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Prologue


Dusk was the perfect choice, heavy on atmosphere, exactly what she was after. To her it was almost as important as what she had in mind to do. The weather was playing its part. Thunder rumbled overhead as she left the village and crossed the bridge, the loch on one side, the swollen River Tay on the other. The folly she was heading for wasn’t far, but the riverbank was slick and shiny, heavy going for most people, more so for her. The path was deeply rutted by horses’ hooves and the footprints of those daring to venture out. She’d chosen well. It was getting dark. Locals were heading home to eat. The chances of meeting anyone on the way to the kill site were negligible.


She had no qualms. Not one. Her targets deserved to die, in the worst way possible. Allowing them to go unpunished, after what they had done, was out of the question. When she started out on this journey she’d listened to her gut. Surveillance was key. No point in being short on detail. As it turned out, stalking the first one was easier than it should’ve been. Security wasn’t so much lax as non-existent. Diplomat? Ha! Not any more. Killing him made her feel well again. Better than she had in ages.


She thought of her victim now, the surprised look on his face, the horror in his eyes. A couple of months had gone by since his execution, but she’d watched the video so many times that every action, every word was now indelibly etched on her memory. It still gave her a thrill, the way everything had followed her script to the letter. Even though she’d never taken centre stage personally, it was a first-rate job. She could never have imagined such a positive outcome, representing as it did that all-important first step on the road to hell.


It was all mapped out . . .


Her map . . .


Her rules.


Sorted.


She soldiered on, the mud sucking at her boots with every step. Tracking number two had been easy. One slight setback, but nothing she couldn’t handle. Annoying more than anything. She’d climbed the fence surrounding his fuck-off estate. Crawled on her hands and knees through woods to observe his house through binoculars, only to find him loading a suitcase into the boot of his car. The bastard had taken off on holiday before she had time to act.


No matter.


In retrospect, the height of the summer holidays was perhaps not the best time. She could wait. She’d spent the time productively: tracking other targets, scouting locations, never idle. And now, after several weeks of waiting, the judge’s time was drawing near. According to her unwitting source, His Lordship was due back any day now. She smiled to herself. People were so gullible.


The local newsagent had fallen over himself to be accommodating when she’d called the shop. ‘Good morning, I’m from His Lordship’s residence. I’m his new PA, just checking that his newspapers have been cancelled until further notice?’


There was a momentary pause.


‘There must be some mistake.’ The lad on the other end sounded flustered. ‘Let me check the ledger . . .’ The phone went down onto a hard surface. She heard pages rustling, then he was back on the line. ‘Our instructions are to stop them only until October twelfth.’


‘Oh, I must have got that wrong. I’ll consult with the housekeeper and get back to you. If you don’t hear from me just leave it as it is. Sorry to have troubled you.’


‘No problem at all.’


‘I’ll pop in one day. The name’s Jenny.’


‘Alec. That would be cool.’


Would it, really?


Somehow she didn’t think so.


Deception worked every time. It never ceased to amaze her how many folks were willing to take her at face value, to accept every lie, every pleasantry exchanged in person or on the phone. Her mother had once told her that her familiarity would get her into trouble one day. How wrong could one person be? It had opened so many doors they may just as well have been left open.


Yes, it was all shaping up nicely.


Shadows were beginning to form as the sun fell beneath the horizon. If someone did happen along she’d play it cool, take out her equipment and set up a photo shoot. Capturing an ancient monument, a throwback from a bygone era, in the atmospheric light of dusk – nothing suspicious in that. She was simply a conscientious professional, a slave to her art.


If only the same could be said of her co-conspirator. His nonstop whining was getting on her nerves.


‘Quit bitching,’ she said. ‘It’s a bit of rain. And it’s giving us the best chance we’ll ever have to check out the terrain, do a proper walk-through at the temple, with no one around. It can’t be far. Come on!’


He hitched the camera case further onto his shoulder, rain dripping from the hood of the waxed jacket she’d given him so he’d blend in. Sodden, it would weigh as much as he did. ‘This place gives me the creeps.’ He looked around as if some unseen enemy was lurking in the half-light. ‘You sure we’ve picked the right site? What if—’


‘You want out?’


‘I didn’t say that. I was only—’


‘You’re in too deep to be backing out now.’ She saw the resentment in his eyes and decided to change tack. ‘Look, we’ve talked about this. Out here in the sticks we’ll be too conspicuous if we try following him. The house is out, because it’s bound to have a state-of-the-art alarm system as well as live-in staff. At work he’s surrounded by cops and security and CCTV. The only time he’s alone is when he walks his dog – and this is where he likes to walk him, bright and early every Sunday morning, when he’s got the riverside all to himself. Logistically, this is far and away our best bet. So what is your problem?’


He pulled a face: What do you think?


‘We won’t get caught if we’re careful and patient.’


‘It’s too risky. What if his Lab goes for us?’


‘Then you’ll kill that too.’ She glared at him. ‘What? You can waste a judge but you’re squeamish about offing a man’s best friend? Come on, when have you ever seen a Labrador go for anyone? They’re more likely to lick you to death.’ She walked on, her feet squelching in the mud, his complaints not far behind . . .


‘Why bring all the gear if we’re just having a look?’


‘Because I want to sort out the lighting, maybe shoot some test footage.’ Her gaze shifted to the river. ‘It’s handy having the river close by for disposal purposes, but the noise of rushing water is going to play havoc with the audio. I need to check sound levels, figure out a work-around so it doesn’t cause a problem when we’re filming. Trust me, I know what I’m doing.’


She pulled up sharp, in awe of the building that emerged through the treeline. It was so much more romantic than the images she’d viewed online: an ornate hexagonal tower, raised up from the ground on a stepped plinth, surrounded by mature beech trees, the branches of which almost met in the middle above a stone cross; a magnificent sight.


The graffiti-covered door stood slightly ajar, inviting her in. Her eyes travelled up to the viewing platform at the top – a tailor-made lookout post. Perfect for her needs. She winked at her cohort, went inside and climbed the winding staircase to take a look, brushing cobwebs and creepy-crawlies from her hair as she emerged at the top, her eyes scanning the scene.


Movement . . .


No shit!


She stepped back from the edge as a ghostly figure appeared through the fading light. The hair on the back of her neck was rising, not in panic but exhilaration. This was no apparition. The judge was moving towards the folly at a pace, his trusty gundog trotting to heel. It wasn’t planned but luck was on her side. She alerted her accomplice. Seconds later, he seized his chance.


No one heard her quarry scream.
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Control patched the call through to Detective Superintendent Eloise O’Neil as soon as it came in. The woman’s voice was devoid of emotion as she delivered precise directions to the location. She was savvy too, refusing to be drawn into conversation, seeing through O’Neil’s strategy of keeping her on the line long enough to trace her location. The moment she hung up, Eloise was on her feet and heading for the door.


As he followed her to the car, Detective Sergeant Ryan was conscious of O’Neil’s concern, but also her excitement. There was nothing more stimulating than taking on a fresh investigation. They had spent the morning viewing a DVD sent to Northumbria Police HQ anonymously. As footage of a crime scene filled the screen, an unidentified female described, in graphic detail, just how she’d managed to achieve such a staggering spectacle of blood spatter on the ceiling and walls, using the eye of the camera to draw their attention to the spot where the victim bled out. She was calm and controlled. No discernible accent. No waver in her voice. She didn’t mess up or stutter. Having listened to her on the phone to O’Neil, there was no doubt in Ryan’s mind that the caller and narrator were one and the same. He noticed that the time-stamp at the bottom of the screen read Sunday, 8 December: 1545 hrs.


Two days ago.


He blipped the doors open and got in, a list of questions already forming. He held back, hoping O’Neil would offer an opinion first, but she said nothing as he turned the engine over, put the car in gear and pulled away.


O’Neil took out her phone and began typing.


Ryan drove in silence, replaying the DVD in his mind. From the first viewing he’d been struck by the way it had been shot: no shaky, amateurish camerawork, no lens flare from direct light sources, just a long smooth shot panning slowly and steadily across the bloody scene. It seemed to him that the person shooting it was deliberately trying to eke out the suspense, building up to the moment when the lens zoomed in dramatically on a man’s shoe, a bloody axe abandoned next to it, the butt-end of its blade illuminated by the overhead light.


Joining O’Neil in a newly formed unit – one that could potentially cross international borders, working on- or off-book on assignments deemed too hot to handle – was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Given the unit’s remit, there was no telling where in the world a case might take them. It had therefore come as a surprise and something of a disappointment when his first crime scene in the new job turned out to be a stone’s throw from HQ.


‘Any thoughts?’ he said, dying to get her take on it.


‘Plenty.’ She kept her eyes on the road.


‘Bizarre, wasn’t it? The way the camera paused for effect. It felt staged to me. I’m wondering if it’s all fake, some kind of sick joke. If it’s a hoax—’


‘It’s not. The woman on that tape means business.’


‘So why us and not the Murder Investigation Team?’


‘You have one guess.’


‘One? Will I be sacked if I get it wrong?


‘That’s the deal.’


Ryan put on his best thinking pose. ‘This isn’t the first DVD?’


‘Bravo! You get to keep your warrant card.’


‘Thanks, but it’s still a case for MIT – unless you know something I don’t.’


‘Me? I know nothing . . . yet. But I agree with you, there’s something odd going on here.’ Eloise swivelled in her seat to face him, excited as he was by the mystery surrounding their first investigation. ‘While you were working your notice in Special Branch, I was down in Brighton, checking out a DVD that had been sent to Sussex Police. Like the one you’ve just seen, it showed a crime scene – blood all over the place, weapon on display, no victim in sight. Within hours of the DVD arriving at the Sussex Police HQ, a call came in giving directions to the crime scene. Forensics confirmed the blood was human. I’m no voice-recognition expert but I’m as sure as I can be that the narrator was the same woman who featured on this morning’s DVD. Trust me – this is no hoax.’


The crime scene was an unremarkable lock-up on North Shields Fish Quay, eight miles east of Newcastle, not far from the mouth of the River Tyne. The building next door had been completely demolished leaving rough brickwork on the western gable end. A rusted mesh panel secured the window, its weatherbeaten frame showing through the few remaining flecks of blue paint. White corrugated sheeting covering the space that was once the door. It had been prised open to reveal an eerie dark hole beyond.


An empty Coke can lay abandoned near a much larger entrance, this one secured by a grey, concertinaed metal shutter. A sign to the left said: ALL DELIVERIES TO MAIN FACTORY. Underneath the wording, an arrow pointed west. Crime scene investigators were all over it, inside and out, the perimeter guarded by uniformed personnel, a roadblock in place to deter passers-by from wandering in off the street. No body had been found.


Ryan peered inside. What he saw was no surprise: it matched the video he’d viewed at HQ. The men in white suits were packing up their gear, preparing to leave. Now the real detective work could begin.


As he followed O’Neil inside, the Crime Scene Manager approached, her bright green eyes scanning the scene with forensic attention to detail, her expression inscrutable. She turned to face them, unaffected by the awfulness, professionally detached.


‘I have work elsewhere. Any questions before I leave?’


‘Is the blood human?’ Ryan asked.


‘Affirmative. You want type?’


His eyebrows almost met in the middle. ‘You have it already?’


The CSI tipped her head at O’Neil. ‘Cages have been rattled.’


‘What can I say?’ O’Neil said. ‘There’s no job more pressing than ours.’


She was right. They were in a different league now. Fast-tracking samples at the lab was not a favour they had to beg for. They were briefed and bound by the Official Secrets Act but with a lot more clout than your average copper. If they wanted to hire in specialist help, they only had to ask. Still, their newfound status would take a bit of getting used to. The thought alone made Ryan’s heart beat faster. He was about to ask a question when O’Neil cut him off, indicating with a tilt of the head for him to follow.


Once they were out of earshot, she told him, ‘The blood is female, Ryan. AB negative, same as yours.’


Ryan looked at her. ‘And you know that, how?’


‘Have you forgotten who was standing over your hospital bed like Florence Nightingale not so long ago, hoping you’d pull through? That would be me, Ryan. I want to be ready next time you need a pint or two of the red stuff.’


He gave a wry smile. ‘Medical records are confidential, guv.’


‘Unless you work for me. I’m in charge of this unit and I’ve done my homework. When you’re special ops it’s basic procedure to know blood types and allergies in case of emergency. Mine is engraved on the underside of my watch, in case you need it.’ She narrowed her eyes, a playful look on her face. ‘There’s nothing I don’t know about you.’


There was a good deal she didn’t know. Ryan had the distinct feeling that the same could be said of her. He rather liked it that way.
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Despite the amount of blood spilt and the likelihood that the axe found at the scene was the murder weapon, without a corpse the detectives had to assume that the victim might still be alive. An outside chance, undoubtedly, but they couldn’t rule it out. Left in situ, the poor sod may have survived, though the rare blood type wouldn’t have helped her chances. Transported and deprived of medical attention, she most certainly would have bled out.


‘I’d better give Libby a ring,’ Ryan said. Libby French was the Home Office pathologist, new to Northumbria, highly experienced. Everything he’d heard about her was encouraging. Like most in her profession, she was meticulous in her approach to her work.


‘I have it covered,’ O’Neil said. ‘She’s standing by.’


Ryan bent down for a closer look at the shoe that had featured in the video. It was a man’s, grubby, recently scuffed, a brown leather wingtip brogue, hand-stitched round the upper. ‘Left foot,’ he observed. ‘Expensive. More than I can afford on my salary.’


‘Same here.’ The last remaining crime scene investigator looked up from his evidence collection kit. Though most of his face was concealed, Ryan recognized the bloodshot eyes peering through the narrow strip between hood and mask as belonging to Pete Curtis, a CSI who’d been around since the days they were still called SOCOs. ‘Won’t be many in North Shields who can pay those prices,’ he added. ‘None who work for Northumbria Police anyway.’


‘Don’t suppose you managed to lift any prints?’ Ryan could hope.


‘Not even a partial.’ Pete’s voice was muffled by the material covering his mouth. ‘It’s not been here long – it’s too clean for that.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Someone hightailed it out of here in a hurry. Take a look near the door.’


Ryan glanced in the general direction. Pete was no slouch. There were uneven marks in the dust near the entrance, evidence that would suggest someone moving at speed, scuffing their feet as they fled.


The killer, he supposed.


O’Neil’s mobile beeped an incoming text. She turned away to access it. Seconds later, she pocketed the device, eyes trained on the shoe, an avoidance tactic if ever Ryan had seen one.


‘I wonder if she left the shoe there on purpose,’ she said.


Pete looked up, a question in his eyes: she?


O’Neil looked away.


Ryan managed not to react. The content of that message was serious, enough for her to take her eye off the ball. Quick as a flash, he covered for her, his focus back on the CSI. ‘That goes no further, Big Ears. It’s information way above your pay grade.’


‘Understood.’ The eyes behind the mask were smiling. ‘Discretion is my middle name.’


Ryan could see that O’Neil was cursing herself for letting her guard down. He’d spent years in Special Branch, working undercover, living with the knowledge that the smallest slip of the tongue had the potential to cost lives, so a high level of secrecy came as second nature. That wasn’t something she’d had to contend with in Professional Standards.


It wasn’t the first time he’d seen her floundering and he hated to see her that way. From a shaky start – their first encounter had found them on opposing sides of a disciplinary action – she’d grown on him. No, more than that. A strong bond had developed between them, a chemistry that wasn’t easy to define. It intrigued and excited him.


He dropped his voice to a whisper, reassuring her that the crime scene investigator was a man who could be trusted.


Her expression remained troubled.


‘Guv, is there something you’re not telling me?’


‘I’ll explain later.’ O’Neil put her hand on his forearm, preventing him from moving off. ‘Thanks, Ryan.’


He threw her a smile. ‘Don’t mention it.’


‘This scene is much the same as Brighton: bloody but clean. Looks like our offender is forensically aware.’


‘It wouldn’t surprise me. She doesn’t seem the type to compromise her safety by leaving physical evidence for us to find. On the tape, she was clinical. Flat calm. Not an agitated killer looking over her shoulder. She sounds like a woman on a mission to me.’


‘On the phone too,’ O’Neil said. ‘I can’t get that voice out of my head.’


Ryan could still hear the voice in his own head, but it was vying for attention with thoughts of his new role and responsibilities, the information O’Neil had given him on the way over, her uncharacteristic lapse in concentration a moment ago, and all the while he was trying to process details of the crime scene in front of him and identify any that didn’t match the DVD footage. O’Neil’s voice took him in another direction . . .


‘The time and date on the DVD can’t be relied upon.’ Her observation was spot on; the perpetrator could have tampered with the camera to throw them off the scent. ‘Then again, most of this blood is dry, so it’s possible whatever happened in here did take place on Sunday as the counter suggests.’


Ryan nodded his agreement.


Time and forensics would tell.


Being at the crime scene was like watching the DVD all over again. Blinking as a camera flash went off in the entrance to the lock-up, he surveyed the ceiling, visualizing the footage he’d seen at HQ, forcing the stream of thoughts racing through his mind to slow down so he could focus. There was something odd, something missing. He scanned the lock-up. ‘She must’ve been standing right here when she was filming,’ he said. ‘Give or take a few feet.’


O’Neil agreed. ‘The angle is consistent with the video.’


Fortunately, they were standing on tread plates to preserve evidence and avoid contamination. Ryan locked eyes with her. ‘I’ll say one thing, she’s a dab hand with a camera. There was no discernible wobble on that recording.’


‘She could have used a tripod.’


‘She could.’ He crouched down again to examine the dusty floor. ‘There’s no evidence to suggest that here though.’ He stood up. ‘She must have an accomplice, guv. Even if the victim is female, wouldn’t a woman struggle to shift a dead weight on her own?’


‘Not necessarily. Most coppers, firefighters, and half the nurses I’ve ever met could do it.’ O’Neil swept a strand of red fringe from tired eyes. Under that tough exterior, Ryan sensed anxiety, not that he’d ever tell her that. She looked at him, perplexed. ‘Why move the victim? It would have been a damned sight easier and a lot less risky to leave her here.’


Ryan frowned. ‘The woman in the video said, “They both deserved to die.” Maybe more than one victim’s been moved.’


O’Neil corrected him. ‘What she actually said was, “They both deserved it,” which means we can’t be sure we’re dealing with murder, serious assault or torture.’


‘Either way, we could be looking at two victims.’


‘Not from this scene.’ The voice had come from behind them.


Ryan and O’Neil swung round.


Pete tore away his mask as he moved closer. The man had war wounds, pain and suffering etched permanently on his brow. He’d seen more blood and guts than any individual could reasonably be expected to stomach in one lifetime. He held a hand up in apology.


‘I know nothing,’ he said.


O’Neil relaxed. ‘One blood type is all you have?’


He nodded. ‘If you have reason to believe there’s a second victim, you need to be searching for another crime scene.’ Hoisting his kit bag over his shoulder, he told them he was done, said goodbye and made for the door, his words echoing in their heads as he reached the plastic sheeting placed over the entrance.


‘Hey!’ O’Neil called after him.


He swung round to face her.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Curtis, ma’am. Pete to my friends.’


‘Thanks for the heads-up, Pete.’


Nice touch.


It was one of the traits that had drawn Ryan to Eloise. She made it her business to get to know those whose expert opinions would be delivered in court. It was everyone’s responsibility to preserve the chain of evidence, from crime scenes to the lab, reporting and storage. She didn’t want to end up with a dismissal.


‘You’re very welcome,’ Pete said. ‘Someone will be back for the mobile lighting. We have all the photographs we need.’


Ryan’s eyes flew to the ceiling. There was no overhead light. Rusty wires hung loose where a light had once been fitted. O’Neil locked eyes with him. She knew what he was thinking. This was the missing part of the puzzle he’d been struggling with earlier, quite literally a light-bulb moment.


‘Ma’am?’ Pete pointed to the mobile lights on tripods. ‘You want them left?’


‘There’s no electricity in the building?’


‘Not this century,’ Pete said.


O’Neil didn’t speak until he was out of sight. Her focus shifted from the loose wiring to the battery pack on the floor and then to Ryan. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’


‘The killer must have brought her own.’


‘Or, as you said, she had an accomplice standing by with a very large torch. We need to look at that video again.’ She glanced at the exit. ‘You sure you can vouch for Pete?’


‘Relax, guv. He’s a man of his word. He worked with Special Branch a lot. He’s specialist-trained and vetted.’


‘I hope you’re right.’


‘Trust me.’ Ryan paused, considering. ‘That’s not what’s bothering you though, is it? Are you going to tell me what is?’


‘You want a list?’


‘The woman who sent the DVD is really getting to you, isn’t she?’


‘Oh, you think so? Whatever gave you that idea? Whoever she is, her game plan is to confuse us, keep us guessing – why else would the victims be removed? She’s calling the shots like some wannabe Spielberg, lining up her fancy camerawork and delivering her lines while we hang around like spare parts, waiting for her next masterpiece. Well, she might just have met her match.’


She’d been smouldering like a lit fuse ever since the North Shields DVD was delivered. Now, watching her fury ignite, Ryan had to suppress a grin. If the woman taunting them thought Eloise O’Neil was going to stand back and play second fiddle while someone else ran the show, she’d seriously miscalculated. His guv’nor had a blueprint of her own.


Game on.
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‘Drive me to HQ, Ryan. I need to make some calls.’ O’Neil pulled her mobile from her pocket, tapped the Home key, then a number, and lifted the device to her ear. ‘This is Detective Superintendent O’Neil, Northumbria Police. Put me through to Detective Superintendent Munro . . . yes, he’ll know what it’s about.’ She sighed. ‘Please do, the minute he hangs up. Thanks.’


She rang off.


Ryan didn’t recognize the name and she was in no mood to share. As he negotiated the slip road onto the Coast Road, heading for Newcastle, he began to speculate as to whether or not there had been another DVD. Whatever her call was about, it was serious if a Detective Super from another force was involved. He was itching to ask about the text she’d received at the lock-up, but she was making call after call, asking for information that made little sense to him.


This was the fourth in a row . . .


‘Nicholas Ford, yes. I must speak with him.’ She was getting nowhere fast. ‘Yes, you already said that. Has he or has he not viewed the file I sent him this morning? Then go back and tell him it’s urgent. I require his feedback immediately.’


Following her rant about Spielberg, Ryan could feel her frustration at the time suck of having to wait on the line or, as she put it, ‘hang around like a spare part’ yet again – this time for her immediate boss, who Ryan had dubbed the grey man. The Home Office official seemed in no rush to talk to her. The more Ryan thought about that, the more he formed the impression that she was being fobbed off.


‘Time to fess up, Eloise.’


‘About what?’ She didn’t look at him.


‘This is about that text you took at the lock-up, isn’t it?’ She didn’t answer but Ryan wasn’t giving up. ‘Guv, Jack kept his cards close and look where it got him.’


Jack Fenwick was Ryan’s ex-boss. He’d gone it alone on an off-book investigation and it had got him killed. Ryan had sensed he was preoccupied about something but hadn’t wanted to pry.


If he had, Jack might still be alive.


Now O’Neil looked at him.


Ryan held her gaze. She wasn’t easy to read. Without a trace of makeup, her physical attractiveness was evident. A natural redhead, she needed no chemicals to enhance what was already there. It was her personality that interested him the most, her keen intellect and ability to punch above her weight.


‘You’re staring, DS Ryan.’ She always called him that when she was taking the piss.


‘Am I? Sorry.’


‘You have something on your mind?’


‘As a matter of fact, I do. If you knew something I didn’t, you’d tell me, right?’


Nicholas Ford waved away his aide, reiterating the fact that he was incommunicado and therefore offline to anyone, especially Eloise O’Neil. He’d already spent the best part of yesterday afternoon in godforsaken Newcastle upon Tyne – the arse-end of the Empire he had no intention of visiting again – in order to inspect unit premises and properly brief her on Brighton. What a monumental pain in the neck that turned out to be. So much so, he couldn’t face the prospect of round two.


This morning, he’d changed his plans to stay longer, made an excuse and left the area, telling her that he had more pressing business to attend to in the capital, returning to Heathrow on the first available flight. On arrival at the Home Office, he’d left strict instructions that he wasn’t to be disturbed, for any reason, and yet O’Neil had already called twice – imperative, apparently. Then, having done some detective work of his own to establish why she was so demanding of his attention, all hell had broken loose.


The last thing he’d bargained for was that her own force would receive a similar DVD relating to a crime scene in North Shields, which he hadn’t got wind of because he was in the air when it came in, too late for him to turn around. Now he was regretting a hasty decision to come south. Had he stayed on in Northumbria, he’d have been able to exert some control over the investigation and O’Neil, whatever way she jumped. And she’d have been in the dark – exactly where he wanted her.


Except that didn’t work out either. Things really took a turn for the worse when O’Neil found out about a linked incident in Scotland on the banks of the River Tay in Kenmore. An urgent call intended for him had gone to her, some idiot in the Northumbria Control Room having texted her the details when he didn’t answer his phone, knowing she’d been involved in the DVD investigation on her patch. Now the bitch was baying for blood.


The conference call had been ongoing for half an hour. Now he’d had time to bone Northumbria Control for passing O’Neil information he didn’t yet want her to have – a minor glitch in the scheme of things – Ford was feeling pretty smug. So what if she knew about the DVD received by Police Scotland and the body they had dragged from the river yesterday? He was the boss. She’d just have to suck it up and move on, much as it frustrated her. And it did frustrate her: she was practically apoplectic, fighting hard to keep her temper in check.


Too bad.


‘Well,’ Ford said. ‘What are your thoughts, Superintendent?’


‘On what, sir?’


He forced himself to suppress a grin. Addressing him as ‘sir’ was hard for her to swallow but protocol demanded that she extend the courtesy in her dealings with him. Operationally she was in command but the absence of rank didn’t mean she could ignore him.


‘The shoe!’ he barked. ‘Are you even listening to me.’


‘I am indeed,’ O’Neil said. ‘The item is being forensically examined as we speak. I hope to have more on it later.’


‘Won’t the blood give us gender?’


‘The victim is female, sir.’


After being her own boss for years, O’Neil was exasperated at having to give Ford houseroom. In all honesty, she begrudged any civilian involvement in a police investigation, especially at managerial level. This was serious shit, not Marks and fucking Spencer.


She’d commandeered the office made available to him at HQ. When he’d told her he was returning to London, she was pleased to see the back of him, but then things had kicked off when the DVD landed in her lap. She’d not given him a second thought until that text arrived. Now she wanted to punch his lights out for briefing her on half a case. That was probably why he’d retreated to the safety of his own workplace; another poor decision.


It was bad enough having Spielberg’s cat-and-mouse games to contend with. Eloise could do without an officious prick like Ford breathing down her neck and making decisions – the wrong ones – on operational matters. A beat of time passed as he digested new developments, his self-satisfied composure beginning to disintegrate. Information was power and she was now firmly in the driving seat. Or so she thought . . . with a face like thunder, no notice or apology, he muted the call and swivelled his chair so that he was facing the other way.


Ford cared less that O’Neil would now have a view of the back of his head as he conferred with his aide. Women who chose career over family were to be avoided at all costs. WPCs, policewomen or whatever they were called nowadays were a particular bête noire of his. He’d come across her type before. At the initial briefing in October she’d shown him little respect. In fact, her attitude at times bordered on hostility. He was in charge of this new shadow squad and she’d do well to remember it.


‘Did you find out who put O’Neil in charge?’ he demanded to know. His aide, a young man with a bad complexion and floppy hair, sat up, straightening his tie. He was being fast-tracked through the Civil Service and was shadowing Ford, himself a junior minister. It was clear the idiot didn’t have a clue.


‘Well?’ Ford barked. ‘You’ve had weeks to look into this. What the hell are we paying you for?’


‘I’ll find out.’ The aide shot off his chair. ‘Was there anything else?’


‘Yes,’ Ford crowed. ‘When you track him or her down, you can tell them from me that Detective Superintendent O’Neil is totally unsuitable. If they argue, tell them she’s chosen a second-rate DS just back from suspension as her professional partner. It beggars belief, it really does.’


It galled him to think that O’Neil had been in post before him. Someone should have done him the courtesy of allowing him to sit in on the selection board. Whoever it was, they had made a big mistake and he wasn’t paying for it if the wheel came off.


O’Neil rubbed at her forehead. What Ford knew about policing she could write on the back of a postage stamp. She ran a tight ship and didn’t see why she had to answer to a man who’d never so much as seen an angry dog. On that subject, whatever was going down at the other end, it was obvious to her that his aide was coming off worse.


Her poker eyes met Ryan’s. He really was the doppelgänger of Henry Cavill, a little older perhaps, deep brown eyes, dark hair with flecks of grey. At her request, he was sitting out of sight. The initial briefing hadn’t gone well. Ryan had only met Ford for the first time yesterday, but he’d taken an instant dislike to him, a feeling that was mutual.


Her attention flashed back to the screen before the agitated aide now facing her realized she had company. The last thing she needed was another slanging match with Ford with a third crime scene to deal with across the Scottish border. So far he hadn’t mentioned it. If he thought that she wouldn’t, he could think again.


She was just waiting for an in.


As if he’d sensed something untoward going on behind his back, he swung his chair round to face her. His mouth was moving but he’d forgotten to switch on his microphone. O’Neil pointed at her right ear and shook her head. The gesture caused his aide to step forward and advise him of the fact that she couldn’t hear a word he was saying. Ford’s jaw bunched. He looked like he might explode. Then he was back online . . . his shouty mouth in full working order.


‘Is that confirmed?’ he asked. ‘The victim is female?’


‘I wouldn’t have told you if it wasn’t.’


‘Then the shoe must belong to the perpetrator. Maybe he was disturbed and made a run for it, thinking he’d get caught—’


‘Not necessarily,’ O’Neil said.


His face was a deep shade of red. ‘How so?’


‘There’s no evidence to support that view.’


‘Then find some!’


Ryan tuned out the grey man to concentrate on O’Neil. After visiting the North Shields lock-up, she’d used the female locker room to freshen up at HQ, keen to get in touch with Ford at the earliest opportunity and give him a piece of her mind. Minutes later she emerged looking remarkably well-groomed, all things considered, and buzzing with energy. Ryan could see two tiny computer screens reflected in the lenses of her rimless specs. Her eyes were like pools of calm water. Such composure. She was seething underneath.


‘Maybe the woman witnessed the offence and knows who is responsible but doesn’t want to turn them in,’ Ford said. ‘Has it occurred to you that she might be an unwilling participant – a mother, sister, girlfriend – now in grave danger or dead? It’s not beyond the bounds of possibility that she was forced to record that message, is it?’


‘You can’t believe that. The subtext of her message was clear. Surely you picked up on it?’ He clearly hadn’t but O’Neil stuck to her line of reasoning and didn’t wait for a response. ‘Not only was she justifying her actions, she was enjoying the drama. If not the main player, my gut feeling is she’s an equal partner, someone with an axe to grind.’


‘This is no laughing matter, O’Neil.’


‘I agree. My apologies. An unfortunate choice of words. My point is this. If the woman were being coerced, we’d have heard it in her voice. If I may be so bold, women are just as capable of serious assault and homicide as men, given the right stimulus.’


‘Which is?’


‘Yet to be determined. There’s every possibility that she may be working in tandem with someone else—’


‘Finally, we’re making headway.’


He had no bloody idea. ‘No, sir, we’re not. The possibilities so early in the enquiry are vast. I deal in facts, not speculation.’


Ford pushed his chair away from his desk, his piercing eyes looking right through her. O’Neil was suddenly wary. One minute he was on the back foot, the next he’d returned to his arrogant self.


There was a long pause. Unsure whether or not Ford had cut the call, Ryan remained silent in the background. O’Neil took a sip of water from the bottle she’d grabbed on the way in, cleared her throat and waited. A ghostly white reflection from the computer screen lit up her face, highlighting every contour, every blemish, every wisp of hair. But it was her grim expression that worried him. Whatever game Ford was playing, it was giving her cause for concern.


O’Neil ended the impasse. ‘In my opinion, there was an undertone of arrogance in the woman’s voice, an ego in play. She’s not acting on impulse or under the thumb of her accomplice. She was cold and calculating. A person I suspect may be a tad unhinged.’ She took a breather, toying with a stray hair that had escaped the pin holding it up.


A sigh . . .


She’d come to the end of her patience. ‘Why was I not told that a DVD had been received by Police Scotland on the eighth of October?’


‘Aah, you’ve been talking to Detective Superintendent Munro—’


‘Never mind who I’ve been talking to. That DVD was filmed on a Sunday and reached Munro on a Tuesday, identical scenario to Brighton and now North Shields. You had victim DNA and yet you thought it was a good idea not to tell me about it? I demand an explanation.’


‘At that point we had no body.’


‘And yesterday you did!’ O’Neil was glaring at him. ‘When I accepted this job I made it quite clear that I would do so only if I was given free rein. If you want to run the enquiry yourself, be my guest. Alternatively, if you’ll allow me to get on, I will feed developments to you as and when I have anything of significance to report. I want full disclosure, on all three incidents, and it had better be waiting for me when I get back to base. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.’


Cutting the call, she blew out her cheeks.


Ryan gave her a round of applause.


‘I knew you had balls,’ he said. ‘Not that you were suicidal.’


‘That’s not remotely funny.’ O’Neil was expressionless.


Ryan was taken aback. He’d touched a nerve, stepped in something he didn’t understand. He hoped he hadn’t upset her. That was never his intention. ‘Isn’t it time you told me what’s going on? Who is Munro, and what the hell was in that text?’


‘A body was found floating in the Tay yesterday. Police Scotland, Superintendent Munro, was on the blower to Control trying to contact Ford. When they couldn’t get hold of him they gave me the heads up, unaware that I (we) weren’t in the loop.’ Taking her phone from her pocket, O’Neil tapped on the text and held the device out to him. It had come from a name he recognized immediately, a senior staff member in the Control Room. If nothing else, it was succinct: HQ, quick as you can. ID confirmed on Kenmore victim – Operation Shadow. Ryan needed no further explanation. It was the code name assigned to their case.
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Their top-floor office was accessed via a private lift and secured with a heavy iron door. As protected as Fort Knox, it was far enough from HQ to operate without interference, close enough to call in favours without undue delay. Ryan punched in the code and stood aside as O’Neil entered, his mind still troubled by the revelation of a Scottish connection.


She went straight to her computer. Using her ID, she logged on. Now the cat was out of the bag, Ford had no choice but to cooperate. He’d emailed documents via secure download. She pressed for two copies, passing one printout to Ryan, and sat down to read the other.


His eyes seized on the classification:


OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE


MEMORANDUM FOR: Secretary of State for Scotland


FROM: Lord President of the Court of Session, Judiciary of Scotland


DATE: Monday, 14 October 2013


Dear Sir


It is with great sadness that I report to you the disappearance of The Lord Justice Clerk, my deputy, Leonard Maxwell, Lord Trevathan. He was listed to preside over a high-profile trial, due to start this morning. He failed to appear and all attempts to raise him have failed.


In late summer, His Lordship organized a prolonged period of leave in the West Country. His housekeeper confirms that he arrived in Cornwall on 20 August, as planned, and was due to depart 12 October. However, he cut short his leave in order to retrieve a briefcase that he had inadvertently left behind; apparently it contained important papers that he needed in order to prepare for the trial. He returned to Scotland on Sunday, 6 October. Sadly, he never arrived at his residence.


Having discussed this matter with the Chief Constable of Police Scotland, I have been apprised of certain details that lead me to fear the worst. It seems that on Tuesday, 8 October 2013, Divisional Command in Tayside received a video recording of a possible crime scene. A subsequent telephone call led officers to Maxwell’s Temple (Kenmore) on the banks of the River Tay. Scene of Crime Officers attended. Blood was found. No body recovered. Utilizing all resources at their disposal, in the absence of a missing persons report or DNA match, detectives were unable to progress the matter further. The video lasted only two minutes. According to the digital time-stamp, it was recorded 6:05–6:07 p.m. on Sunday, 6 October 2013.


I pray that I am wrong to link the sudden disappearance of Lord Trevathan to the crime scene at Maxwell’s Temple, but the timing and the coincidence of the temple bearing his family’s name are of grave concern. I firmly believe that His Lordship has come to harm.


In light of this, I request a special operations unit to examine any further messages, intercept those responsible and facilitate the recovery of the victim, dead or alive. Press blackout and Level 1 vetting of such personnel is essential.


Your loyal servant,


Gordon McEwan


OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE


‘Jesus!’ Ryan didn’t get beyond the first page. He ran a hand through his hair, scratched his head, eyes on O’Neil. ‘I’d love to think Trevathan either flipped or pissed off with a call girl, but somehow I don’t think that’s the case.’ He whistled. ‘It don’t come any more high-profile than this.’


‘The victim or the content?’


‘Both.’ He tapped the letter. ‘So McEwan requests a special ops unit on the fourteenth of October. Wasn’t that about the time you got the call offering you this job?’


‘It was indeed.’ She looked like she was ready to blow a gasket.


‘So the unit is set up, they take us on, but then someone decides to withhold intelligence from the very people they appoint to investigate? Why? It makes no sense—’


‘Unless there’s another unit like ours operating in Scotland. They’re a separate entity altogether.’


‘Yeah, but they’re exceptionally cooperative. I can’t see them refusing to hand it over. If that were the case, wouldn’t Ford have said so, if only to pass the buck? It doesn’t hold true anyway, not if they’re sharing this with us now. No, the grey man is the sticking point, not them, Eloise.’ Ryan stuck his tongue in his cheek, mentally joining the dots. ‘The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that this has MI5 or even 6 written all over it. With such a high-profile victim they would get the call initially. They go in, get nowhere. Then the Brighton DVD arrives and they still can’t make any headway. By this time the case is getting too hot to handle, so they dump it on you and me. If we succeed where they failed, Ford will be stuck with us. If we screw up because we only have part of the picture, it’s curtains for us and he gets to pick himself a new team. Job done.’


‘That’s not an ending I can live with, Ryan.’


‘Nor me. Let’s show the bastard what for.’


O’Neil got up and walked away. He watched her go into the kitchen and fill the kettle, then turned his attention back to the letter. There was a clatter as a heavy mug dropped out of her hand, smashed off the kitchen bench and onto the floor.


She swore under her breath.


When Ryan looked up she was on all fours picking up the fragments. ‘You OK?’


She nodded, her back to him, shoulders tense. Ryan went back to the letter. She had two mugs of steaming liquid in her hands when she returned. He took one from her, failing to mention that he needed something stronger than a coffee hit. If he was reading her right, so did she.


‘What do we know about the trial Trevathan was working on?’


‘Nothing.’ She sat down. ‘Munro said his hands were tied in that respect.’


‘Let me guess. It’s not relevant to our enquiry.’


‘Right on the money.’


‘So we’re supposed to investigate blindfold?’


‘Drop it, Ryan.’


He couldn’t. ‘Whatever happened to transparency? We’re going to need that information—’


‘And we’ll get it . . . somehow.’


He climbed down, mulling over the problem. This was big – this was very big – and he was beginning to understand why O’Neil was under so much pressure. His silence didn’t last. ‘We need to get hold of that information. I can’t work in the dark, Eloise.’


‘It’s never stopped you before.’


She was right, it hadn’t, and it wouldn’t now. Ryan had pulled a few strokes in the past. Stuff he wasn’t proud of. Things he’d go to his grave without sharing. Accessing the force’s HOLMES database via the back door was one example. It would end his career if it ever got out. O’Neil had discovered his use of an old warrant card to gain unauthorized entry while he was officially suspended. Working in Professional Standards at the time, she could have – should have – busted him. She’d made an exception. That was all the motivation he needed to repay her with a positive result.


One thing was clear. If they put a foot wrong, this investigation could see them both back in uniform. Ryan took a sip of coffee, meeting her gaze over the rim of his cup. She pointed to the papers in his hand, inviting him to read on. He picked up the next sheet: same classification, different author – equally prominent.


OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE


MEMORANDUM FOR: Secretary of State for Scotland


FROM: Chief Constable – Police Scotland


DATE: Friday, 18 October 2013


Dear Sir


Acting on information received from the Lord President of the Court of Session, detectives entered the home of his deputy, The Lord Justice Clerk, Leonard Maxwell, Lord Trevathan. The property was locked and secure. There were no signs of a break-in and no evidence to suggest that a struggle had taken place inside.


The Judge’s residence had been made ready for His Lordship’s return by his housekeeper, Mrs Margaret Forbes, who lives on his estate in a cottage in the grounds. She was out when officers arrived, but returned soon after.


Mrs Forbes was away on holiday from 4–11 October. She was therefore unaware that His Lordship had left Cornwall early. She was expecting him to return on the evening of the twelfth and had prepared a light supper for him as instructed. When he failed to materialize she assumed that either he’d decided to break his journey at some point along the way, or that his upcoming trial had been delayed and he’d simply extended his leave for a few days without telling her. This had happened before. She thought nothing of it and didn’t raise the alarm.


Scene of crime officers collected DNA for comparison with blood taken from Maxwell’s Temple. The samples were processed in an expeditious manner and Forensic Services have confirmed that the blood was His Lordship’s.


House-to-house enquiries were immediately initiated and POLSA search teams scoured the area. Search parameters included parts of the Mains of Taymouth country estate and all areas bordering the river. Lord Trevathan’s Volvo estate was recovered from The Courtyard Brasserie & Bar car park on the A827 road leading into Kenmore, proof that he made it back to Scotland.


His Lordship is well known in the area. I am led to believe that he often parked at The Courtyard for convenience when taking his dog for a walk. This is a busy car park at any time of year, but no one noticed the vehicle tucked away at the rear.


Extensive enquiries have so far failed to locate His Lordship or his dog. According to the clerk at his chambers, the two are inseparable, information that has been corroborated by the Lord President himself.


I will keep you updated as and when there are further developments. Please be assured that our investigations are ongoing.


Yours sincerely,


James Price


Chief Constable


OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE


Attached to the back of the report were stills of the Kenmore crime scene and a comprehensive account of the Police Scotland investigation. From what Ryan could see, they had followed protocol and, on the face on it, done a thorough job.


Ryan asked: ‘Did Ford send the DVD footage?’ O’Neil shook her head, a black look Ryan knew wasn’t meant for him. ‘Take no notice, Eloise. He’s making us sweat.’


‘He’s making me puke.’


‘Either way, he’s picked the wrong fight.’


O’Neil shot him her best smile.


Ryan returned to the crime scene photos. The amount of blood at the scene brought to mind the North Shields lock-up. Lifting his head, he said, ‘I wonder what kind of shoes His Lordship wears.’
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They spent the rest of the afternoon poring over the Kenmore report, drawing up a list of actions, familiarizing themselves with the first offence chronologically, trying not to dwell on, or even admit, that they had been blindsided by a Whitehall bureaucrat hell-bent on derailing their investigation. O’Neil quizzed Munro. Voice-recognition experts had already confirmed a link between the Kenmore and Brighton DVDs. They bore the same woman’s voice. It was only a matter of time before North Shields was added to that list.


They could bet on it.


They had one body to examine: Lord Trevathan. On top of that, they had three crime scenes and no clue as to the identity of other victims, but now they were in possession of the whole picture, rather than a partial, and as lead investigators for a series of offences, five hundred miles apart, the Northumbria detectives were hoping to make progress. The only downside was not knowing the nature of the trial the Scottish judge was due to hear in Edinburgh – a priority for them now.


Ryan glanced at O’Neil. The increasing gravity of the case appeared to be getting to her. She was nowhere near as cool as the mint green shirt she was wearing. A contrasting sweater lay draped across her lap.


Drawing his eyes away, Ryan scanned the top-floor apartment. It was brand spanking new, a residential conversion, rather than a traditional office. Unusual because, for all intents and purposes, it was someone’s home, not an elite unit’s place of work. The first time they walked in there to try it for size he knew that his career move was a good one. It had been hard to go back to the open-plan office at HQ occupied by Special Branch and work his notice.


‘What’s up?’ Eloise was staring at him intently.


He waved a hand, indicating their surroundings.


‘This don’t come cheap,’ he said.


‘We got lucky.’


‘That’s crap and you know it.’ His eyes were smiling. ‘You got friends in high places I don’t know about?’


‘Hardly!’ She frowned. ‘Were you dozing off when I spoke to Ford?’


He threw down a challenge. ‘I was just wondering . . . why you? Why here?’


‘Why me?’ She bristled. ‘You don’t think I’m up to the job? Join the queue. The grey man obviously agrees with you.’


‘That’s not what I said.’ He eyeballed her. ‘It’s quite a leap from your former role, that’s all.’


‘I was headhunted, Ryan, same as you.’


‘I’m not getting at you, I just like to know where I stand.’


Much as the idea of being her wing-man thrilled him, his bullshit detector was working overtime. O’Neil should be buzzing and yet since their return from HQ, she’d seemed out of sorts. He figured she was holding out on him and he didn’t like it. She demanded transparency. Well, so did he. But he could see that she was in no mood for his questions.


He let it drop.


‘Ignore me, I reckon I could slum it here for a while.’ He was kidding. The apartment was equipped with everything they could possibly need, professionally and personally – apart from alcohol – including a link to HOLMES, the computer system on which all major investigations were run.


He might even get to use it officially this time.


Ryan was peckish, which was unfortunate because neither he nor O’Neil had had the foresight to stock the fridge with even the basic requirements to satisfy his hunger. He suggested they walk along the Quayside to the Pitcher and Piano. Situated on the banks of the Tyne, the pub was three minutes from their smart new base, an ideal spot in which to review the day’s events, decide on a strategy for their case and grab a bite to eat. With any luck it might snap O’Neil out of the mood she was in.


They ate quickly. Ignoring the buzz of those around them, their conversation taking the form of a mini briefing, several lines of enquiry already obvious for the North Shields scene: the Coke can, the shoe, the axe, the type of video camera used to film the crime scene, whether the same piece of equipment had been used for the previous DVDs.


Ryan stopped chewing, put his sandwich down, wiping his hands on a serviette. ‘If the details of Trevathan’s trial are being withheld, it’s probably safe to assume that it’s terrorism-related, something that might compromise national security. Which makes our case a lot more complex than we first thought.’


O’Neil nodded. ‘And thanks to Ford, we’re well and truly at a disadvantage. It’s hard to believe that all the time I was working the Brighton case, he never said a word about Trevathan or the Kenmore DVD, even though it would have given me something to work with. And now I’m supposed to go through him to get to the Chief of Police Scotland?’


‘Sod that. You’re not going cap in hand—’


‘Don’t fret, Ryan. I went over his head already.’


‘Good. What did he say?’


‘Price? Nothing. He wasn’t available. He’ll call me this evening but it might be late on.’


She took out her iPad to check if she’d missed an email confirming a time.


She hadn’t.


Ryan watched her open the device’s browser. He wasn’t close enough to read upside down as she typed into the search bar. ‘Can’t Ford compel Police Scotland to tell us about Trevathan’s trial?’


She peered over the top of her glasses. ‘That’s a matter for the Lord Chief Justice apparently. Ford said he’d give it a go.’


‘That’s big of him. Bloody hypocrite. He spent two hours yesterday lecturing us about keeping channels of communication open and maintaining reporting lines – all the while keeping the Kenmore files under lock and key – and yet he doesn’t trust us any further than he can throw us. We cannot work this case without full disclosure, Eloise. It’s impossible.’


‘Looks like we’re going to have to for the time being.’ She clicked to open a page.


‘What time are we expecting the other DVDs?’


‘I have a copy of the Brighton footage back at base. Ford said the Kenmore one would arrive shortly. That was over an hour ago.’


The door opened. A crocodile of women wearing high heels and little else spilled in, probably a works night out. A Christmas tree hat stood out among tinsel headbands and reindeer antlers as the group staggered loudly to the bar. The blonde bringing up the rear clocked Ryan on her way in and tugged at the dress of the girl in front.


‘Hey, I’ve scored. Get the mistletoe oot.’


A roar of laughter followed as she held a sprig of plastic mistletoe aloft, pursing her lips, inviting a kiss.


‘Move along,’ said O’Neil, smiling. ‘He’s spoken for.’


Spoken for? Ryan could dream.


He let the girl down gently, a wry smile on his face. ‘Thanks for the offer.’


‘Your loss, handsome.’ She winked at O’Neil. ‘Just pulling his leg, pet. Keep hold of him – he’s lush!’


As the group moved off, the repartee continuing elsewhere, the detectives shared a moment of intense, intoxicating chemistry that caught them both by surprise. It wasn’t the first time it had happened. Ryan had felt the connection from the moment they began working together, though it seemed destined to disappear now that he had joined O’Neil officially as part of the new unit. The fact that it was still there stirred him physically.


He looked away.


When he turned back, O’Neil was working on her notes.


He scanned the pub. The last time he was here, it was in the company of Grace Ellis, a retired colleague who’d helped him in his search for Jack Fenwick. Discreet and trustworthy, her special skills would come in handy if O’Neil found it necessary to bring in outside help. Ryan wanted to raise that with her – it was a stretch to think that they would be able to handle an investigation on this scale without it – but he held back. It was too early to throw names into the mix – better to wait it out. He didn’t want her thinking he lacked faith in her ability. He had a lot of time for her. She was now playing with her iPad.


‘What are you doing?’ he asked.


‘Research.’


‘On what?’


‘Maxwell’s Temple.’


‘I could’ve saved you the bother. It’s a nineteenth-century folly, also known as The Cross, built as a tribute to some countess or other—’


‘And when did you discover that?’


‘When you were getting the drinks in.’ He held up his mobile. ‘You’re quick or dead in this game.’


Dusk had brought on the lights of the Millennium Bridge. People wandered across it to visit the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, or to stand and take pictures of the iconic Tyne Bridge to the west. Beyond it, on the south side of the Tyne, the Sage Music Centre was also lit up.


‘Damn!’


Ryan checked the date on his watch.


‘Are you bored with my company?’ O’Neil said. ‘Or am I keeping you from something?’


‘You will be on Friday – unless I can have the night off?’


‘You are joking!’ She dipped her head on one side, peering curiously at him. ‘We’ll be heading north soon, Ryan. We have scene issues to consider at either end of the country. We’ll be working round the clock, camping out at base for the foreseeable future.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Ryan said casually. ‘Caroline will understand. Maybe Hilary can go in my place.’ Caroline was his twin sister; Hilary, Jack Fenwick’s widow.


O’Neil pretended not to notice how distressed he was. Ryan idolized Jack and had done everything possible to find him. Since his murder she’d taken the time to call on and support Hilary and the kids. In Ryan’s book that was an action above and beyond a duty call. He palmed his brow, wiping away a thin film of sweat that had settled there.


Ryan moved to safer ground. ‘Don’t you find it odd that a senior judge of Trevathan’s standing could go missing for such a long period of time and not be missed?’


‘Not really, no. Judges usually head off to their second homes over the summer recess. With a big case to prepare for, he might have shifted his leave period back a little.’


‘Wouldn’t he call to say he was on his way home?’


‘Call who? His housekeeper was away, remember?’


‘Yes, of course she was.’ He rolled his eyes at his mistake, but he still wasn’t happy. ‘I’d love to know why she didn’t raise the alarm when he failed to surface on the date he was expected. He was a top judge, if he missed even a single day in court it would have major repercussions.’


‘She’s the hired help, Ryan! She wouldn’t have a clue what he was working on. Reading between the lines of that letter, it sounds like he had previous for changing his holiday plans at a moment’s notice. That’s the way the other half live, whether you like it or not.’


‘Maybe. Wouldn’t you think there would have been contact, however minimal, between the housekeepers in Cornwall and Scotland?’
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