslip down the road from the Crime Campus. The monsoon weather took a chunk out of the side of the motorway and exposed skeletal remains. I’m pretty sure they went into the mix when the motorway was extended back around 2014, but one of the soil scientists from the Hutton is coming down today to confirm that.’


‘And you reckon it’s one for us, then? Who’s the SIO?’


‘A DCI Pete Niven. He’s very keen to get it off his books and on to yours.’


‘You’ll get no complaints from me on that score. The fewer feet stomping all over the evidence, the better. Have you already managed to remove the remains?’


‘I wanted to, but Niven wanted to wait for the pathologist. Who was busy in Bathgate. Not to mention the soil scientist.’


‘Sounds like he’s being thorough, at least.’


‘Yeah. I’m going back over now, if you want to join me?’


‘Now there’s an offer I can’t refuse. I’ll have to stop off at Edinburgh Park to front up a witness, but I could be with you in a couple of hours. I’ll send the Mint on ahead to hold the fort.’


Jason’s ears pricked up and he gave Karen a thumbs up.


‘Better warn him, it’s like the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Well, the brown lagoon, to be strictly accurate. Tell him to bring his wellies.’


‘Glaury, glaury Hallelujah.’


‘What?’


Sometimes Karen forgot River hadn’t had the benefit of a Scottish upbringing. ‘Glaur. It means clarts.’


‘Stop it. You know that’s just as obscure. What’s “glaur”?’


‘Mud, glorious mud.’ Karen ended the call and briefed Jason.


‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance of an innocent explanation?’ he asked, ever hopeful.


‘You’ve got all the way to Gartcosh to think of one.’


Daisy gave him a look of commiseration. ‘Better drive slowly, Mint.’
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Surinco wasn’t easy to find. It occupied a squat two-storey building in the furthest reaches of the industrial zone near the airport, but the signage was so discreet Karen had driven past it twice before Daisy spotted it. She struggled to find a parking space, giving up eventually and parking outside the main entrance. ‘Not exactly the red carpet for visitors,’ she commented.


‘I don’t think anybody who made a killing out of Covid wants to shout their name to the heavens.’ Daisy followed Karen to the glass portico.


‘Maybe not talk about “making a killing out of Covid”? The grasping shysters might be a wee bit sensitive about that.’ Karen pushed the door, which turned out to be locked. She could see a woman sitting behind a tall curved desk at an angle to them, ostentatiously avoiding looking at them.


Daisy pointed to a keypad where the glass met the wall. ‘I think that might be the entryphone?’


Karen crossed to it and pressed a button on the bottom of the brushed chrome pad. At first, nothing happened. Then the woman inside leaned forward and out of the box came a voice. ‘Can I help you?’


‘We’re here to see Marcus Nicol.’


‘Do you have an appointment?’


‘No, but I am Detective Inspector Karen Pirie from Police Scotland.’


‘You still need an appointment.’


Karen felt the slow burn of irritation building in her head. ‘I don’t believe you’re thinking this through. It’s an offence to obstruct a police officer in the commission of her duty.’


There was no reply, other than a buzz from the door. Daisy, who was closest, lunged forward and pushed it open. They made an undignified entrance under the disapproving glare of the receptionist. Judging by the lines on her face, she’d been practising that look of disdain for most of her adult life. ‘We are a secure medical facility,’ she said, stopping short of a snarl. ‘We can’t have any Tom, Dick or Harry breengeing in.’


‘Mr Nicol,’ Karen said. ‘You might want to let him know there are two police officers here to see him.’


She sighed as she picked up a phone, tapped a key and said, ‘Kayesha, there’s two polis here to see Marcus. They’re not saying why.’


‘You never asked us,’ Daisy muttered. The receptionist paid no attention, simply ending the call and glaring at them.


Karen exchanged quizzical looks with Daisy. She thought she’d experienced all the variations of reactions to her arrival, but this was new to her. Moments later, a door in the back wall swung open and a young woman in pressed navy overalls emerged, a broad grin on her face. ‘Wow, police. This is a novelty.’ Her accent was broad Ayrshire, her voice deep and warm. ‘Come away through. I’ll get Marcus to come and join us.’ She waved them through and closed the door firmly behind them. ‘Sorry about Claire, she acts like Marcus is the new Oppenheimer and we’re building the next nuclear bomb. The rest of us are quite user-friendly.’ She showed them into a small conference room with a round table, half a dozen chairs and a coffee machine. ‘Help yourselves to a wee brew, I’ll not be a minute.’ And she was gone.


‘This place is weird,’ Daisy said.


Karen inspected the coffee machine. ‘Looks like a decent cup of coffee though. At least it’s not Nespresso.’ She looked around and frowned. ‘Shame there’s no cups.’


He kept them waiting for exactly ten minutes. In Karen’s book, the precision made it performance. He was recognisable from the images Drew Jamieson had passed over to Daisy, though she thought if push came to shove, a good defence advocate could cast a decent shroud of doubt over the ID. Medium height, carefully barbered hair, the skin of a man who knew what a facial spa was for. What hadn’t been obvious from the photographs was the air of self-satisfaction he wore like Superman’s cape. ‘Good morning, ladies. Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Marcus Nicol, CEO of Surinco.’ He extended a hand to Karen, who was unsurprised by the strength of the grip.


‘DCI Karen Pirie, Historic Cases Unit,’ she said. ‘And this is DS Daisy Mortimer.’


He nodded at Daisy, clearly deciding a handshake was above her pay grade. He pulled out a chair opposite Karen and sat down, hitching up his trousers to preserve their excellent cut. ‘I’m at a loss to know why you’re here. Is this something to do with the pandemic? There seems to be a vendetta running these days against anybody who rode to the rescue during Covid.’


Karen couldn’t help admiring his chutzpah. ‘No, sir. But if there’s anything you’d like to confess …?’ She tailed off with a wry smile.


He guffawed. ‘Good try, but you don’t look like a priest to me. So why are you here?’


‘Do you know a man called Tom Jamieson?’


He made a show of frowning, his eyes travelling to the corner of the ceiling. Then he pulled a grimace of failure. ‘Sorry. Not even the faint tinkle of a distant bell.’


‘He was the general manager of the Scott Monument Hotel.’


Nicol shook his head. ‘Not one of my usual drinking dens, I’m afraid.’


‘But you were there on the night of March seventeenth 2020.’ Karen’s voice was quiet.


He seemed taken aback. ‘Was I?’ He spread his hands. ‘I don’t think so.’


Karen produced the photograph from the hotel CCTV. She laid it in front of Nicol. That amused look was back. ‘Looks like me, but it’s not exactly in focus. And I don’t think I’ve ever owned a hoodie that naff.’


‘So you didn’t walk out of the hotel and make your way down the Scotsman Steps?’


‘Not me, officer. Why would I do that?’


‘There’s a taxi rank at the bottom of the steps. If you were heading home, it would be the best bet for picking up a cab.’


‘If you say so. We have a contract with a taxi firm, though, so I tend not to hang around ranks waiting for a cab. But even if it was me, which it wasn’t, that’s not a crime. So why are you here?’


Karen stabbed her finger on the fraction of Tom Jamieson that was visible in the foreground of the CCTV image. ‘The man who walked out just ahead of you? He died on the Scotsman Steps a few minutes later.’


Nicol raised his well-shaped eyebrows. ‘That’s tragic. What happened? Heart attack? Jakie attack?’


‘If you’d been right behind him, you might know the answer to that.’


‘What are you implying?’ Now the bonhomie was slipping a little.


‘I’m investigating an unexplained death, sir. Trying to give some answers to Tom Jamieson’s family.’


‘You’ve taken your time about it,’ he said, aiming for levity and almost making it. ‘Five years is a long time to get nowhere.’


‘Some evidence takes a while to reach us. But we never give up seeking explanations. I’m sure you get that, in your line of work. So, just to be absolutely sure. You categorically deny that you are the man who was in the Scott Monument Hotel and on the Scotsman Steps on seventeenth March 2020?’


‘I’ve told you. It’s not me in that pic. For all I know, it could be a deepfake. That’d be why it’s taken so long to surface.’


It was, Karen thought, a line too far. ‘Why would anyone deepfake you, Mr Nicol?’


‘I was just … trying to make sense of the situation. Our line of business is very sensitive, we have competitors who might think this would be a way to throw shade on me.’


Karen just stared at him. Daisy knew her cue and picked up the baton. ‘Do you have an electronic diary, sir? Or do you prefer old-school paper?’


‘My diary contains commercially sensitive material. Unless you’ve got a warrant, which I very much doubt, you don’t get to see it.’ He pushed back from the table. ‘You just ran out of goodwill, ladies. This has been an epic waste of all of our time.’ He stood up and opened the door, gesturing that they should depart.


Back at the car, Karen stood for a moment looking back at Surinco. ‘Did you believe him?’


Daisy shook her head. ‘Not for a nanosecond.’


‘The only reason he’d lie is that there’s connective tissue between Marcus Nicol and Tom Jamieson. Now we just have to figure out what it is and join the dots.’ She gave a savage grin. ‘Gotta love the easy ones.’
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Karen dropped Daisy off at Edinburgh Park Station. ‘Time for a deep dive into Surinco and Marcus Nicol. Away you go and cultivate his nearest and dearest,’ she said. When it came to digging through the internet for possible lines of approach, Daisy was in her element. Considering she had no interest in men, she had a rare knack of convincing them to open their hearts.


‘It’s because I have no interest,’ she had explained to Karen one lockdown night after a few glasses of wine. ‘It’s a challenge to their ego. They want to show off the secrets they’re supposed to be keeping. They can’t help themselves. They think that’s how they impress us.’


It had impressed Karen that Daisy had come up with a strategy that worked for her. ‘Do you play the same game with women?’


‘What, when I’m interviewing them?’ Daisy had chuckled. ‘No. I flirt. Not in a sexy way,’ she added hastily, seeing Karen’s eyebrows climb. ‘I make them feel like I want to be their new best friend. Like I totally respect them.’


‘Ah. So you don’t really respect me? It was all a game to get into the HCU?’


‘That’s for me to know and you to find out, boss.’


There was a moment when it could have gone either way. But Karen didn’t actually mind if she’d been played. Daisy was a valuable addition to the team and that was what mattered most. They had each other’s back when it counted; Daisy was smart enough to understand that trying to get one up on her boss would not end well. As Karen drove down the motorway towards Gartcosh, she considered the awkward truth that she’d benefited from the Covid lockdown, both professionally and personally. The knowledge brought with it a burden of guilt; it was something she could never admit to, even to the people she loved most.


But there was no doubt of the benefits she’d accrued. She’d finagled Daisy into a permanent slot in the HCU, a slot that hadn’t really existed but which had proved its value since. Jason had gone to hell and back in his private life, but he’d come out of it stronger and more mature. He’d lost his beloved mother, split up with his fiancée Eilidh (praise the lord, she thought) and forged a new relationship. Meera was an archivist at the National Library of Scotland; their paths had crossed when Karen had got into the habit of sending him off to the NLS to use their newspaper archives for research. It was, on the face of it, an unlikely pairing, but Meera challenged him in a good way, just as Karen thought she pushed him to become a better polis. And her?


She’d extracted herself from one relationship that had started to make her feel lesser, and now she seemed to be inching her way towards another that showed every sign of the possibility of happiness. Rafiq’s life could not have been more different from hers; a Syrian refugee with a price on his head, an orthopaedic surgeon who had struggled to regain his former calling, a widower whose only child had been torn from him by war, he had known even more grief than she had. And yet there was undeniably something that drew them together, improbable as it seemed. Now he was living under a new name in Canada, which made the prospect of a life together slender. But the Assad regime had finally fallen; it seemed the target on his back had been painted over. He was close to qualifying for a Canadian passport, which meant they could meet on her ground as well as his. They’d never have the easy connection her happily married parents had, yet perhaps they could find something equally solid, in spite of its very different foundations.


And in professional terms? Lockdown had taught the three of them a new way of working together. They’d had to rely on each other because there was no support coming from anywhere else. The HCU had always been a beast apart and she thought it had maybe made them a bit chippy, a bit eager to take offence whether any was intended or not. Now, they’d learned to treat their independence as an absolute positive; they didn’t have to measure themselves against anyone else.


That had been much easier with the departure of ACC Markie. She’d had her reasons for her hostility to Karen, reasons the DCI had only uncovered relatively late in their working relationship. It was the kind of resentment that would only ever fester. Markie carried blame in her heart towards Karen and the only way to resolve the hostility was for one of them to depart the ambit of the other. Karen could be thrawn as a mule; she’d been adamant she wasn’t going anywhere. But the pandemic had struck, all across the board senior posts had been shuffled and Markie had packed her bags for a top job elsewhere. She couldn’t have moved further from Police Scotland’s borders and stayed within the UK. Karen liked to think she’d driven her away, but in her more honest moments, she admitted to herself she was probably bigging up her importance to Markie. She knew River wouldn’t agree with that. But River was the nearest thing she had to a best friend; Markie wasn’t worth falling out over.


A sign warning that the road was narrowing to a single lane told her she was nearing the landslip and crime scene, and she lowered her speed accordingly. She rounded a bend and the sodden fields gave way to a raw scar in the hillside where the grass and topsoil appeared to have been spread as if by a giant palette knife, a deep valley scoured out in the middle. A blue forensic tent had been erected to prevent rubberneckers gaining the satisfaction of vicarious disaster; a police Land Rover was stationed at one end, the anonymous black van of body removal at the other.


Karen signalled to the constable in high-vis that she wanted to pull in. He clocked her ID, and moved a couple of cones to allow her access. He pointed further down the hard shoulder to where presumably it was safe to park. She got out and donned the wellies from her boot then took in the disaster that had overtaken the road. It looked like a giant with a snaggletooth bite had taken a chunk out of the side of the hard shoulder, leaving the edge of the roadway to crumble like a chocolate brownie. Several shades of mud clung to the sides, made viscous by the rain and the surface water.


Towards the bottom of the exposed substrate a smaller white tent had been erected. Karen groaned softly at the prospect then began to make her way gingerly down the slope. As she went, a white-suited forensic technician emerged from within, carrying a short stack of clear plastic boxes that seemed to contain slabs of mud that looked disturbingly like fudge. The woman looked up, alerted by her peripheral vision to the presence of a newcomer. She nodded in recognition. ‘River’s still inside,’ she said.


Karen negotiated the last part of the slippery descent without incident and stepped inside the tent flap. The light filtering through turned the scene unreal, bleaching colour and flattening shapes. She picked up a white suit from the trestle table by the entrance and wrestled herself inside. Even though she’d lost weight, more to do with anxiety than dieting, she still struggled with the suits that seemed not only to have a life of their own but to bear her personal malice. River looked up and chuckled. ‘Swearing won’t make them more obedient,’ she said.


‘A bit like forensic scientists, then,’ Karen grumbled, slipping plastic bootees over her wellies and snapping gloves on her hands. ‘Don’t know why we’re even bothering. It’s hard to think of any locus more contaminated than this.’


‘You missed the soil specialist.’ River straightened up and stretched her back. ‘Oof.’


‘That was quick.’


‘She was here and gone. Took some pics, a few samples, said it was pretty clear the body had been inserted when the road layers were being laid down. She’s forwarding her report to you.’


‘Fine.’ Karen moved forward and took her first look at what had brought her here. It was still almost completely encased in its overcoat of thick mud, a bizarre clay maquette of a human sculpture. ‘Looks like something out of a horror film. “They came from the primordial slime.” What’s the game plan for it?’


‘I’m just waiting for the heavy-duty tarp then we’re going to roll it. There’s a small hoist on its way from Bathgate. We’ll raise it to the level of the road then put it on the trolley, load it into the mortuary van and take it back to Dundee.’


‘You’re taking it back to your mortuary? Not dealing with it at Gartcosh?’


River shrugged. ‘I’ve got better kit back there. Not to mention it’s a potential teaching opportunity for my students. I cleared it with the Fruit Gum. He’s a lot easier to work with than Markie.’


Karen made a non-committal noise in the back of her throat. ‘Has anything turned up that might help us with ID?’


‘Not yet. The sooner I can get the remains out of here, the sooner the scene techs can start looking for any trace evidence. I don’t envy them, it’s going to be a thankless task.’


‘But one we can’t ignore.’ Karen sighed. ‘By the way, where is the Mint? I sent him over first thing.’


‘Well, there was nothing for him to do here, so I suggested he went off to Gartcosh to plug in his laptop and see what he could find out about when this bit of road was built and who the contractors were.’


Karen nodded. ‘Right up his street. Nothing he likes more than the kind of trawl through the records that makes my brain bleed.’


Before River could say more, the sound of a heavy vehicle slowly grinding above them alerted them to the arrival of the low loader. The two women left the scene techs trying to make sense of the mudscape around the body. They all knew the investigations were probably fruitless but they had to be done.


Karen stepped outside the tent and stared up at what remained of the embankment. The low-loader lorry was perched across the carriageway, blocking all oncoming traffic. Its onboard crane was lifting a bright scarlet hoist on to the lip of the collapsed road. It swung gently to and fro, a giant metal insect whose outline made no sense to Karen. The finer points of engineering were beyond her; she could manage a hammer drill and an electric screwdriver, but that was her limit. Though once the hoist was in place, its configuration began to make sense.


She clambered out of the way as a trio of police officers in hi-vis jackets struggled down the slope with a tarp. They passed it into the tent and a surprisingly short time later, a neatly wrapped bundle emerged. Meanwhile, a cradle of chains and slings had descended from the hoist. With infinite care, the crime scene techs and the police officers placed the increasingly muddy bundle securely in the cradle. Then, inch by inch, it rose upwards, swaying gently from side to side. Karen watched, gripped by the apparently precarious process. Just one uncontrolled jerk or twist and they’d have a nightmare scatter of mud-covered bones cascading around them.


River joined her as the hoist operator manoeuvred the arm round so the body was suspended above solid ground. The trolley from the mortuary van was already in place to receive it.


In moments, it was all over. The trolley had disappeared from sight, and the hoist was back in the air, swinging on to the low loader. ‘Impressive,’ Karen said. ‘Now what? You’re off back to Dundee to work your magic?’


River grinned. ‘That’s right. We should be able to extract DNA, and we’ll process the bones for location info. I’ll keep you posted.’


‘Thanks. Once Jason’s figured out when the road was laid down, we’ll check the timeline against mispers and see if there are any obvious matches.’ She turned her gaze momentarily towards the mortuary van. ‘This is definitely one for the HCU.’


‘Good luck,’ River said. ‘Whoever did this, they didn’t plan on their victim being discovered.’


‘On the other hand, there’s nothing subtle about it. I’ve got a feeling once we have the victim ID’d, we’ll have a very good idea who put them here.’
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Daisy started in the obvious place. She googled Marcus Nicol and found a Wikipedia page. He was older than he looked – she’d have put him in his early forties, but it turned out he’d been born forty-eight years before in Crieff. All Daisy knew about Crieff was that their former distillery cat was in the Guinness Book of Records for killing an insane number of mice in her twenty-four-year reign. And she only knew that because it had come up one night in the regular pub quiz Steph insisted on dragging her along to. Since the other two members of the team were, like Steph, teachers, Daisy always felt like the class dunce. Every day a school day …


Nicol had gone to school at Morrison’s Academy, a private school in the town, which explained his posh accent. Then on to Heriot-Watt University to do a degree in Chemical Engineering. His early career was briefly described as ‘several years working in the area of refining medical supplies’ before he founded Surinco. The company was described as ‘suppliers of market-leading surgical instruments and devices to the NHS and abroad’.


It stopped being quite so bland when it reached the Covid years:


At the start of the pandemic, Nicol was driven by the desire to help fight Covid. There was a fear that there would be a desperate shortage of ventilators as patients suffered respiratory distress, and Surinco quickly developed a method of repurposing anaesthetic machines to fill the gap. They were able to supply ample machines to the Scottish Government and beyond.


Surinco later switched their output to CPAP (continuous positive airway pressure) machines which use air pressure to keep breathing airways open.


Why the switch, Daisy wondered.


Back at the Google results, she found some media stories that gave her more colour. There was a photograph of Nicol next to a grinning Scottish cabinet minister at the opening of a new robotic production line just over a year ago. Probably where the Covid profits went, Daisy thought. Another photo from a charity dinner, this time in formal Highland dress with a stylish and rather beautiful blonde on his arm, captioned, ‘Marcus Nicol with his wife Heidi at the Lord Provost’s Burns Supper’. Not at the top table, though. Paying through the nose to dine out with the not-quite great and good, she decided.


There was more of the same. Rugby club dinners, glad-handing politicians, with and without Mrs Nicol. Daisy scrolled to the bottom of the page then turned to the next one. She knew the overwhelming majority of searchers never made it that far; it was often where the interesting stuff started. First up was a profile from the Daily Clarion Saturday supplement. My favourite Saturday, it was called. Daisy had yet to read one of those that sounded anything like the activities of anyone she knew. Marcus Nicol was no exception.


Up at seven, off for a run across the Braid Hills with his cockapoo, then home for a shower and breakfast of a green smoothie and a bowl of home-made Bircher muesli in the conservatory with the lovely Heidi. He’d read the papers for a couple of hours, then they’d play a round of golf on one of the East Lothian courses. His weekly treat was a fish supper at the Rocketeer in North Berwick. Daisy preferred the Lobster Shack, but she couldn’t really fault his choice. Either way, the views of the Bass Rock and the Forth estuary were worth the trip, regardless of the weather. Then back to Edinburgh for a night out at one of the cinemas where you could sprawl on leather sofas and drink cocktails.


The golf she could believe, but she had a sneaking suspicion that the fish supper and the movie were a fabrication. She suspected Marcus Nicol was too invested in networking to give up the prime opportunities of Saturday nights to sit in the dark with his wife and a tub of popcorn. He’d be eating and drinking with the movers and shakers who could help his business. She’d have staked money on it. Though maybe not against Karen; her boss was too good at reading people to take that chance.


Digging down deeper, she found a profile of Nicol dating back to the early days of the pandemic, when he was being hailed as one of the heroes of the fight against the virus. It rehashed much of what Daisy already knew, but the journalist had also quoted the opinions of others. A Scottish government minister had praised Nicol’s speedy stepping up to the plate; a consultant at Glasgow’s Royal Infirmary commented that if every business took their responsibilities as seriously as Surinco, more lives could be saved. ‘Aye, right,’ she mumbled. An unnamed close friend talked about Nicol’s ambition not just to be a success but also to support his community; another ‘old school friend’ spoke of his ambition not getting in the way of his integrity. She made a note of the byline on the feature. She had a feeling Karen might want to talk to her.


On the third page, she found the first dissenting voice. A social media thread from a community activist with the handle @DinnaeDrinkTheKoolAid complained at some length about the money Surinco had ‘gouged’ from the Scottish taxpayer for their ‘often inadequate, sometimes useless equipment’. It was interesting, but it didn’t take much investigation to establish that @DinnaeDrinkTheKoolAid was definitely not an alias for Tom Jamieson, since their most recent post had been only a couple of days previously. Unless Drew Jamieson had bizarrely decided to assume his brother’s mantle, the rogue account had nothing to do with the death on the Scotsman Steps.


She decided there wasn’t much more to be gleaned from the internet. But Daisy realised she knew another source who might have some inside skinny on Marcus Nicol. The pub quiz boasted half a dozen regular teams as well as Steph and her colleagues, and over the last couple of years, some of their rivals had become pals. One of the teams contained two spads – special advisers to government ministers – and a pair of junior civil servants. One of the spads had recently left his post with the health minister to join a think tank. Before she could get cold feet, Daisy grabbed her phone and called him. He answered on the second ring, which was a good sign.


‘Hi, Paul, it’s Daisy here. From the pub quiz?’


‘Daisy, how are you doing? You looking to defect?’


‘No chance, Steph would kill me. Besides, unless there’s something you’re not telling me, you’ve not got a vacancy.’


A pause. ‘Actually … there might be. I’ve been offered a promotion, but it’s in London. I’m not sure I can afford to take it, though. With what I’d get for my flat, I’d be lucky to rent a cupboard down there.’


‘But you’d be running with the big dogs, no?’


‘It’s a hard choice, though. Stay in Scotland and hope for another shot at independence and all the possibilities that brings, or go down south where so many of the major decisions are taken.’


Paul McCallum wasn’t the first person Daisy had seen sitting uncomfortably on the horns of that particular dilemma. ‘You could always raid their cupboard then come back?’


‘I’d be accused of being a carpetbagger. With some justification.’ He sighed. ‘And I’d lose my place on the quiz team.’


Daisy chuckled. ‘Right enough. Get your priorities in order, Paul.’


‘So what are you after, Daisy? I know it’s not my bonny blue eyes.’


‘When you were at Health, did you come across an outfit called Surinco? And their boss?’


‘Marcus Nicol?’ A subtle change of tone.


‘That’s the one.’


A pause. ‘It’s nearly lunchtime. Are you in town?’


Clearly this was a conversation Paul didn’t want to have over the phone, presumably where he might be overheard, ‘I am.’


‘I’ll see if I can get us a table at Ka Pao. One o’clock, unless you hear back from me.’


The line went dead. That was the thing about spads, she thought. They loved being the ones in possession of the secrets. It was the nearest Paul was ever going to get to being a secret agent, but if it made him happy, that was half the battle. The Thai-based menu at Ka Pao was terrific, but most importantly, the acoustic was perfect. Even though it felt noisy, it was still possible to have a private conversation.


It was Daisy’s idea of a perfect combination. The only real challenge was to order enough of the small plates for there to be leftovers she could take home for dinner.
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