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Chapter One

The plane touched down in the dreariest weather imaginable but Viv let out a huge sigh of pleasure. There was nothing like being back on Scottish tarmac. She grinned and felt like clicking her heels together in a no-place-like-home moment.

At baggage reclaim, a tall, heavy man yawned and it repeated along the line of travellers like a Mexican wave. This early in the morning theirs was the only transatlantic arrival and it didn’t take long for the bell to ring and the carousel to chug round disgorging vast pieces of luggage. Viv grabbed her rucksack with one hand, tossed it over her shoulder and headed straight through customs. First one out gets the taxi but before she reached the exit a man in an airport security uniform approached her and said, ‘Are you Dr Fraser?’

She put her hand up to her mouth to stifle another yawn. ‘Who’s asking?’

He gestured to the side with his head. ‘I have a call for you.’

She fell into step with him. ‘Why would you have a call for me?’

She reached into a side pocket in her sack and took out her mobile. She’d switched it off before boarding and hadn’t had any intention of putting it back on until she’d been home and had some sleep. Reluctantly she followed the man to an office and accepted the handset that he offered her.

‘Hello.’

A familiar voice said, ‘Hi Viv. There’s a passenger on the flight you just arrived on that we’d like you to keep an eye on. I’ve sent a photograph; airport security will give it to you.’

She tried to interrupt him but he, Ruddy, a seasoned negotiator, said, ‘Welcome home. Keep me posted.’

‘Fine, any clues?’ Dead tone.

She shook her head and handed the receiver back to the man in uniform then rubbed her eyes. A printer nearby spat out an A5 sheet, which he passed to her. She looked at the face and knew she had seen him on the flight but the idea of tailing someone so early in the day made her heart sink.

The man from airport security said, ‘I can take you back to baggage reclaim through this way.’

The hall was now bustling and she approached the carousel as if she’d just come through the door leading from the runway. There were still a few pieces of luggage circling round followed by about a dozen sets of very smart golf bags. The man from the photograph was part of the group of golfers. Tall, tanned, well dressed in a golfer’s sort of way, but he looked exhausted. He, and his buddies, hauled clubs off the carousel and dumped them onto a trolley. She kept her back to them and faffed around with her phone; it beeped and beeped as texts from Ruddy and Mac arrived in her inbox. The golfers took off and she followed.

As ever, there was that one guy, the morning person, who was the life and soul of the party. The others did a sterling job of ignoring him but she had to give him credit for tenacity. They were all dressed in chinos in a variety of colours; v-neck sleeveless sweaters in pastels and short sleeved shirts which, judging by the way they were rooting around in their golf bags for something warmer, they regretted. They began to don navy jackets with a logo on them and she edged closer so that she could see what it was. Once out through customs again the airport was busy. She was amazed at how many people were queueing for the red-eye. Edinburgh to London four or five days a week had to lead to an early grave. How many survived beyond fifty? Her man being part of such a large group wasn’t difficult to tail but when a minibus bearing the same logo as their jackets pulled up at the kerb, she knew she was in trouble.

Her mobile rang. She switched it to vibrate before jumping the queue for a taxi, ignoring the snippy comment from a guy in a pinstriped suit whose manners failed to live up to his attire. Perhaps he’d never had manners to begin with. Tempted to tell the driver to follow that car she said, ‘See that minibus? Don’t let it out of your sight.’

The driver shook his head. ‘This isnae the movies, hen. I’ve got tae keep within the speed limit.’

‘Imagine you’re on your way home and a big juicy steak awaits you.’

‘Aye right! What planet are you oan? There’s mair chance o’ me flyin tae the moon.’

He didn’t keep to the speed limit any more than the minibus driver did. They took the Glasgow road away from the city towards Newbridge, but before they reached the big roundabout they turned off to Ratho. Viv knew this road was narrow and wiggled, and she hoped she’d remember to hang on to her stomach when they reached the humpback bridge over the canal. She guessed where they were heading but didn’t want to risk slowing the driver down in case she’d got it wrong.

She hadn’t. They followed the minibus all the way up the well-manicured driveway of Dalmahoy Golf and Country Club where it pulled up outside the grand Georgian hotel and the guys spilled out onto the gravel to be met by wives or partners. Golf bags and suitcases were safely stored in the boots of expensive cars. This was followed by a session of backslapping and vigorous handshakes.

Her driver said, ‘Whaes been unfaithful then?’

‘The one that’s getting into the blue Beamer.’

‘Ah, I see he’s the only one who hasnae got a bonnie lass tae greet him. Mibbe he’s no the ful shullin. Ye’d think drivin a smart car like that he’d hae a bit mair upstairs.’ He pointed repeatedly to his temple.

Viv grinned, enjoying his reasoning. ‘You could be right there. Anyway, if you’re up for it we’ll have to keep up with him on his own now.’

‘It’s aw one tae me. So long as ye can foot the bill.’

Viv sat back and relished the melody of her native language. At school she’d been reprimanded for not speaking properly when she used the vernacular. At home and on the streets it was fine, but in the classroom it was regarded as gutter language. Then at university, with so many students from around the world, she’d made an effort to slow her speech down and enunciate clearly, but she’d also realised that people thought you were thick if you spoke in dialect. Thank God for changed days. Now there was nothing she enjoyed so much as hearing a broad Scots accent. Even though she’d only been away for ten days she was warmed by how reassuring it was to come home to it. This was probably an over-reaction in the light of Sal’s easy adoption of an American drawl. She bristled at the thought of it. Why had Sal been so insecure, so desperate to fit in? People the world over loved the Scots tongue.

They followed the Beamer back onto the Calder Road then east toward the city centre. They hadn’t gone far when it turned off onto Wester Hailes Road. Viv sat forward praying that she wouldn’t need to take action anytime soon. He continued south until he reached the Gillespie crossroads where he carried on into Colinton. He was in no hurry.

The driver said, ‘Nae sizzlin steak waitin fur him hen.’

Viv laughed. ‘Doesn’t seem like it does it?’

‘A hope he’s worth aw this bother. I wouldnae gie ‘im hoose room.’

Viv had to agree. He was what you’d call classically good looking, but there was something insipid about him. It might be the golfing get-up. She wondered why grown men thought they needed to dress in ice cream parlour colours to chase a ball round a course. She quickly dismissed this thought since if Ruddy believed he was worth following he was bound to be the opposite of insipid. He turned into Spylaw Bank Road, a cul-de-sac too difficult for the taxi to follow without being spotted.

‘Just wait here.’

‘Ahm no goan anywhere unless you say so hen.’ He glanced at the meter and then smirked in the rear view mirror. This was money for old rope. Viv jumped out of the taxi and trotted down the road that had cars parked on either side. The golfer had turned into a driveway and was now unlocking the house door.’

She rang Ruddy and gave him the address. ‘What now?’

‘That’s fine. We thought he’d go somewhere else first. I’ll get someone to take over now. You can stand down.’

Viv snorted. ‘What the hell? Anyone could have done this.’

‘Yeah, they could have if we’d known he was going straight home. That wasn’t our intel. You know the form.’

She jogged back to the taxi and gave the driver her address.

The West Bow was such a lovely sight. Traders were gearing up for Christmas and window displays were at their best, way too early, but cheerful. Fancy streetlights were already in place but not yet officially turned on. She thanked the driver and asked for his card.

‘Here.’ Along with his card and her receipt he offered her a parting tip, ‘Ma advice, I wouldnae gee him anither thought. A bonnie lass like you can dae much better than that meely moothed smoothie.’

She smiled as he drove off and left her standing on the Bow. If only her life were as black and white as that.


Chapter Two

Viv Fraser slept like the dead until the sound of her landline’s shrill ring shocked her awake. She pulled back the duvet and padded through to the sitting room, her new policy of not having a phone in the bedroom now in doubt. Just as she reached the handset it stopped ringing. ‘Shit!’ She rubbed her hands over her face and through her hair, which stuck out in every direction - the downside of going to bed with it wet. No matter. It was only one of the many good things about living alone: no one could see her and pass comment. The number in the phone’s digital readout was familiar.

She redialled. ‘What can possibly be so important that you’d need to ring me this early in the morning?’

‘I’m on my way round.’

‘No way. I’ve just rolled out of bed. Whatever it is can wait.’

‘No it can’t. See you in three minutes.’

She glared at the phone as if it was solely responsible for the dial tone.

She went to the bathroom to pee and brush her teeth. Mac was pushing his luck muscling in on her weekend.

The buzzer sounded and she let him in on the ground floor. If he bolted it would take him two minutes tops to reach her landing. She left the door ajar and went to fill the kettle.

He tapped gently on the door. ‘Hi, is it safe to come in?’

‘Don’t push it, matey! I feel as if I just got off a flight from the US.’

‘How could you? You’ve slept round the clock.’

She snorted, ‘Yeah sure.’

He said, ‘You have, honestly. Check your mobile.’

She glanced at him to gauge whether he was taking the piss but sensed that he wasn’t and stomped off to get her mobile, which was switched off inside her jacket pocket. She scrolled through her emails. ‘Holy shit! How the hell did that happen?’

Mac came to her side. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you forever. Been round twice ringing the doorbell, phoning, emailing - nothing. I thought you must have gone elsewhere, but I met Ronnie and he said he’d heard you come back and not leave again. He’s pretty reliable so I persisted.’

She put her hand up, ‘It’s okay, I believe you. I’ve lost a whole day. I’m so groggy, I must have caught a bug on the flight.’ She shook her head in utter disbelief. ‘For God’s sake. I’ve got hair clients to contact and a stack of things I said I’d do for Sal before . . .’

‘That’s why I’ve been trying to get hold of you. Sal’s . . .’

His tone made her spin round and stare at him. ‘What? What is it?’

‘She’s had an accident.’

She lifted her hand to her throat. ‘What kind of accident?’

‘I’ll tell you if you give me a chance.’

‘Is she okay?’

His hesitation was enough.

‘What kind of accident?’

‘We don’t have the particulars yet but it’s not good.’

‘What do you mean “not good”?’

She stood leaning against the worktop, now with her arms firmly linked across her chest. ‘But she’s going to be all right?’

He placed his hands on his hips. ‘There’s no easy way to say this. She’s been shot.’

She drew in a breath, ‘No. You’re kidding me?’ The look on his face told her otherwise. Tears sprang to her eyes. ‘She said they wouldn’t let her go on anything active.’

‘This was a lone shooter outside in the car park.’

‘No way. Quantico’s a veritable Fort Knox.’

He shook his head. ‘Yes, it’s supposed to be, but it happened at a fast food drive-thru on site.’

‘I’ll get dressed.’

‘There’s nothing you can do Viv.’

‘Like hell.’ She took off and left him in the kitchen, her mind spinning with fear and frustration.

When she joined him in the sitting room he’d made coffee and handed her a mug. She took it but immediately put it on the desk and booted up her laptop. As it warmed up she handed him a USB. ‘This is why you’ve really come. To make sure I got what you needed.’

‘Don’t, Viv. We didn’t have any doubt you’d get what you went for.’

She interrupted him, ‘I went to see Sal. I just so happened to be in a position to help you guys out.’

It was Mac’s turn to put up his hands and he nodded towards her laptop screen. ‘Okay, okay. Check CNN. They seemed to be the only station who were covering the story.’

‘When did it happen?’

‘The night that you left.’

She scratched at her scalp. ‘I can’t have slept round the clock. I’ve never done that in my life. More than forty-eight hours have passed. That’s the most crucial time.’

He nodded. ‘They’re all over it, Viv. We’re talking best teams in the FBI . . . What happened over there? I mean, in that text you sent me, it didn’t sound as if things were going to plan.’

She slumped on the chair by her desk elbows on her knees. ‘I knew that something wasn’t right when I arrived. She was tetchy. I guessed it was that thing of leading a double life. She’d started speaking differently. Weird, totally weird. I mean who does that unless you’re a teenager trying to fit in?’

‘You do know she was on duty for us.’

‘Oh, I got that, but something else was going on.’ She glanced at him. ‘She had no clue though what I was after. I mean I didn’t let her know.’

‘No. That would have been counter-productive. We needed you to make sure that she hadn’t been seduced by . . .’

‘Oh, she’d definitely been seduced. It took a couple of days before she remembered who she was dealing with. First day I thought she’d had some kind of lobotomy. She was hiding something. My best guess, she actually had been seduced by someone in the biblical sense, someone in her department, not just by the work. Then she sort of relaxed and was like the old Sal again until the day before I was leaving I sensed her angst returning. When I asked her about it she didn’t want to go there. You know what she’s like. She’s stubborn . . .’

He smiled. ‘Well you’d know about that.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Come on, Viv, if anyone’s stubborn it’s not Sal.’

‘What are you implying? You think it was me who was anxious?’

‘It’s not rocket science but it doesn’t matter now. What matters is that we find out exactly what’s happened and whether her cover had been compromised.’

‘You mean whether they’ve found out that she was on a mission for you guys?’

‘I wouldn’t exactly call it a mission but yes. It would be bad if they find out that she was . . .’

‘A mole working for the British.’

‘God, Viv, you make it sound as if . . .’

‘As if she was a mole working for the British?’ You must have realised how vulnerable she would be.’

He nodded. ‘She was actually invited to be there. We just asked her to keep us posted.’

‘Yeah, with what? You know how loyal she is. She’d take risks.’

‘She might have taken one risk too many. We don’t know yet if this really was an accident, that she was caught in some kind of cross fire, or if they were after her and others were . . .’

‘Shit! How many?’

‘Only two casualties and Sal.’

She snorted again. ‘“Only”, for God’s sake. A life is a life.’

‘They’re not dead yet!’

‘Wow. Are we having this conversation? I mean, it’s a terrible day if we’re reduced to this kind of attitude over a shooting. I don’t like it. I don’t think in terms of casualties. I think in terms of people who have families like me. Flesh and blood not numbers.’

She rubbed her face again. She was being unfair and she knew it. He would be just as affected as her. He looked sheepish but didn’t speak. He folded his fingers round the USB in his palm. ‘Thanks for this. Come with me to the office and we can go through it.’

‘I’ve already been through it.’ She stood up and went out of the room returning a few seconds later with another USB. ‘I think, for what it’s worth, that this is much more interesting. Everyone was suspicious. You can’t be in the FBI if you’re not, it’s their job, but one was much more antsy than the others at my being around so I checked out her console.’

Mac scratched his head. ‘And how . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Shit Viv. Talk about Sal taking risks.’

‘Oh there’s no way that she knew, but,’ she nodded toward the new USB, ‘I found all that remotely. You’ll defo find stuff of interest on it.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s kind of a game of I’m watching them watching me watching them. No one is trusted at any level. They’re worse than the Russians.’

Mac nodded but she could tell he was bemused.

‘At least Russians understand that everything is propaganda. The Americas still have a fantasy of truth and honour and all that bull.’ She shook her head. ‘Slow learners.’

‘Not too different here.’

She blew out a breath. ‘Ain’t that the truth. When are we going to learn?’

He ignored the question. ‘Come on let’s get down to the office. I’ve managed to get some CCTV footage sent over.’

‘Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t shoot the messenger. It’s just that . . .’

He shrugged. ‘It’s okay.’

It wasn’t, but she couldn’t think what to do to make it right. ‘Let me send an email out before we go. I’ve got clients to appease. They’re champing for haircuts.’


Chapter Three

On the journey to Fettes Viv stared at her phone and swiped furiously at the screen. Eventually as they were pulling into the car park she said, ‘Yep, I knew I had it somewhere.’ She held her screen up in front of Mac. ‘That woman is the one I was suspicious of. It’s her stuff that’s on the other USB. My plan was to dig a bit deeper.’

‘I’d watch which sites you visit. They’ll be expecting activity from . . .’

She interrupted him. ‘Go on spell it out, h-a-c-k-e-r-s. It’s easy.’ She shook her head. ‘You lot will never get the hang of the fact that we can get in and out without trace.’

‘That’s a lie. You say there’s always a trail. A way to trace any activity.’

She sighed. ‘Changes more often than even your socks. Look.’ She put her screen up again.’

He glanced at it. ‘What am I supposed to be looking at?’

She glanced back at the screen. ‘Oops, here.’ She passed it back. ‘See her. She’s definitely dodgy.’

‘I can’t really make her out.’

Viv expanded the image. ‘Maybe we can have it enhanced when we get in.’

‘If it’s relevant.’

‘Shit Mac, I wouldn’t be showing it to you if I didn’t think it was relevant. Trust me. She is dodgy.’

‘You sure it’s not just your green-eyed monster surfacing?’

She rubbed at an invisible mark on the window. ‘Actually, good point but no it isn’t and that’s probably why I’ve been feeling low. I lov . . .’ She heaved a sigh. ‘See I can’t even say it.’

‘Say what?’

‘I was going to say I love Sal to bits. But if you really love someone you don’t love them to bits you just love them full stop. It’s much harder to say it without the “to bits” at the end. You should try it sometime.’

‘Sadly I don’t have that kind of relationship.’

‘I know, and isn’t it about time?’

They pulled into his parking space at Fettes HQ.

He shot her a don’t-even-go-there look and they trotted up the steps to the main door. The first person she met inside was DC Nicholson. ‘Hi Red, how’re you doing?’

‘Long time no see Doc.’ Red nodded to Marconi and continued. ‘What brings you to HQ?’ She clearly hadn’t heard about Sal.

Marconi interrupted, ‘No time to chat now. You two can have a cosy catch-up later.’

Viv and Red raised their eyebrows in a get-him response.

Viv said, ‘Maybe get a coffee before I head home?’

‘No can do Doc, just heading out. Another time. Let’s get that beer you owe me.’

Viv waved before she and Mac took the stairs to the basement. Mac used his swipe card. The doors hissed apart and they entered. Two or three heads shot up but quickly returned to their consoles. She could have sliced the atmosphere with a knife. What was going on? Mac wasn’t the kind of boss who instilled fear and loathing in his staff but something had them on edge. Got to be the news about Sal’s incident. They all knew her.

Mac led the way to the back of the office. Pale grey walls without any windows made for a sullen space. A long trestle table with three large computer screens was a new, temporary addition. As they sat down two people turned and glanced towards them.

Mac didn’t even look but said slightly too sharply, ‘Nothing to see here.’

Their heads returned to what they’d been doing. This room was the reserve of cyber analysts, listeners mainly, but who knew exactly what they were up to? The two who’d turned round slipped their noise-cancelling earphones back on and stared at their screens. Cyber chatter was incessant twenty-four-seven.

Viv nudged Mac’s arm. ‘You okay?’ she mouthed.

He didn’t answer just moved the mouse and the console sprang to life. A few clicks later, both wearing earphones, they stared frame-by-frame at grainy footage of a car park in Virginia.

It wasn’t long before Viv sighed and ripped her earphones off. ‘You’ve got to have a way of improving this. It’s appalling.’ She hadn’t yet seen Sal but her mouth was dry and she rubbed her palms down her trouser legs.

Mac continued to stare at the screen, then he pointed. ‘Here.’ There was a flash from the top right of the frame. ‘See that?’

She nodded. ‘Yes. That wasn’t from someone in the car park.’

He rewound the footage and they stared at it again and again.

Viv said, ‘That flash definitely came from beyond the car park and not from street level. Maybe second or third floor of that building.’ She prodded the screen. ‘Up there.’

Mac blew out a breath. ‘They are reporting it as a drive-by shooting?’

‘Which can only mean they believe it’s an inside job that they’d like to cover up. We need better footage. Where is Sal’s vehicle?’

He pointed at the screen again. ‘There.’ A black sedan sat with its tail-lights illuminated. ‘Can you go back?’

‘Not by much.’

They both watched as the sedan pulled into the parking space and a woman, not Sal, got out and walked towards the hatch as if she was going to order food. Then four or five shots were fired and she fell to the ground. People started running and hiding behind cars. The window of the sedan was shattered. There was no sign of Sal anywhere but Mac was sure it was her inside the car.

‘Are you absolutely sure she was in the car?’

‘Of course she was in the car. Why would they lie about her being injured?’

Viv scratched her head. ‘I feel sick. But I can’t believe it was Sal inside that sedan. I mean she’d never sit and let someone get her food. She’d have got out and gone to the hatch as well. She’s too much of a control freak about what she eats to trust someone to get exactly what she wanted. Can we find out what,’ she pointed to the woman lying on the ground, on the screen, ‘she was ordering? That might give us a clue what was going on.’

‘Doubt it. We’d have to be there.’

Viv nodded. ‘What are we waiting for then?’

‘I’ve already thought of that. We’d have no . . . ’

‘Spare me the jurisdiction shit. If they are holding back information it’s for a reason and they’re not going to tell us what it is unless we go and make them.’

‘You know we can’t make them.’

‘Well I know that you can’t but I’d like to have a word with the woman I showed you the photograph of. Trust me. She is totally dodgy.’ Viv ran her hand through her hair. ‘I think we’re on our way to Virginia.’

‘Don’t do anything hasty.’

‘That’s the royal we and as far as I remember I don’t come under that.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘You might want to meet with . . .’

Before Mac could finish, the unit doors hissed open and Ruddy came striding towards them. The others in the room must have received some secret sign because they were up and moving towards the exit before Viv could think straight.

Ruddy nodded at them both then pulled out a chair on rollers and indicated for them to do the same. Viv plonked herself down like a belligerent teenager.

‘I guess you’ve seen the footage,’ Ruddy said. ‘There’s a bigger story here than a drive-by. That’s obvious, but what we can do about it is less so.’

Viv opened her mouth to speak but he continued, ‘I can imagine how you must feel.’

‘No you can’t. If Sal is lying in a hospital bed with no one.’ She swallowed and rubbed her face hard daring her eyes to betray her.

Ruddy went on, ‘She’s got more personnel looking out for her now than you could imagine. Our guys from the embassy are on it.’

Viv understood this to be code for MI6 were now in the frame, which meant the National Task Force – NTF - wouldn’t get a look in. But it still meant that Sal would be surrounded by strangers.

‘If you go out there it could jeopardise their investigation.’

‘By “it” you mean me?’

‘I knew you’d get it, Viv. We’re just as worked up about it as you.’

She shook her head, ‘Oh, I don’t think so.’

‘Okay. But what I need to know is that you won’t do anything that could prevent justice being done.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Yes, you do. So for the moment the NTF and associates,’ he stared at her as he emphasised ‘associates’, ‘do the hardest job of all, nothing. Clear? We do absolutely nothing.’

‘And if they don’t get results?’

‘We’ll worry about that then.’ He stood up and blew out a breath, a sure sign that he too was more affected than he would let on. After all if he lost a member of his team he’d take the rap, and have to cope with team morale. Everybody liked Sal. She was smart, funny and easy to work with which made her behaviour in the US all the more difficult to understand.

Ruddy started for the door but turned. ‘You do understand, Viv, don’t you?’

‘I understand . . . Oh, by the way what happened to the golfer?’

He blinked a few times as if trying to recall what she meant. ‘Ah, the golfer. Drug squad are now on it.’ He continued to the doors without looking back.

Mac sat back down at the console and clicked onto the CCTV footage. ‘I’m guessing I wasn’t party to the “golfer”?’

‘Damp squib! He asked me to follow a guy who was on my flight back. I don’t know anything more about it but if he’s saying it has moved along it probably has.’

Viv stood behind him and stared at the screen, willing it to give up its secrets. They were both sure that the flash from the gunfire was definitely not from street level. She rubbed her hands over her face and through her hair. ‘What story would they have put out if an American had been shot on their turf?’

Mac rolled his chair back. ‘Something similar, I’d guess. Come on, I’ll drive you home.’

She pushed her hair off her forehead again and cricked her neck from side to side. ‘Sure. I still can’t believe I slept for more than twenty-four hours. Are you sure the clocks didn’t stop?’

‘You wish. Come on. Are you hungry?’

She hesitated. ‘Not really but I could probably eat. Bella’s?’

‘Bella’s it is.’

It was too early for lunch but as soon as they opened the door into the bistro the smell of her best dark roast coffee worked its magic. Bella approached with menus and they both went to speak at the same time.

‘After you,’ Mac insisted.

‘No, no. After you.’

Bella sighed. ‘How about I bring your usual?’

They nodded. ‘Great.’

Two espressos and fresh almond croissants arrived before Viv could even rearrange the condiments on the table.

Mac smirked when she pulled back her hand as their coffees were placed before them. ‘Service is so good that your anxieties don’t get their fix.’

She heaped sugar into the cup, stirred, licked the spoon then pointed it at him. ‘I can’t imagine what you’re on about.’ She then squared off the sugar bowl, the salt and pepper and brushed away a few grains of something that she couldn’t abide to be on the table, even though she’d dropped them there.

Mac said, ‘So, Doc, what’s your plan?’

‘How do you know I have one?’

‘For God’s sake look at you, you’re like a tightly coiled spring. Besides if I was you, I’d already have booked a flight to Virginia. And I’m guessing that that’s what you were looking up in the car on the way here.’

‘Ten out of ten. I have to go via Dublin to get there by tomorrow night. Probably a better option than going through Heathrow.’

He bit into a croissant and wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘Don’t suppose there’s any way I could talk you into waiting, is there?’

She slowly shook her head and kept chewing.

‘In that case you’d better count me in.’ He took another bite of his croissant.

She stopped her coffee cup midway to her mouth. ‘You serious?’

He grinned and nodded. ‘Never more so.’

She whipped out her phone and began to type. Nobody died if his or her hair was a fraction too long.


Chapter Four

They had a longer stopover in Dublin than they’d hoped for but it was worth it to go directly to Virginia instead of via New York. Eventually their plane taxied out to the runway and she braced herself for takeoff. Once they’d reached their cruising height she released the sides of the seat and her knuckles returned to their normal colour.

Mac had shown his credentials at the desk and they’d been upgraded to business class for a reasonable fee.

They were directed upstairs in the 747 and when she found their places her eyes almost popped out. ‘This is defo the way to travel. On my last flight my knees banged on the seat in front all the way over the Atlantic. The guy in the seat shot me daggers every time he got up to the loo or to stretch his legs. Arse.’

Mac shook his head. ‘They wouldn’t have upgraded us unless there were free spaces which they’d been unable to sell at full price. Don’t go thinking that I was wielding my power, because I don’t have any.’

‘Whatever!’ She stretched her legs and sighed. ‘Oh, I could get used to this.’

Their individual seats extended to become narrow beds. Cabin crew arrived with the offer of champagne or soft. They both opted for soft.

Viv shook her head. ‘Another time we’ll bring straws and indulge in a whole bottle.’

‘Sure. Anything you say.’

They were also offered a pillow, a duvet and a mattress topper type of thing. Viv accepted everything they brought including a goodie bag. She unzipped it and pulled out the contents: velvet eye-pads, socks and slippers, earplugs, a toothbrush, toothpaste and moisturiser. She held up the socks. ‘Really?’

‘God, Viv, it’s like travelling with a toddler.’

Another passenger smiled at their exchange and sipped on his glass of bubbly.

She snorted, ‘You ain’t seen nothin’. Just wait ‘til they bring round the food.’

He pulled on his eye mask and laid his head back. Not a chance of sleep with her next to him. She had her laptop out and her fingers danced over the keys searching for information on Quantico that Mac would disapprove of. Tough. He’d already demonstrated willingness to stray from the ‘book’ by coming with her. But just as that thought occurred to her she wondered if Ruddy had protested too much, and that this had been his intention all along? It made sense. He would want to be able to deny anything that they did. ‘I take it we’re meant to be here?’

Mac stirred, ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ But he lifted his mask and winked at her before pulling it back on.

‘You are a total bastard. You know that, don’t you.’

He nodded and feigned slumber.

She blew out a huge breath. ‘One of these days . . .’


Chapter Five

After eating, sleeping and avoiding the temptation of alcohol, they touched down in Dulles ready for work. With only hand luggage, (there was nothing that they’d need that couldn’t be bought in the US) they were through at the customs gate before anyone else.

They approached the desk with their passports at the ready, but were intercepted by two men in dark blue suits.

‘DCI Marconi and Doctor Fraser. We’ve been expecting you.’

Viv shot a glance at Mac. He shrugged in a don’t-ask-me gesture. The taller of the two stepped forward and put out his hand.

They all shook and the taller man introduced himself. ‘Agent Joseph Freeland and this is my colleague, Agent Charlie Juliani. Welcome to Virginia. Surprised it took you so long.’

Mac shook his head at Viv and said, ‘We over-slept.’

Freeland laughed and said, ‘I forget about the English sense of humour.’

Viv couldn’t stop herself. ‘Oh we Scots forget about it all the time.’

He didn’t get it but knew something was amiss. Mac, opting for the role of ‘good cop’ said, ‘Long flight.’

Freeland said, ‘Follow me. We’ve a car outside.’

Viv said, ‘Don’t we need to go through passport control?’

He turned and pointed to the queue now snaking way back beyond the cordons. ‘You can if you like.’

She hesitated and touched Mac’s arm. He said, ‘I bet these guys know what they’re doing. It should be fine.’

Viv wasn’t convinced but followed them out of the hall, leaving behind the noise of beeping machines and the anxious voices of folk high on the adrenalin of being somewhere new, strange, unknown. For others, excitement was off the scale. There were so many people about. The super-sized airport was like so many things in the US. Outside, bright sunlight and piercing blue as far as the eye could see made the sky look too big and at odds with the occasion. Metal, glass and mirrors dazzled and although it was air-con cold it would be easy to believe that they’d arrived in the middle of summer.

Freeland, a big guy with a formidable air of authority, spread his arms wide and forced a gap in the sea of bodies on the pavement allowing them access to the back door of a dark blue Toyota saloon. Within seconds they were pulling away from the kerbside into the flow of traffic.

Viv said, ‘So were you expecting us in a good way?’

Mac rolled his eyes.

Juliani said, ‘We’d have done exactly the same as you guys if one of ours had been killed.’

Viv’s stomach lurched and her colour drained. She stiffened and gripped the front edge of the seat.

Mac put a hand on top of hers and held tight. She stared straight ahead.

‘Where are we heading?’ Mac kept his voice steady. ‘It’s just that we could probably do with freshening up.’

Freeland answered, ‘We thought you’d want to go directly to the morgue.’ They’d obviously missed the sensitivity memo.

Mac said, ‘Okay.’ He squeezed Viv’s hand. As silent tears rolled down her cheeks, she made no attempt to brush them away but continued to stare ahead, her desire to get out of the car and run barely in check.

Freeland must have caught a glimpse of her in the rear-view mirror. He coughed, ‘We’re sorry for your loss Ma’am.’

Mac interrupted, ‘We had organised a hire car.’ He cleared his throat, stifling his own distress.

Why hadn’t they been kept in the loop by the team back home? Had Ruddy known that Sal hadn’t made it, or had it been kept from him too? Could she have died while they were in the air? Seemed too convenient.

Freeland said, ‘Yeah, we figured that. Don’t worry we’ll look after you.’

Mac looked into the rear-view mirror at Freeland’s eyes, and, like the tone of his voice, they indicated that he did want to look after them. Juliani kept his eyes on the road.

There were two major traffic snags. Each held them up for a few long minutes. Juliani’s thick fingers drumming on the steering wheel did nothing to ease the tension inside the car. Freeland kept up a commentary, pointing out landmarks and making polite conversation about the USA. You couldn’t be an agent and not a patriot. No different from the UK, but most Brits wore their patriotism rather more lightly. Freeland even had a handkerchief sticking out of his suit jacket pocket with stars and stripes on it. To give him the benefit of the doubt, it may have been military issue.

It took over an hour before they drove up to a barrier where Freeland handed the Marine in fatigues his lanyard ID. He was given the nod and they drove on through what felt like a small town. Viv didn’t recognise anything. This wasn’t where she’d been with Sal. They pulled up outside an anonymous building, no signage to state what they were about to enter. Juliani jumped out of the car and opened her door. He didn’t salute her but she thought he might. The building had loads of windows on the ground floor. It reminded her that old fortified buildings in Scotland wouldn’t have had windows on the ground floor since it made a point of weakness. She bit down hard on her lip then licked the tiny pinhead of blood. Keeping her head down she followed the others into the building. What did it matter about sodding windows?

Juliani held open the door as they entered a wide area with a marble floor and two sweeping staircases ahead of them. Heels echoed on the floor surface, and bright lights buzzed around her. She was in sensory overload. Even her hearing seemed acute. She was sensing everything as though she was in hyper fight-flight mode. Mac took her hand. She didn’t resist as he led her behind the two agents towards a door into a long wide corridor with what seemed like hundreds of doors off either side. It felt clinical, like a hospital - more psychiatric than medical. Everyone was on a mission, moving quickly between A and B with the weight of the world on their shoulders, or maybe it was a chip. At some level she knew she wasn’t doing her job. She wouldn’t miss a trick normally but her brain had chosen otherwise.

Freeland stopped and pointed to two doors. ‘You can freshen up in there.’

Mac squeezed Viv’s hand.

She said, ‘Actually I’d rather just carry on.’ She didn’t want to put off what was coming next any longer than she had to.

They continued through the throng of people and noise until Freeland pushed open a double swing door to yet another corridor. The temperature dropped and the smell of formaldehyde became stronger. Definitely approaching the morgue.

She and Mac stood behind a glass partition while Freeland went into the next room. A trolley stood beneath a bright light. She swallowed and Mac gently squeezed her hand again. Freeland pulled back the white sheet. Viv swallowed to catch a sob and raised her free hand to her mouth. Mac draped his arm over her shoulder and pulled her close. It looked nothing like the Sal she’d left behind. The absence of life made her skin waxy and face oddly peaceful. Sal was never peaceful. She was too full of questioning, curiosity; she had zest for everything that life could throw at her.

‘Can I go in beside her?’

Juliani said, ‘Yes Ma’am, follow me.’

Freeland and Juliani stood back and let Viv and Mac stand either side of the trolley. They each took one of Sal’s hands. Viv stared at the hand – how could this be? How could this happen? How could this beautiful, intelligent woman die? She had so much to contribute to the world; everything she did was enriching. It just wasn’t right. Viv felt tears rising. As if Mac sensed it he came round to her side of the trolley and placed his hand on her arm. She glanced at him; his eyes brimmed and she remembered that she wasn’t the only one hurting. There were times when Mac needed looking after. She took his hand and squeezed it.

He pressed his eyes with his finger and thumb. ‘Let’s go. Time to find out what happened here.’

The two agents walked ahead in silence and led them back to the car. They drove for another five minutes to a building which had all the official signage you could wish for. Embossed stars and stripes, huge eagles with their wings spread wide, and exemplary US military uniforms on the door. Finally they entered a smallish room with plush dark gold carpet and panelled walls. It smelled of polish and efficiency. Two other men in the secret service uniform of dark blue suits, crisp white shirts and the shiniest shoes imaginable, were already there to shake their hands, but not share their names.

The one who took the lead said, ‘We’re guessing you’d like to find out who, why, where and how?’

Mac nodded. ‘We sure would.’

‘Well, we’ve already apprehended the shooter.’

Both Viv and Mac sighed. Viv opened her mouth to speak but the man said, ‘We had to put out a story. We do actually have the shooter. It’s gonna be hard to believe but this was the work of a jealous lover. Doctor Chapman sadly got between two agents who’d been having a domestic dispute. There’s nothing complicated about how it happened but we can show you where and how if you don’t feel satisfied with our explanation.’

Mac said, ‘It’s not to do with satisfaction. We’ll never have that. But if one of yours had died you’d want the details, you’d want to see the crime scene and you’d want to be sure that justice was being done.’

All four agents nodded.

Viv took out her telephone and scrolled. Mac looked confused but then the penny dropped. Viv held up the photograph of the woman that she’d been calling ‘dodgy’. ‘Is this the shooter?’

They each stepped closer to the phone. The leader nodded, ‘Yes that looks like her. But how . . .’

‘Call it intuition.’ She slipped the phone back into her pocket and rubbed her face. After a brief outline of how the woman had signed out a particular type of ordnance, then carried out the shooting in a public place, and what was likely to happen to her, Freeland and Juliani headed for the door and gestured for Viv and Mac to follow.

It was weird to see the actual place that they’d been scouring on grainy black and white footage. In bright daylight it seemed benign. The hatch into the fast-food outlet was closed and a cordon was still preventing anyone from entering the car park. They looked round but the place had been cleaned up with military thoroughness. Mac stared back across to the building from where the shots had been fired.

Freeland said, ‘We can take you over there if you like. She had a clear view but would have had to know her partner’s habits to be sure of . . .’

Viv interrupted, ‘Let’s go. I’d like to see for myself.’

They all got back in the Toyota and drove what seemed like a very convoluted route, to get to a building that was relatively close. The row of retail outlets on the ground floor was well maintained as was the stairwell to the offices above. The office that they entered was out of use and their footsteps sounded hollow on a tiled floor. There was nothing to indicate that anything untoward had happened there except a black mark, probably rubber from the sole of the shooter’s boot as she knelt down by the window. Viv felt sick, empty and impotent but had no way of expressing herself except through anger and frustration. So far she was managing to keep a lid on it. She clenched and unclenched her fists, bit on her lip and swallowed back sobs that threatened to tip out. Mac was doing a similar thing with his fists and she watched as he slipped them into his trouser pockets. She copied him but gripped the lining of her pocket so hard she thought it would tear. Was there really nothing they could do?

Freeland coughed. ‘If you’ve seen what you need to see we’ll take you on to wherever you’d like to go.’

She knew that he was just the messenger but she couldn’t answer him and couldn’t look either of the agents in the eye.

Mac laid his hand on her arm, familiar, warm and intent on keeping her lid firmly in place and in so doing keeping his own frustration in check.

He nodded to Freeland and they walked in silence toward the stairwell and back to the car.

‘I think the airport is our next destination.’ Mac looked to her for confirmation. She sighed and nodded her consent.

Neither of them slept much on the return flight. There were too many things to discuss and too much unsaid. They went over and over different possible scenarios but the one that made the most sense was that Sal had literally been caught in the crossfire of a domestic fight. Viv vowed to go through the shooter’s social media to find out as much as she could, but since the FBI already had the agent in custody there was no way she’d get access to the woman herself.


Chapter Six

Viv arrived at the West Bow and could barely drag herself upstairs never mind run up them two at a time. Once inside she unplugged the phone, switched off her mobile and slid into bed. Curled up beneath her duvet an image of Sal the way she’d been at the airport on the day she was leaving for the USA filled her head. They’d managed to avoid a completely acrimonious parting but they both knew they were teetering on the edge of a break up. Their calls had become infrequent and Viv’s visit to Quantico, the FBI’s super training facility, had been less than satisfactory. Some relationships relied on place for security. Take them out of that comfort zone and they were all over the place. With Dawn, she’d had the most disastrous holidays. Dawn relied on people recognising her in public, which happened frequently in Edinburgh and even in Glasgow but take her out of Scotland and she was as anonymous as Viv. Dawn had hated that she enjoyed or even needed the recognition, but couldn’t help herself from fawning over anyone who spotted her as a celeb. Sal was nothing like that but none the less she’d been uncomfortable to have Viv around in Virginia. It had something to do with establishing herself, building the trust of the people she was working with, and having someone from her other life, pulled her in too many directions for comfort. Viv recalled walking the corridors in Quantico, their shoes squeaking in unison on the tiled polished floor. They’d whispered into the unnaturally quiet space aware that behind the heavy doors all manner of information gathering was happening.

Viv wept for what they wouldn’t now be able to mend. She wept for the beautiful woman that Sal had been and the loss of all the energy and love and intelligence that she wouldn’t experience ever again. She was angry with the FBI for not taking care of her. She was angry at Sal for becoming attached to someone else so quickly. She was desolate but also frustrated with herself for feeling anger, an emotion that prevented her from being resourceful. Why hadn’t she fought more fiercely for her to stay at home? Alternating between tears of frustration and heartbreak and back again sleep was unlikely to come. How could it be? How could a jealous girlfriend end the life of someone as precious as Sal? There couldn’t have been grounds for it. Under no circumstance could it be justified. Would the killer go to prison? What did the FBI do with their own when they disobeyed the rules?

She didn’t feel murderous. She wanted justice but a life for a life wasn’t her thing. There were other ways to lose a life without killing. She got out of bed to go to the loo and finally sleep crept up on her. When she woke she wept then slept, a pattern that continued for a few days. Going over and over in her head the way that someone would need to feel to want to kill another person. At times she became numb. At other times the weight in her heart was unbearable. Tears poured then dried up then poured again. She understood this was part of the process and that all too soon it would pass and she’d function again. Why Sal? Why someone as good as Sal? Eventually she got to asking what would Sal want her to do and she realised that Sal’s main concern would be her dog, Mollie.

After a long hot shower she dressed. She’d not eaten since she arrived home and her jeans were loose. She threw things into a bag and headed out to find the Rav. Self-pity was okay for a little while but now she needed action. In Doune she’d have access to all of Sal’s correspondence and she’d see what was happening with Mollie. Traffic was horrendous and it took thirty minutes to make it to the Gyle. Once she was onto the motorway she put her foot to the floor and made up for lost time. The cottage was in darkness and there was no barking. Mollie must be with Brian; why wouldn’t she be? She suddenly doubted that she’d done the right thing. Brian was the best person to look after Mollie. Somewhere on her phone she had his number. She scrolled and found it.

He answered on the first ring. ‘I’ve been expecting you to ring. Want me to bring her round now?’

‘No. She’s probably settled in with you for the night. Be good to see her in the morning though.’

‘No worries. I’ll bring her early.’


***




Viv opened up the cottage and walked into the dark hallway. Every house had its own smell and Sal’s place was no different. She was a fan of scented candles and a tinge of citrus hung in the air. She flipped on the light and closed the door. The silence felt loaded. She dropped her bag, went into the kitchen and laid her hand on the Aga. Warm but it wouldn’t boil a kettle. She bent down, found the switch and turned it up to full. Sal did it when she’d been away for a few nights. She leaned against lukewarm ovens and scanned the room. Had Sal ever thought she might never see this place again? She was a planner but also an optimist. The room was immaculate. She had a vague recollection that Sal was hoping to get someone in to help keep the place clean while she was gone but couldn’t remember if it had actually happened. Knowing Sal it would have. She hadn’t thought this through. She opened the door where the coffee was kept. There was an unopened bag of espresso. Nothing in the fridge. No matter, food could wait until morning. The wood basket in the conservatory was full and the stove already laid; all she had to do was find matches. Easy. Two boxes within an arm’s stretch of the stove. It took a few minutes to get going but when it did she curled up on the couch and visualised Sal over by the Aga pottering and looking back at her with such affection. A smile worth a million dollars.

She woke with a crick in her neck and the stove almost out. She threw a few more logs on and turned the airflow up. She went up to Sal’s office. Everything was in its place and turned off. She crawled beneath the desk and plugged everything back in; the hum of electricity reassuringly filled the room. It didn’t take long to get into Sal’s desktop. It felt odd, definitely trespassing. She listened as if Sal might tiptoe up the stairs at any moment and catch her. If only. What she’d give to see her again, to say how sorry she was. Could they have made it work? Probably not; if you had to force it to work there was something off anyway. Maybe she needed to work on her expectation management - perfection was a myth.

She clicked into Sal’s personal email account and read their final correspondence. It was way more normal than she remembered it. Grief and hurt had made her demonise herself. Made her think she could have been kinder or just more understanding but it wasn’t bad at all. She had been kind, reasonable, even a tad too empathetic. Maybe that was what Sal was reacting against. She wasn’t daft. Her world was about profiling, sussing people out. She must have had Viv’s profile down to a T.

She heaved a sigh, rubbed a hand over her face and through her hair. ‘Get a grip. This is what you need to do to stay sane and to find out what was happening in Virginia.’

She spent a few hours recultivating contacts on the dark web. People who’d made it their mission to access the most guarded sites, including the military, since it was more fun for them - the more difficult the access the more rewarding the breach. These really were people who could get in and out without detection. They could leave behind worms and viruses that would gather info in their absence. She wasn’t bad at hacking but knew nothing compared to guys who spent their days and nights devising software that pushed the boundaries of web surveillance and data gathering.

One contact replied that they would see what they could do. Code for - don’t bug me, I’m on it. There wasn’t much more she could do until they got back to her, so she concentrated on the FBI agent’s social media and email accounts.

She was able to piece a story together of what had happened between the two agents. Their break-up did coincide with Sal’s arrival but there were signs of it going off the rails in the months before. Both had been doing more and more socialising on their own. There were no photographs of the family gatherings, which there had been before. So something had been amiss, then Sal appeared. By the time Sal had given the agent her personal email address it was obvious that they’d already been having a conversation elsewhere that Viv needed to find. Would they have risked communication about social stuff on their official military account? Sal surely wasn’t that naive? She knew that everything was under surveillance.

The more she read the more she chewed her lip. Sal seemed to have fallen hook, line and sinker for this woman. Could it have been an act? If it was an act, a way of being accepted, of gaining trust and access to information, it was totally convincing. She couldn’t work out what she felt. She swung between resentment and hurt and back again. Maybe Mac was right. Maybe she should just accept that it was a domestic and the FBI had got it right. She couldn’t. She had to know if the relationship was real. The more she dug the more she believed it was. When she discovered a conversation that indicated, not explicitly, that they’d slept together she knew that it was real. Sal was no Mata Hari.


Chapter Seven

Viv woke up and for an instant was alarmed by the stillness. However many nights she’d spend in the country she would never get used to the absence of traffic. She tried to move her legs and couldn’t. For a minute she thought she could be paralysed then remembered that Mollie was sound asleep over her lower legs. Brian had arrived at an ungodly hour to drop the dog off. She and Mollie had gone straight upstairs, with no objections from the dog, who leapt onto the bed before she could pull the duvet back.

She rolled onto her side, disturbing the dog who stirred, but showed no sign of getting off the bed. Viv reached down and stroked her ear. Mollie pushed her way up the bed and nuzzled into Viv’s hand, demanding more attention.

‘Good girl.’ She welled up. The dog missed Sal just as much as Viv, maybe more. They were in Sal’s spare room. It hadn’t felt right sleeping in the bed that she and Sal had used. She stared at the ceiling. It had taken a while for the USA to release Sal’s body and transport her home but today was the day of her memorial service. It was all about survival. Mollie was an essential part of that. She clicked her fingers and Mollie jumped off the bed. They both padded to the bathroom where Mollie remained as close as Velcro, even lay on Viv’s feet while she sat on the loo. Viv was in no mood to ask the dog to do otherwise. It was reassuring to have her warmth and affection. Mutual exploitation. Once she’d brushed her teeth she slung on a dressing gown and took Mollie down the drive. A dry crisp morning with only the noise of geese flying overhead, and no one was about to see her in her jammies. They returned to the cottage and she put the kettle on the Aga and leaned her bottom against it while waiting for it to boil. Mollie pawed Viv’s shin, reminding her it was feeding time. She went in search of food and poured it into Mollie’s bowl. No change in the dog’s appetite.

Viv had promised to make sure Mrs Chapman, Sal’s mum, was picked up from her care home. From what Viv understood, Sal’s mum might not remember who Sal was, but it was deemed the right thing to do to bring her to the service. Right for whom? Viv had no idea. She thought it cruel to put someone through an emotional day when they couldn’t remember why they were there.

With an industrial strength coffee cupped between her hands she wandered through to the conservatory and stared out over the River park. She just had to get through today. No one would expect anything more from her. The doorbell rang and Mollie began to bark. A friendly bark as if she already knew who was on the other side. Viv swung the door back and Mac stood on the porch.

‘You okay?’

‘Do I look okay?’

‘If I answer truthfully will it help?’

She tossed him a facetious grin. ‘You’re a wise man. Coffee?’

‘Sure. I thought there’d be some on the go. Listen I know this is probably not the time.’

She interrupted him, ‘And yet, I hear a “but” hovering on your lips.’

‘It’s just that I might have some work for you.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know whether to take that as a compliment or not. You obviously know me well enough to think that if you offer me investigative work it will make me feel better, or is it that it will keep me from obsessing the American’s case?’

‘The first. I was approached by my neighbour.’

She stared at him. His eyes, dark rings round them, told their own story. He didn’t really have neighbours up the hill. She was already intrigued. ‘Up here or down in Edinburgh?’

‘Here. I was out running on the braes and bumped into the landowner. He was also out running. He usually just nods and keeps going but he flagged me down and said he’d heard I had something to do with security. I said that was right and he asked if I knew of anyone who might be able to help him.’

‘He was hoping for your help though, not mine. What is he needing help with?’

‘Missing person. Right up your street. I said I’d let him know asap.’

She scratched her chin. Mollie brushed up against her leg then plonked herself on Viv’s feet. ‘I think Moll likes my company. Maybe staying up here for a bit wouldn’t be the worst idea. Let me think about it.’

‘I could take Mollie out while you get dressed.’

‘Subtle you are not. Besides she’s had her first outing. Why don’t you just take a seat and enjoy the coffee and the view then we can both take her. It’ll take me five minutes to get sorted.’

‘Okay, deal.’


Chapter Eight

As they walked over the River park Mac broached the subject of Sal’s memorial service, and whether Viv was really up to looking after Sal’s mum.

‘I have a feeling that she won’t come. I don’t know why but I think when I try to get her into the car it will be too frightening for her. She doesn’t know me and even if her carer comes with her she hasn’t been out of the home for . . . oh God knows how long. But the consensus seems to be that she should at least get the chance to refuse.’

‘Fair enough. Want me to come with you?’

‘What, you think that would scare her less?’

‘It might. She has met me.’

‘She’s met me too but she won’t remember either of us. I mean she didn’t even remember Sal the last few times she visited.’ She swallowed hard but her eyes filled. She swiped them before they had a chance to misbehave.

They walked as far as the cedar tree on the hill and stared north over an impressive vista that took in a number of the southern Munros and Ben Ledi. ‘Makes me feel insignificant when I look at this.’ She gestured with her arm.

Mac said, ‘We’re all significant to someone or something. Everything is relative. I know our world is poorer without Sal, but we still have each other.’

She glanced at him but he continued to stare at the view. They were both too upset to talk properly about Sal but she knew what he meant about them still having each other. He knew that her response to Sal’s death was complicated by them falling out in the week before it happened. Viv had thought that they needed cooling off time but in reality it was more than that. Things were just not working but neither of them knew how to end it. Viv swallowed again, unable to believe that she’d never see her now. Never was incomprehensible. As a way of changing the subject she said, ‘So, what’s this landowner like? And does he have a name?’

‘He seems okay. I don’t hear bad things about him. He’s quite a gentle soul. More into conservation than killing. No shooting on the estate. Protects the raptors. Can’t be all bad if he does that. He doesn’t strike me as particularly hardy. His name is Sholto Percy. Well that’s how I know him. He’s Lord Auchenban or something like that, but local people call him Sholto. He went to the village school.’

‘What? Right through primary and secondary with a name like Sholto?’ She snorted in disbelief. ‘Wow, that takes guts.’

He laughed, ‘No. Only primary. He went to the usual finishing school for toffs. Eton no less.’

‘Why would you think I’d want to work for him?’

‘Because you’re a justice warrior.’

She gently shoved him. ‘And you’re a bullshit primo.’

They walked back to the cottage in familiar silence, her shoulders hunched and her jacket pulled up tightly round her neck against an enemy that wasn’t present.

When Viv arrived at the care home the manager said, ‘Mrs Chapman’s having a bad day. She had an unsettled night and should probably be kept in bed.’

Viv’s relief must have been visible.

The manager said, ‘Sometimes the less they know the better.’

She’d taken the Rav back to the cottage and gone on to the church on foot knowing that escape would be easier. Mac was at the door to greet her.

A very kind and decent humanist took the service and people shared their memories of love and laughter. Viv learned a lot about Sal that she’d never have guessed but now that she knew it helped fill in some gaps. A good few grand accolades, and earnest tears made the service complete. After all if a person isn’t at their best when they’ve died when would they be? Viv kept it together until they retreated to the village hotel for tea and sandwiches when she was able to flee to the loo where she locked herself in a toilet cubicle to weep.

Sal would have hated all the reminiscence. She wasn’t one for bigging up her life. It was what it was, and yet, she was organised. Even had had a letter of wishes in the event that something happened to her, which stated: a small service in the village church and tea and sandwiches in the hotel opposite. Viv pushed her hair off her face. Sal was more contrary than she’d given her credit for. She came out of the cubicle to a woman standing by the basin rinsing her hands. She nodded at Viv who nodded in return then splashed water on her face.

The woman hovered. ‘I am Mollie’s vet. You must be Viv Fraser.’

Viv grabbed a paper towel and caught the drips on her chin with it. How did she know who Viv was and how come Mollie had her own vet? Surely when Viv had taken her she’d just been seen by whoever was on duty? The woman didn’t seem in any rush, so Viv stuck out her hand and said, ‘Yes. I’m Viv. How did you know?’

‘Oh, Sal talked about you.’

Viv couldn’t imagine a scenario where that might happen. Chatting to the vet about a lover? Sal just wouldn’t do that unless she had good reason to. Had Sal and the vet had a thing? ‘How long did you know Sal?’

‘It’s a small village. Also, I knew her at university. Human psychology had some classes which overlapped with animal psychology.’

She’d beautifully avoided the question. Viv had read Jeffrey Masson’s work on dog behaviour, a disenchanted psychoanalyst who’d found refuge in dogs when Freud had become a disappointment. So she knew there were overlaps but Edinburgh was a traditionalist rats-and-stats psychology department and she’d be hugely surprised if they’d embraced too many overlaps between animals and humans. Masson definitely wasn’t a traditionalist.

Viv stepped towards the door. ‘Sorry to meet you in these circumstances. Oh I didn’t get your name.’

‘Mhairi Lyell. She, Sal, was a good woman . . . How is Moll?’

‘I think she’s confused. But she seems consoled by being allowed to sleep on my bed with me.’

The woman smiled a smile that completely transformed her face. Unsure that there was anything more to say, Viv opened the door and went back through the hotel to find Mac.

She tapped his arm as he chatted to a man whose beer belly indicated that he was comforted by the pint he was gripping.

She whispered, ‘It’s time for me to leave. Moll will be champing to get out.’

Mac said cheerio to the man and turned to Viv, ‘Already using the dog as a cover for your social inadequacies.’

Viv considered this. ‘Bit of both probably. I’ve had enough of banalities and I think Moll would be grateful to have company.’

‘Are you keeping her?’

Viv hadn’t got that far in her plans for what to do next. ‘I don’t know. The city isn’t as much fun for her as it is here. She’s used to big skies and big spaces right on her doorstep. The West Bow is too far from a green space for emergencies.’

‘You talking yourself out of it? I’m sure Brian would take her in a heartbeat. She won’t be short of suitors. I’d have her. She’s a fabulous dog.’

Viv welled up. ‘Whatever happens it has to be what’s best for Moll. So, right now I’m off.’

‘Want company?’

She shook her head, ‘I’ve got Moll.’ She made for the door.

He called after her. ‘I’ll ring you later.’


***




Rain lashed and the wind whipped and whistled down the main street. Viv was becoming familiar with the traders, and one, sheltering in his doorway said, ‘Hellish day.’

She nodded her agreement. It couldn’t be more ‘hellish’. She continued towards the end of the road before turning into the lane where the wind was wilder and she tucked her head and shoulders down and marched on. Mollie bounded round her legs when she opened the front door. It had been a while since anyone had greeted Viv with such enthusiasm and it struck her that that would only change if she did. She dropped to her knees and played with the dog’s gloriously soft ears. Relieved to have affection without feeling she’d demanded it, she wandered into the kitchen with the dog trotting behind her and took out a dog chew. Mollie immediately sat upright with her nose reaching skyward and waited until Viv handed it to her before bolting through to the conservatory to lie on the rug and devour it. How easy it was to please a dog. Viv warmed to the idea of having this kind of greeting and company on a regular basis. What would it mean for her life in real terms if she had a dog? How had Sal worked it out? Sal had Brian. Could she find a Brian who would look after Mollie at the drop of a hat? Her hair clients would love it. Loads of them had dogs of their own. But what about her other work? Ruddy already had a couple of things lined up for her. If they were surveillance jobs it wouldn’t be fair to Mollie.

The landline rang. She let it go to answering machine assuming it could only be for Sal until a voice said her name. She picked up, ‘Hello . . . Yes this is Dr Viv Fraser . . . not today. Tomorrow is possible but what’s so important that it needs attention now? I mean we’ve only just had her memorial service.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘Okay. Here at the cottage. 10am.’ She replaced the receiver and went into the conservatory to join Mollie. Rain continued to lash against the windows but the wood-burner still had some life in it from earlier in the day. She threw a few more logs on and switched the air vent to fully open. It soon caught and began to roar. It wasn’t that cold but she needed warmth and Mollie was still too busy with her chew.

She mulled over the events of the service, relieved that Sal’s mum hadn’t come after all. Many people had turned up that Viv didn’t know, and who was that woman in the loo? Were she and Sal more than friends? It didn’t matter now but it was intriguing. What would she have done these last few weeks without Mac? He must feel Sal’s loss as much as her. Why did Sal’s solicitor want to see her right now? Sal was an organised person but it was too soon for officious stuff.

Viv reached for the TV remote and flicked it on. She surfed until she found a cookery programme. Not usually her kind of thing but just the mindless creativity that she could cope with. She settled on the couch and within seconds Mollie had joined her, curling up and nudging her back against Viv’s thigh.

Her mobile vibrated, she checked the screen, a text from her sister Amanda. ‘Hope U R Ok.’ She replied with a sad emoji.

True to his word Mac also rang. ‘I’m just heading up the hill; do you need anything? I could drop it off on my way home.’

With the phone in her hand she wandered over to the fridge. It wasn’t bare. ‘I’m fine actually. There’s food here that needs eating up.’ Into the silence that followed she said, ‘I’ll keep Moll. She could do with some consistent TLC and I’m just the person to do that at the moment.’

‘Key phrase in that is, “at the moment”. A dog isn’t just . . .’

‘For Christmas, I know but I’ll find a way to work round it.’ As if the dog knew that she was the subject of their conversation she trotted over to Viv and plonked herself on her feet. Viv closed the fridge door and crouched down to pet the dog. ‘It’s a good decision. I need her as much as she needs me.’

‘Ah, now that’s a grown-up statement. How about I join you for breakfast?’

‘Sure but you’ll have to be away by 10am. Sal’s solicitor is coming here to go over things.’

‘Wow! Isn’t it a bit soon?’

‘My thoughts entirely but he was insistent. Come at half eight and I’ll make us something . . .’

Mac said, ‘Just leave the cooking until I get there.’

‘Oh you. I can do a fry-up without any problem.’

He laughed. ‘You think? Try and get some sleep. See you in the morning.’

‘Okay. And by the way, thanks for looking after . . .’

‘You don’t have to thank me. She was my friend and so are you.’

‘I know and that’s why it must be just as hard for you.’

‘Okay. Thank you for saying so. See you in the morning.’

It was as difficult for Mac to receive praise and thanks as it was for her. It had to be a working-class thing. She returned to the couch with Mollie and didn’t move again until she woke up with the dog snoring peacefully on her arm, which had lost all feeling. The cookery programme had long since finished. She turned off the TV and began to switch off lights before remembering that Mollie would have to go out before they headed for bed. Viv sighed. ‘Come on, then,’ she said to the dog.

Sleep didn’t come easily. Twice she heard noises that had to be investigated and Mollie was none too pleased to have to accompany her downstairs to check that everything was secured. The dog’s look implied that Viv hadn’t quite got the hang of the fact that strange noises were a dog’s job and they were much more efficient at it than humans could ever be.


***




When morning came the rain and wind had eased off and her run through the river park with Mollie boosted her energy. She was showered and dressed when Mac arrived carrying a paper bag, which he handed to her. ‘Fresh sourdough.’

She was a big fan of sourdough and she hugged him briefly before switching on the kettle.

‘Are you doing anything tomorrow night?’

She turned to look at him, ‘Depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On why you want to know.’

‘Well you know that guy I mentioned, the landowner?’

‘Sholto Percy?’

‘The very one. You are amazing to have remembered his name.’

‘Flattery will get you nowhere.’

‘Ah but it will because now you’re more intrigued than you were before. He’s invited me to go to drinks. Having a few people in.’ He grinned, ‘Happens all the time in the country.’

‘People in town have drinks parties.’

‘Indeed they do but in the country the invitations are . . .’

She interrupted him, ‘Don’t say they always have a purpose, because it’s the same in town. No one ever invites me to drinks unless they want something - apart from Jinty. I’m guessing Lord Auchenban is exactly the same. What do you reckon he’s after? And is it the first time he’s asked you?’

‘I’m not sure what he’s after but he’s getting married soon and perhaps he thought his wife-to-be should get to know some of the locals . . . or, and this is way more likely, he’s intrigued that I’m a cop. Either way it would be good if you’d come with me. And yes, it is the first time he’s asked.’

‘Okay.’

He blinked. ‘What? As in, “okay” you’ll come without any persuasion?’

She bit into a slice of buttered sourdough and nodded. ‘Only because you very sweetly went out of your way to get my favourite bread.’ She pointed her half-eaten slice of bread at him. ‘Condition. We stay for half an hour tops.’

He lifted a cup of coffee that she gestured to with her head. ‘Cheers. We don’t have to stay that long.’

‘You know me well. What are you up to today?’

‘I’ve a meeting in Edinburgh but I’ll be . . .’

‘I’ll make food if you like.’

‘Great idea in the abstract but what if I bring pizza or something back here?’

‘You do realise I’ll never get good at cooking if you don’t encourage me to practise.’

‘I know but you’ve had a tough few weeks and . . .’

‘So have you. I do appreciate you looking out for me but you have to look out for yourself too.’

‘Point taken. So what kind of pizza would you like?’

She shook her head. ‘Quattro stagioni with extra artichoke.’

‘Good choice.’

‘So this meeting in Edinburgh got anything to do with Sal?’

He nodded, ‘Yes. I’ll be able to tell you more when I get back but I’m guessing it’s a “back off” warning from another security service.’

‘Want me to find out . . . ‘

He raised his hand. ‘That won’t be necessary. Besides I thought you said Sal’s solicitor was coming at 10am.’

‘He is. I really think it’s too early for him to have anything to say especially to me. I mean we were not exactly bosom buddies in the last couple of months.’

‘I think you’ve lost sight that she was trying to get into character. She had a job to do and knew that she might have to get under the skin of someone over there.’

She stared at him. ‘But that wasn’t what Sal was about.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘If that memorial service was anything to go by I don’t think any of us really knew what Sal was about.’

‘Are you saying that the sabbatical was a set-up?’

‘Could have been.’

‘But who?’ She scratched her hands through her hair. ‘I’m not quite getting this. That would make it a kind of double bluff. They, the FBI, set up a position and stick it under her nose in the hope that she bites. She does. Then your lot see another opportunity to use her as a pawn in God knows what. But the FBI know, or hoped, that that’s what would happen so . . .’

‘Triple bluff.’

She choked back a sob, ‘Okay. So she died for what exactly?’

He rubbed her upper arm. ‘I’ll hopefully know better by the end of the day.’

She wiped her eyes. ‘What could possibly be worth dying for?’

‘She kne . . .’

‘Don’t give me that, “she knew what the risks were”, bullshit.’ She felt another sob rising and swallowed hard. ‘I can’t believe she’s dead. I mean only a few weeks ago we were arguing about . . .’

‘Don’t. Don’t go over and over it. You’ve almost wrung yourself out trying to retrace anything that you said or she said that you missed. Someone, most likely that angry lover in the bureau, wanted her out of the way. We’re on it. They’re on it.’

She wandered out of the kitchen through to the conservatory and stared over the parkland. ‘Sal loved that view. It would never have worked. I love the city. See all that.’ She swept her hand in a semicircle. ‘It’s too green and moist and fresh. I don’t know what to do with so much space.’

‘It’s not so bad. You might get used to it.’

She glanced round at him, ‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing, just that the country is a great place to unwind.’

She knew by his tone that he was testing the water. ‘Okay, so you don’t know me well at all. If I’m not pounding tarmac everyday I have withdrawal symptoms. The fact that in the country you never, and I mean never, need to look for a parking space. What’s that about? It should be a problem to park a car. That way you appreciate all the more when a space is free.’

‘Well while you worry about not spending enough time fretting over a parking space I’m heading into Edinburgh. See you later with the quattro stagioni.’

The door clicked behind him and she sat on the edge of the couch. She couldn’t name what it was she felt. Too many conflicting sensations competed for attention. Maybe she’d back out of dinner. Mac would understand. But Mac could do with support too. She heard a car pull up and thought it must be Mac returning to tell her something but it was the postie. He dumped a pile of mail on the porch and reversed down the drive at a speed that wasn’t safe for him or anyone coming the other way. Viv retrieved the mail and set it on the kitchen table. She began to check through it; of course none of it would be for her. She was about to discard it when she noticed an envelope with Sal’s writing on it, an official US government stamp and addressed to Dr V Fraser. It had clearly been tampered with. They had no shame, all mail was obviously inspected.

She ripped it open and checked the date. She grabbed her phone and checked the calendar. It had been written on the day before Viv was due to come home to Scotland. It said,

Dear Viv, I’m not sure where I’ll be by the time you read this but I want you to know that I love you and although my behaviour when you visited left a lot to be desired, it was all in the name of duty. When I come home I’ll explain more clearly but none of it was your fault. I was goading you in the interest of authenticity. I need my new colleagues to believe in me and . . .

Tears streamed down Viv’s cheeks as she remembered how Sal had been. It was as if she’d had a really bad bout of PMS and everything was freaking her out. There’s a shedload of bonuses being into women, but understanding PMS had to be in the top ten. Viv had thought about challenging her, but assumed it would soon pass.

At 10am the doorbell rang and Viv didn’t move. She sat fixed to her seat in the conservatory as Mollie barked her way to the door. Was this meeting really necessary? The bell rang again and reluctantly she pushed herself off the couch and went to the door. The person on the other side wasn’t at all what she’d expected. She’d spoken to a man, so not unreasonably, had anticipated a man. But now a dark-haired young woman in a dark navy suit, with heels that must surely immobilise her, stood tensely on the porch.

She stretched out a hand and introduced herself. ‘Tanya Stevenson. Mr Arbuthnott is unwell and sent me in his place.’

Viv, holding Mollie from going out, pulled back the door and gestured for the solicitor to enter. ‘We can sit in the kitchen, it’s warmest there.’ She pointed to where they were going and the woman teetered ahead. What was she thinking of wearing shoes that would give her a back injury? Pushing down her judgement Viv pulled out a chair for the woman then took a seat opposite. It was no bad thing to have a solid pitch pine boundary between them. The woman extricated a folder from an oversized shoulder bag and set it on the table.

‘Do you have any idea why I am here?’

‘Good question, but no. No, I don’t have any idea and frankly I think it’s too soon for anyone to be poking around in Sal’s life when . . .’ She swallowed. This was not the time to sob.

The solicitor had the good grace to close the folder. ‘I can see why you think it’s too soon but we are acting at Dr Chapman’s request.’

‘How can that be? I know she was organised and all that but she can’t have known she was . . .’ She sighed and put her hands up to cover her mouth. She wasn’t the type to pray but she felt like it. ‘I’m sorry - this is difficult.’

‘If you can give me twenty minutes of your time you’ll understand why I’m here so soon.’

Viv nodded and the woman continued. True to her word within twenty minutes she was wrapping up her folder and preparing to leave. Viv was feeling dumbstruck.

‘You don’t have to take any action. Dr Chapman had everything placed in trusts so that all you’d have to do was make a decision about whether you wanted to use the cottage. Her main concern was Mollie.’

On hearing her name the dog jumped off the couch in the conservatory and trotted through to the kitchen. She nuzzled into Viv’s thigh. ‘I think there’s no question about who is going to look after Moll. She’ll stay with me.’

The woman gave a curt nod accompanied by a brief smile.

Viv said, ‘What are my options if I don’t want to accept her wishes?’

‘There isn’t a plan B yet but I’m sure Mr Arbuthnott will find an answer. Would you like me to ask him?’

‘Yes. Yes I would. Thank you.’

When the door clicked shut Viv put her back against it and slid down to the floor. Mollie pushed her muzzle under her elbow and lay down with her chin on Viv’s knee.

Viv blew out a huge breath. ‘What are we going to do?’ They stayed like that until eventually she rubbed the dog’s ears then jumped to her feet. ‘Right, this feeling sorry for myself isn’t working. Time to get down to some serious work, take action. Action! Action! Action!’

Mollie leapt up and circled as if she was in for another walk but Viv had other ideas. She took the stairs two at a time and grabbed her laptop. Better to keep busy and now was as good a time as any to snoop online about Lord Sholto or Auchenban or whatever else he called himself. He could live to regret this. The first things that came up were the ‘civic duties’ expected of a landowner in a small community. Opening the gala, giving prizes to the allotment group winners, the kinds of things that Viv thought had gone out with the floppy disk, but not so. Local newspapers covered every movement he made around the village, or so they thought. She had ways of getting behind the scenes and had no reluctance to pry where others couldn’t.

She discovered that he was a member of a private group of boys, now men in theory, who’d been anti-sport at school. He’d been part of the dramatic society and had been on a committee for organising trips abroad to see European fine art. A world apart from her own school experience at Forrester High, although to give her teachers credit she had built up plenty of stamina going gorge walking, rock climbing and the odd canoeing trip. Florence and Venice were off the curriculum. It was as if he’d organised the Grand Tour for the 21st century. It seemed that in some ways, although geographically their school trips had been worlds apart, psychologically they were all hotbeds of friendships. Friendships that differed from those you might build at the school dance, or with folk that lived near you. A stronger bond was created when you’d been seen and accepted at your most vulnerable. This appeared to be the case with Sholto and his buddies from the arts and dramatic groups. What happened on those trips to cause that to happen? Had he stuck his neck out for someone, or the group, or maybe put himself at risk? He was certainly held in high esteem for something and they all had titles so it wasn’t social deference.

She stopped for coffee at lunchtime and let Mollie into the garden for a minute, but was interested to find out more about this man who had become something of an enigma. She spent the afternoon trawling articles and social media for anyone he’d been friends with. You never knew what tiny piece of information was going to matter so it was all worth checking. Occasionally she made a note of a name or venue so that she could pick up the trail once she’d done with each page. At home she’d have multiple screens and windows open but here she was down to one which made for laborious research. Once she’d seen enough of Sholto, his family and his chums she went back to Sal’s study and rebooted her computer but Mollie whimpered and Viv was shocked to see that it was already dark outside.

‘Shit! I’m so sorry. Let’s get you out before you burst.’

The sky had cleared and she could see her breath ahead of her. A sliver of a moon crept up over the woods illuminating the path towards the old chapel. With the river on her right and the woods on her left she jogged with the dog on an extending lead, aware that having Mollie with her was a bonus. Two sets of eyes were better than one and the dog’s senses were on hyper alert at all times unlike someone who became distracted by memories or what had to be done tomorrow Mollie was totally in the moment. Viv was beginning to appreciate how much she’d learn from spending time with Mollie. How much energy could be conserved if only she wasn’t worrying about the immediate past or future? Mollie suddenly pulled and tried to take off. A deer got up from behind a patch of brambles and trotted up the steep bank and into the wood. Viv’s heart pounded. She had a pretty acute sense of smell but couldn’t compete with Mollie. Maybe there would be a way to train the dog to help her make better use of her own senses. When they reached the chapel they about turned and retraced their steps along the bank and over the river park towards the cottage. The cattle had been taken off during a really wet weekend and left deep hoof prints now freezing into narrow holes. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness. Only the moon illuminated the path now that it was clear of the tops of the trees. The ground was precariously uneven but she needed the jog. As she reached the stile on the garden fence Mac’s car pulled into the drive.

‘Perfect timing,’ she called out.

He raised a huge box covered with what looked like a giant tinfoil pillow. ‘Dinner is served.’

‘God I’m starving.’ She stroked Mollie’s ears, ‘You must be too. Come on let’s get you fed.’

‘You take a torch with you when you go out at night?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ve got my phone. It has a beam which lets me see to unlock the door but it doesn’t stretch far. Why? You worried about me?’

‘Always. I’m always worried about you.’

She stopped in mid flow of putting food down for the dog. ‘You’re not serious are you?’

He pottered around getting plates from the cupboard and cutlery from the drawer. ‘I am serious. There’s never a day that I don’t think about you and your safety.’

‘Wow! You should get out more.’

‘I would if you’d come with me.’

‘God Mac, not that old nugget. Pulling a Nigel-nae-pals on me.’

‘No, just haven’t found anyone whose company I prefer.’

She walked over to him. ‘Are you serious?’

He stopped unwrapping the pizza, ‘Sadly, yes. Let’s eat before you have a panic attack.’ He continued pulling out the pizza and laid slices on plates.

She was silenced.


***




The following morning she woke up feeling rested and ready to get stuck in to Sal’s correspondence. The meeting with the solicitor could be put to one side. As the woman had said, she didn’t need to make any decisions at the moment. In fact now would be the worst time to do anything. Mac’s revelation that he worried about her was a shock but there was also not much she could do about that apart from prove to him that she could look after herself. Maybe she should think about doing weights. She stretched, Mollie sighed at being pushed off her legs. ‘Come on. Let’s get moving.’

The dog trotted beside her to the bathroom then bolted down to the front door. A quick trip down the front drive and back before breakfast was all she had time for. Today was a day for digging into Sal’s secrets. Everyone had secrets but did she want to know what Sal’s were? Only one way to find out. In the first couple of hours she’d reinforced her view that she hadn’t known Sal as well as she thought she had. Sal had been working on so many different projects, not just for police in the UK but from Sweden, Turkey, and even one in Australia. Profiling seemed to be a skill that could be expanded cross-culturally. That said, the case from Australia had involved a man who had begun his criminal life in the UK but continued it across Europe before finding his way to Sydney. He was now serving the rest of his life behind bars thanks to Sal’s work.

Mollie stirred just as the doorbell rang and interrupted her concentration. She sighed and went down to answer it. Brian was on the doorstep out of breath.

His words tumbled out. ‘There are two official looking guys in a dark blue saloon trying to find you. They drove into the back drive and wandered about the lodge and were on their way to the old house when I caught up with them. They asked where to find you. I said here, but that they’d have to drive back into the village to find it. I’ll make myself scarce before they arrive but thought I’d give you a heads-up. They’ve got American accents.’

She raised her eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Thanks.’ She craned her neck as she heard the rumble of tyres on gravel at the bottom of the drive.’

Brian took off round the back of the cottage and over the paddock, out of sight.

The car pulled up and she reopened the door wide and stepped onto the porch, Mollie at her heels.

‘Hello, what can I do for you?’

‘Are you Dr Viv Fraser?’

‘I am. Who wants to know?’

‘We’re from the US consulate. We’ve been asked to deliver this. Do you have any ID?’

‘I could say the same to you.’

He pulled out a lanyard with his name, Brad Blewitt. A photograph of him and the address of the consulate in Edinburgh on it. She nipped inside and brought out her Fettes pass. ‘This do?’ They both checked it and nodded.

Both men were taller than six feet but the one closer to seven feet handed her an envelope. The official FBI logo on the front was a bit of a give-away.

She smiled. ‘I don’t suppose they could have put it in the post?’

The same man shook his head. ‘My orders were to see that it made it to your hands and your hands only.’

‘Well, thank you. Do they expect a reply?’

‘My job is just to make sure you got it.’

They got back into the car and reversed out the way they came. There was a place to turn beyond where the Rav was parked but they were already backing out before she thought to show them.

Inside she slipped the kettle onto the Aga and found a knife to slice open the envelope. It was dated that morning and it felt as if the ink had barely dried. She read slowly then reread it. They were tracking every action on Sal’s accounts and knew that she was on the inside. If she didn’t back off it would be deemed a cyber crime and she’d be hauled over the FBI version of hot coals. She grinned. That could be interesting. She returned to the study, switched off Sal’s desktop and went back down and made coffee. She typed Brad Blewitt into her laptop. He was exactly what his lanyard claimed: security to the consulate, although photographs indicated that he spent more one-on-one time looking out for the principal officer. The FBI must be hoping for some action from those accounts to secure their case otherwise they could have crashed them and saved themselves the trouble of sending her an actual paper message.

Sal still had a whole load of correspondence in real files that she could go through, so that’s what she turned to. Sal had three wooden filing cabinets that were locked. The keys had to be somewhere close by so she riffled about in the desk until she found them. She wondered what it must be like to be so organised but dismissed the thought since even within her own chaos there was order that only she knew.

It was heart-breaking reading through someone’s life when you knew they wouldn’t return to resume what they’d so painstakingly invested in. The person who benefited most from Sal’s care was Viv. Electricity bills were filed in order with treasury tags. Same for bank accounts and estate accounts. A glance through these made her realise how much Sal had been involved in the day-to-day running of things. She’d assumed that Sal must have let the trust deal with things but she hadn’t. She had the last word even down to whether they had barbed wire on their fencing or not. Not, was Sal’s decision. She wouldn’t allow chemicals to be used for weed killing but instead bought a fierce machine like a dragon that burnt them. What a revelation it all was. Could she become interested in this kind of stuff? Maybe in time but it wouldn’t happen overnight. She discovered the invoices for Mrs Chapman’s care home. Eye watering but all paid. Machinery was a major outgoing. She’d had no idea that Sal was doing all of this stuff as well as being an international profiler. Maybe the contrast was what worked for her, in the same way if Viv had too much investigation she craved hairdressing. One thing balanced the other.

The room was stuffy and she needed fresh air. Moll, delighted as ever at the prospect of a walk, birled and sprinted to the door. Viv clipped a lead onto her collar and they walked up the original drive and round the tower of the old house. She pulled her collar up round her chin to protect herself from light rain being blown in waves by the wind. She heard the guttural thrust of an engine starting and dying then starting up again. When she rounded the base of the tower she spotted Brian beneath a shelter with a lawnmower up on a ramp.

‘So this is what you get up to?’

‘One of many things to do in a day here.’

‘How do you keep track of what needs done?’

‘I’ve got a year planner marked with the jobs to do each month but everything relies on the weather. Because it’s been so wet it’s harder to do tree work. So I come indoors.’

‘Not exactly indoors is it?’

He wiped his hands on a rag and switched the engine off. ‘No, but at least it’s dry. If you want to see the planner it’s no bother. Sal organised it a few years back. It’s a godsend.’

‘Maybe some time. At the moment I’ve . . .’

He nodded. ‘Aye. There’s a lot to take in. But when you’re ready let me know. I got a letter from her solicitor. They said you’d be taking over.’

Her eyes almost popped out, ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do. She’s organised things so that whatever happens you’ll continue as you have been.’

‘She and I had a meeting once a week to go over what’s on the calendar. If there’s anything I can help you with just let me know.’

Viv looked at him. ‘I’m sure if you carry on the way you are we’ll both find a way through this.’

She tugged at the lead and raised her hand to wave. Mollie bolted ahead and made for the stile into the paddock. It was rickety, one more thing to think about having fixed. As she walked a deep sadness seeped into every muscle in her body. The sheer waste of such an amazing person was unfathomable. She understood why Sal had left things the way she had since she didn’t seem to have anyone else to leave it to but she didn’t want to live in the country and felt coerced, frustrated by the extent of Sal’s will. She had to find a way of not getting dragged into being someone she was not. This was Sal’s life not hers.

Light was fading and out in the open field the wind swirled the rain around. She wasn’t up for getting completely soaked so they headed back. The cottage was warm and comfortable. Too comfortable. It wasn’t right. In the US they’d even fought over Christmas. They both always worked at Christmas so why they’d found it worth arguing over was anyone’s guess. In her heart she knew that she and Sal wouldn’t have worked things out. Two strong women, too independent for their own good - nothing was going to change that. She felt ashamed at being named as the beneficiary of all this.

She returned to Sal’s files, opening one of the other cabinets. Sal knew that Viv would be the person to go through these documents so she’d never have left anything behind that she didn’t want found. Or would she? Her phone pinged with a text from Mac. ‘Hope you’re ready, I’m on my way.’

‘Shit!’ She’d forgotten about the drinks party.


Chapter Nine

When Mac arrived she was already on the porch waiting for him. She jumped into the Audi and they took off through the village towards the distillery. Not far after turning off the main route they took a right through a pillared entrance with a turreted gatehouse lit up like a miniature fairy castle. The drive was an impressive mile, or more, with estate fencing lining either side. Mature specimen trees were caught intermittently in the headlights as they drove through the parkland.

‘Impressive amount of space to have around your house. Sheep; you think they have to have sheep to cut the grass?’

Mac said, ‘Rare breeds. Something interesting to look at.’

‘Talking of rare breeds, do you know anything about Sal’s wishes?’

‘Not much. Just that she thought you were the woman for the job. She thought you’d make wise decisions. Also she doesn’t have any family apart from her mum. I’m guessing she’ll have sorted out her mum’s needs.’

‘I don’t want the hassle. If you knew what I had to go through with Dawn’s family you’d understand that when someone leaves you all their worldly goods it’s a burden. I don’t need or want worldly goods. I never even owned a flat until Sal very generously sold me the West Bow. It’s more than I need.’

‘You could give it to the National Trust or something.’

She sighed. ‘It’s not that easy. Wow!’ The house came into view. A large circular area in front was already full of parked cars. ‘It’s amazing. How old is it?’

‘Not as old as it looks. The bits that look like a castle are Edwardian but I think there’s a really old core to the house that you can only see when you’re inside.’

They approached the front door and it swung open before they had to ring the bell. A young man in dark trousers and a white shirt took Mac’s coat. Viv said she’d rather keep her jacket on.

Mac said, ‘You’ll have to wait for me if you’re planning an early escape. We should have a code.’

‘Yeah, like “We’re out of here”.’

Mac smiled and put his hand in the small of her back. ‘This way. Follow the noise.’

‘I’d much rather snoop around.’

‘Oh, I expect you’ll make time for that after you’ve had a drink.’

A waitress dressed in the same kit as the man at the door approached them balancing a drinks tray. The young woman’s make-up was perfect, eyebrows applied as if she’d prepared for a photo-shoot. Mac took soft and she took a glass of fizz and nodded her thanks. Within seconds a tall broad man, dressed in Ralph Lauren, edged through the gathering and shook Mac’s hand. He turned to Viv. ‘You must be Viv. Sholto. I’m so sorry to hear about Sal. She was one helluva lady.’

This was completely unexpected and threw Viv off balance. ‘Thank you. She was indeed an amazing woman.’ Sal would never have appreciated being called a lady. It was no compliment in her eyes, just a way for society to divvy up the classes. Women of the working class were never regarded as ladies. Ladies were defined by what they didn’t do rather than what they did. They didn’t run in the corridor, they didn’t sit with their knees apart, they didn’t speak their minds but instead said what people wanted them to say, didn’t ruffle any feathers. No, Sal wouldn’t have risen to Sholto’s outdated, but probably well intentioned, comment. People don’t know what to say to the bereaved so filled the gaps with platitudes. Viv had done it herself many a time but now just wanted to go home, discard her armour and crumple on the couch with Mollie. She glanced at Mac who was staring at her. She questioned why with her eyebrows.

He said, ‘So, Sholto, what is it that you think we can do for you?’

Viv was impressed. No beating about the bush for Mac.

Sholto glanced around him to check for anyone who might overhear what he was about to say. Just as he said, ‘I think . . .’ a tall woman with strawberry blonde hair swept up into a knot, with tendrils immaculately freed from their tether and framing a heart-shaped face, came breezing over and took his arm. ‘Sholt I’d like you to come and meet . . .’

She dragged him away before they heard who was so important that he had to meet them at that precise moment.

Viv turned to Mac. ‘You think that’s our cue for a retreat?’

Mac shrugged. ‘You can wait in the car if you like. I’d better do a round of the room and maybe get a feel for his nearest and dearest. I mean if that was her, the soon-to-be wife, her manners weren’t exactly polished.’

‘Okay, I’ll hang about. Try and meet his family.’

‘Actually. If you are going to stay why don’t you find out more about her family? We can get two lots of info for the price of one.’

She glanced at a clock on the mantelpiece. ‘See you back here in twenty minutes.’

Mac also glanced at the clock. ‘Is it a test?’

‘Of course, you just set it.’

‘Deal.’

And with that he wove through the crowd. The waitress returned and asked Viv if she’d like a top-up. Viv shook her head and raised her half-full glass, ‘No, thanks. I’m still all right. I’m new to the area. Do you know Sholto’s girlfriend’s name?’

The young woman blushed, ‘Pamela Hamilton.’

Viv raised her eyebrows in a question. If the waitress was local they’d definitely have had a nickname for the girlfriend and she’d lay bets on ‘Pam the Ham’.

‘Ah, you mean Pam the Ham?’

The waitress’s eyes almost popped out. ‘I thought you weren’t local.’

‘I’m not. But who wouldn’t call someone with that name “Pam the Ham”? I mean . . .’

The waitress blushed again. ‘She’s older than me but my brothers and sisters were at primary with her. She was quite . . .’ She gestured with the hand holding the bottle.

‘Ah so she had what was once called puppy fat?’

The girl’s face turned a deeper red. ‘I’d better get this served.’

‘Just before you go, are Pamela’s family here?’

The waitress nodded towards the window where a man in his thirties was in conversation with an older couple. ‘Those three are all Hamiltons: brother, dad and stepmother.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

Viv squeezed through a couple of other pairs who were polite enough to move to let her pass but not to ask if she was okay. Locals keeping themselves to themselves, and the Hamiltons clearly keeping it within the family. As she drew closer the son suddenly uncrossed his arms and planted his feet wider than shoulder width. Ready for attack or defence?

The stepmother was speaking through slightly gritted teeth. ‘It had to be done.’

Dripping sarcasm, the son replied, ‘Really?’ dripping sarcasm.

And right on cue the father said, ‘Don’t you take that tone with . . .’

He dropped his voice so Viv couldn’t pick up the name. One reliable way to find out. She backed into the stepmother and as she’d hoped the woman spilled her drink.

‘Oh God, I’m so sorry. I’m . . .’

The woman looked as if she was about to give Viv a rollicking but then her face changed, ‘Oh, don’t worry, dear, you’re the woman who has . . .’

The son coughed to interrupt her, took her glass and said, ‘I’ll get you another drink, Brenda.’

The father put out his hand, ‘Hello, I’m Hugo Hamilton and this is my wife Brianna.’

Viv’s face must have registered confusion.

Mr Hamilton tightened his jaw and said, ‘Brenda’s an in joke.’

Brianna bristled, indicating that she wasn’t getting too many laughs from it.

‘What a lovely house this is,’ Viv said, hoping for a way into a conversation.

Hugo said, ‘Yes, I think Pamela will want to make a few changes to the décor. But it does have potential.’

The house had a mix of old and new, one or two lamps on the camp side of Liberace. Vases of Strelitzia and Eryngium set in architectural displays on every surface showed attention to detail that even Mac, with his love of large chandeliers, couldn’t compete with.

Viv said, ‘It certainly packs a punch.’

Brianna flinched. ‘It’s slightly over the top for Doune don’t you think?’

Viv shuddered knowing the question for what it was: a way to coerce someone into an agreement that they didn’t want to make since it would deny social convention to disagree. Viv said, ‘Oh, I can see it has some merit. It’s quite fun, no?’

Right back at you. In no mood for games she said, ‘Sholto seems like a nice man.’

A warning look passed from husband to wife who said, ‘Maybe too nice for his own good.’

The husband said, ‘Bree. I don’t think, sorry I didn’t catch your name.’

‘Viv, it’s Viv Fraser.’

The son reappeared with a glass of bubbly and handed it to his stepmother. He then put out his hand. ‘Hugo.’

Viv shook his hand. Not very creative with their names. Two Hugos and a Pamela. She wondered if the first Mrs Hamilton had been Pamela too.

Hugo junior said, ‘So how do you know Sholto?’ Oblivious to the previous conversation.

‘Oh I don’t really. My partner is over there. He’s obviously got chatting about something interesting. He lives on the Braes.’

Hugo junior’s face turned to an expression of concern. ‘Is he a tenant?’

‘No. No he isn’t.’

A brief look of relief passed over his face, and he said, ‘So how long has he known Sholto?’

‘Oh not long, although I couldn’t be sure. I expect you’ve all known him all his life?’

Hugo senior, ‘Yes, yes. Our families grew up together. Inevitable. Inevitable.’

Viv said, ‘Sorry? What was inevitable?’

‘That he and Pammy would end up together.’

Hugo junior snapped, ‘Only inevitable because you made it thus. Pammy would have been just as . . .’

Hugo senior, ‘That’s enough Hugo. I’m sure Viv doesn’t want to hear our domestic history.’

Oh, but she does. She was already building the family politics into something useful. Why did children, whatever age they were, feel threatened by stepmothers? And vice versa. When money or property were in the frame it seemed unavoidable. What was it that Hugo junior believed wasn’t inevitable? What else could Pamela have been happy doing or becoming? Just as Viv was about to ask this question a man dressed in tweed bustled into the space and to the relief of Mr and Mrs Hamilton the conversation turned to the amount of money the wind farm had generated that month. Time to make a move to leave.

Viv raised her glass, said cheers to them all and slipped into the crowd making her way to where she’d last spotted Mac. He was still in conversation with a group of three so she caught the waiter and asked where the loo was. The country house loo was often where the real family portraits were. Photographs of generations all Blu-Taked onto boards and hung up for the inner world to see, until nights like these when they were made available to all and sundry. This loo was grander than others she had been in. No sign of the usual horsey or doggy tack. A double marble basin with shiny brass taps, white linen curtains thick enough to hold back the Armada and a beautiful art deco lamp. It reminded her of an old theatre dressing room. Inside the actual loo cubicle she found what she knew she would - pinned to each wall, the ubiquitous panels of family snaps. She had to use the torch on her phone to get a proper look at them but they made for interesting research.

Lots of early prints of what must have been Sholto with his parents, Sholto looking very unhappy on a pony, which would account for the absence of tack around now. A happy carefree young Sholto with a little cherubic girl who must be Pamela on a pony and another small boy featured in many. In a photograph of his year at Eton, Sholto looked utterly miserable. Stern and lacklustre. It was like staring at someone’s evolution in pictures. Photographs of him and Pamela as teenagers were equally carefree. Viv wondered where the girl had been packed off to, to ‘finish’ her education. She’d probably have a social media presence with her old school.

Viv heard the outer door being tried, so quickly took photographs of any pictures that she thought might be useful. She flushed the loo, washed her hands in the lovely marble basin and then opened the outer door to come face to face with Pamela.

‘Hello, I don’t think we’ve met, I’m Pamela Hamilton.’

Viv was about to put out her hand but instinct told her this wasn’t Pamela’s form. ‘Hi. Viv Fraser. I’m a friend of Marcus.’

Pamela’s brow furrowed, then as if she worked it out, ‘Ah, do you mean the detective?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah, in that case you are also a detective.’

‘Well, no actually, that’s not how I would describe myself . . .’ Viv wondered how best she should describe herself but was rescued by Sholto and Mac approaching. Pamela put on her best hostess’s face and said, ‘Excuse me, I must nip in here.’

Sholto said, ‘Follow me.’

And they duly trotted behind him down the corridor where there were rooms with dog beds and bowls. They shot past those and continued into the heart of the house eventually coming to the bottom of a grand staircase.

Sholto glanced upstairs. ‘Yes I think it’s worth going to my study. No one will bother us there.’

The room was small with a neat desk, always a worry, and a couple of big chairs at either side of a fireplace. Sholto indicated for them to take a seat. She and Mac did as invited and Sholto perched on the edge of his desk. ‘This is a delicate subject for me and I’m sure I can be guaranteed your discretion.’

Not a question, a statement of fact. His innate sense of entitlement not something he’d question. Of course he could command their confidence. He was who he was. Their silence must have caught him off guard because he said, ‘Well can I rely on your discretion?’

Mac said, ‘It depends on what you’d like us to be discreet about. If you murdered someone or committed any crime then . . .’

Sholto blew out a breath. ‘Sure I get that. Okay. I have a friend who has gone missing and I’d like you to find him. I last heard from him six days ago and I’m going out of my wits with worry about where he is.’

Viv immediately caught the meaning of this last statement but Mac didn’t and said, ‘But surely if he’s an adult he could have just taken himself off for a break or gone away for work?’

Sholto ran his hands through his hair. ‘No, you don’t get it.’

Viv interrupted, ‘No, but I do. So he’s rather more than a friend?’

Sholto’s shoulders slumped. ‘Of course he is. We are in contact lots of times every day. This isn’t the kind of thing he’d do. Look.’ He pulled out his phone and brought up a text message. ‘This was our last correspondence. Those are not the words of someone who is about to take off.’

The text said, ‘See you at the club. I’ll order a bottle of bubbly to celebrate.’

Sholto had texted back in the affirmative, ‘Yes please, can’t wait.’

Mac said, ‘So what’s with the drinks to celebrate your engagement to Pamela Hamilton?’

‘Pammy and I have been friends since the beginning of time. She knows we could never be husband and wife in a traditional sense. Besides she has her own life.’ He stressed the word ‘life’.

Viv said, ‘What does that mean? Are we talking about a charade for the sake of your families?’

Sholto ran his hands through his hair again. ‘I suppose that’s how outsiders will see it. But Pammy and I do love each other, just not in the biblical sense.’

Viv had seen how territorial Pamela had been in hustling Sholto away to meet someone. Maybe she was an exceptional actor, but Viv sensed that Sholto was perhaps blinded by his own needs and hadn’t grasped Pamela’s real devotion.

Mac said, ‘What’s at stake if the marriage doesn’t go ahead?’

Sholto snorted, ‘Originally there wasn’t going to be a marriage. An engagement was just to keep Pammy happy. She wants her family off her back. She’s sick of the pressure for us to get hitched.’

Viv said, ‘I’m guessing that her parents don’t know about your . . .’ Unsure how to end her question she continued, ‘If they’ve known you all your life, don’t you think they will have guessed?’

He looked shocked and rearranged his posture on the desk. ‘Of course they don’t know. Why would they? All of my . . . other life is in Edinburgh. I have a small mews flat there and my club.’

Mac said, ‘Just because you want it, doesn’t make it thus. But never mind that for now. What information can you give us about your friend?’

‘His name is David, David Fitzroy. He’s a lawyer in Edinburgh. We met at the club.’

‘Which is where?’

‘Oh, the Arts Club in the West End.’

Mac said, ‘And the firm he works for? Where he lives? His family?’

‘He’s a junior partner with Fitzroy and Maclean. His office is in Stafford Street. He lives in a flat in Grosvenor Crescent. His family are in Kirkcaldy but he doesn’t see them.’

Mac made notes on his phone. ‘You can’t be sure that he hasn’t just gone off for a break?’

Sholto’s head snapped up. ‘Of course I can. He just wouldn’t take off without telling me.’ He stretched over his desk and lifted a set of keys. Here, these are for his flat and mine.’

Mac took the bunch. ‘So you’d like us to check both of the flats?’

Viv said, ‘Surely you could do that yourself?’

His eyes welled up. ‘I’m scared.’

‘Of what?’ Viv and Mac said in unison. Mac nodded for her to continue. She said, ‘What is there to be scared of? I mean are you in danger? Was he in danger? Have you got something else you ought to let us know?’

‘I don’t know yet. It’s just a feeling. Things said.’

‘By whom?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Every time I go over certain conversations I think there’s more to them. An underlying meaning that I didn’t quite grasp at the time and now don’t know if I’m being paranoid or if there really was something in the innuendo.’

Mac shook the keys. ‘This could be a wild goose chase but we’ll take a look.’

‘I’ll pay.’

Mac said, ‘Viv is a private investigator. She has her own rates and you can discuss them with her.’

Viv handed him a card. ‘Take a look at my new website. It’s self-explanatory. Mac can make a start on a missing person report.’

Sholto interrupted, ‘Does it have to be official?’

‘Why wouldn’t you want it to be official? If he is, as you say missing, then surely you’d like all the resources available?’

Sholto interrupted again, ‘I would, but it’s messy. I . . .’

‘What is it that you are not telling us?’

‘The press have been sniffing around.’

Mac said, ‘And your point is?’

‘They are like baying dogs wherever I go. And if I’m not with Pamela they scream all sorts of speculative nonsense at me.’

Viv raised her eyebrows out of range of his eyes but so that Mac could see. ‘I wouldn’t worry about the press - they’ll soon find someone else to hound.’

Sholto shook his head. ‘You think?’

They all made their way back downstairs where a large glamorous older woman in a wheelchair waited to speak to Sholto. She reached out a gnarled bejewelled hand and theatrically grasped her son. ‘Darling! Where have you been? Everyone’s looking for you?’

There was no evidence of anyone looking for him. The reception seemed to be in full swing, with even more noise coming from the gathering than there had been before. Alcohol loosening tongues. Viv wondered if it was worth having another round of the room but couldn’t face it.

Sholto said, ‘Let me introduce you to Moth.’ He coughed, ‘My mother the Countess of Menteith.’

The woman stretched her hand toward Mac as if she expected him to kiss it. He gave it a brief shake before stepping aside and leaving space for Viv to do the same. The handshake wasn’t from a frail person. There was more to ‘Moth’ than met the eye. Sholto didn’t tell her who they were or why they were there, only said their first names, to which his mother raised her eyebrows as if appalled by his informality. Before anything more was said the countess wheeled herself towards a door, which led to a corridor that mirrored the one that they been down with Sholto. Viv wondered if they lived in separate wings of the house. A house that size certainly lent itself to distance but that didn’t always mean privacy. Once she was out of sight Sholto, who’d been holding his shoulders up round his ears, dropped them and said, ‘I can’t trust anyone.’

‘What, not even your mum?’ Viv grimaced. ‘Surely she’d want the best for you?’

‘Ah, that’s where most people go wrong. In families like ours it’s all about the dynasty. The estate must remain intact come what may. Bloody nightmare.’ He rubbed his hands through his hair. ‘Anyway too much information for one meeting, don’t you think?’

Viv bristled. ‘We can never have enough info if you really want our help. Take a look at my details and let me know if you agree my terms.’ She was chilly towards him. Not a fan of the cavalier attitudes of the rich. Maybe he could find another discreet detective to do his work.

Mac said, ‘Meantime, I’ll file a missing person report.’

Sholto nodded, although he didn’t look convinced that he’d done the right thing.

Once back inside the car Mac said, ‘I love my mum.’

Viv burst out laughing. ‘I know. Imagine that being your source of warmth and affection. She made my mum look like Huggie Bear.’

They laughed until they’d almost reached the end of the drive when Viv shouted, ‘Watch out!’ A young child in a red coat, caught in the headlights, bolted across the ribbon of tarmac into the bushes. ‘Did you see her?’

‘Yes. What is she doing out here in the dark?’ Mac pulled up and they ran back to see if she was okay but couldn’t locate her. A scrabble into the shrubbery revealed her and a woman crouched in a huddle. The woman’s face was swollen and bloodied. She gripped onto a sleeping baby in her arms. Viv touched Mac’s arm. He moved aside. The woman’s eyes were flicking from side to side as if she was expecting to see someone else, someone she was terrified of.

Viv said, ‘Let me help you up.’ She stretched out her hand but the woman shrank back, then struggled to her feet. ‘I’ll manage. I have to get to the main road.’

Mac said, ‘We can take you. Come on, let’s get you into the car.’

The woman glanced from Mac to Viv and back again as if weighing up the risk of getting into a car with total strangers. She nodded. ‘Okay.’ The little girl held onto her mum’s coat and they followed Mac to the car. Viv helped them into the back and they took off towards the village. All the time the woman was looking behind to check that no one had seen them.

Viv said, ‘We can take you to wherever you need to go.’

The little girl said, ‘Daddy hit mummy. And we’re going to my auntie’s.’

‘So where does your auntie live then?’

The girl looked at her mum then said, ‘Near a castle.’

Viv said, ‘Ah but there are lots of castles in Scotland so which one is it?’

The mother said, ‘Doune. She lives in Doune, on Castle Road.’

Mac said, ‘No problem we can take you there. We’re on our way to Doune anyway.’

Viv glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw the extent of the damage to the woman’s face. Viv clenched her jaw. There was something very wrong with the contrast between the woman and the grandeur of the house all lit up like a fairy tale castle behind her.

‘You might need a couple of stitches at the side of that eye.’

Tears began to roll down the little girls cheeks. Her mum hugged her tight and reassured her. ‘It’ll be okay when we get to Auntie Joan’s. She knows how to sort these things. She’s a nurse, remember.’

The little girl wiped her face with her sleeve. ‘Like the last time?’

God love them. There was nothing that could be hidden from a child.

The mother said pointedly, ‘Yes, Lisa. Like the last time.’ She caught Viv’s eye in the mirror and held her gaze. Viv put her hand against her gut as it clenched at the idea of the woman going back. She hadn’t known many women who’d been abused by partners, but those that she had always managed to convince themselves that if it hadn’t been for something that they’d said or done or not said or not done then their otherwise loving partner wouldn’t have lashed out. And that’s why so many of them go back, that, and not having anywhere else to go, or no money to keep the children. It was only a few minutes’ drive but the woman kept looking behind.

Viv became more agitated. ‘Will your sister definitely be there?’

The woman shook her head. ‘I don’t know her shifts. If she isn’t at home . . .’

‘You can come with me. I have a place just on the other side of the Ardoch Burn. You can stay there until she gets back.’

The little girl said, ‘Can we Mummy? Please, can we?’

The mother said, ‘Well see if Auntie Joan’s in first then we’ll decide.’ As Mac turned into Castle Road the woman slid down in the back and pulled the children with her. ‘Oh God. Don’t stop, please don’t. His Land Rover’s there, he must be about.’

Mac didn’t even falter. He kept moving smoothly as if he had intended to go left into the street that used to lead to the vet’s surgery.

‘How did he get here without you seeing him?’

‘There are different ways to get out of the estate. In the Land Rover he can use any one, even the one that relies on him crossing a ford.’

Mac parked in the now disused car park, switched the engine off and turned in his seat. ‘You might as well know, I’m a police officer and I think that it’s worth reporting that.’ He nodded to her now crusting bloodied face. ‘We can help.’

The woman’s eyes welled up. She looked at Viv. ‘I’ll come with you for now until my sister comes home.’

Viv nodded to the little girl. ‘Well, Lisa, it looks as if we are going on an adventure.’

They waited for a few more minutes then, with the woman and her children crouched down in the back again, they drove past her sister’s house, which had one light on in a downstairs room. No one was about but the Land Rover was still there.

Viv said, ‘He must be around somewhere.’

The woman said, ‘He’ll have gone to the pub. He’ll be back, and in a worse state than he already is.’

‘Maybe it’s better for you to stay overnight with me. There’s space. You can contact whoever you need to and let them know you’re in a safe place.’

‘Why would you do that?’

Viv shook her head. ‘The question should be, why would I not do that? Heavens you’ve got two young children, a sore face, it’s cold and dark out there and I’ve got a spare room you can use.’

When Mac turned into the drive of Sal’s cottage the woman said, ‘My granddad used to work here. In fact he and my grannie stayed in this very house.’ She spoke to Lisa. ‘Remember I showed you photographs of Gramps?’

Lisa hesitated then with a flash of recognition said, ‘Look Mummy, the steps for getting on a horse are there.’

Viv turned to the girl, ‘Well done. I don’t have a horse but if I did I’d be able to get onto it with those.’

Lisa said, ‘I can ride but I don’t need steps to mount.’

‘Wow, so you can just swing up and over.’

She nodded shyly and snuggled into her mother.

Sal would approve. Viv swallowed and said, ‘Okay let’s get you inside.’

Mollie greeted them. No one was fazed by the dog and she quickly retreated to her bed beside the Aga.

Viv showed the woman upstairs to the other spare room. A small space for an adult and two children but warm and clean. ‘Bathroom’s across the passage. I’ll leave towels in there.’

The woman said, ‘Hopefully I can get hold of my sister and we won’t need to bother you for long.’

‘It’s no bother. I’ll sleep better knowing that you’re all safe and not skulking around some wood in the freezing cold.’ Sal would have approved, probably done the same thing.

The woman nodded. ‘Thanks. It’s good of you . . .’

Viv shook a hand at her. ‘Think of it as doing me a favour. I genuinely wouldn’t have slept.’

She retreated to the kitchen where Mac stood with his back to the Aga and Mollie at his feet. He shrugged. ‘If she doesn’t report him there’s not much the authorities can do.’

‘I know. But it is always complicated in their minds.’

‘People always say that, but there’s nothing complicated about someone socking you in the face. That’s assault full stop.’

She grabbed the kettle, filled it at the sink and nudged him to the side so that she could put it on the hotplate. ‘I’ll fill a couple of hot water bottles. They could use some comfort. I wonder if they’re hungry.’

‘She’s proud. I think it’s difficult for her to accept your hospitality. But even some juice and toast would be nice for Lisa.’

Viv rummaged about in the larder and found a bottle of cordial. ‘You think this will do?’ She handed it to Mac.

‘Looks fine. Not sure kids these days drink anything that isn’t fizzy but it’s worth a try.’

Viv pottered about making hot buttered toast, a pot of tea, and juice for Lisa. Then took it upstairs. She tapped on the bedroom door and the woman said, ‘Come in.’ She was still sitting on the bed with her coat on and the two children huddled next to her. Her bloodied face was streaked with tear tracks.

‘I’ve brought you some tea and toast. I’ll just leave it over here.’ She laid it on top of the chest of drawers. ‘Is there anything I can do? DCI Marconi could have your husband . . .’

The woman shook her head. ‘Tea’s fine, thanks.’

Viv went back to the kitchen. ‘I don’t think she will report him. I was about to suggest that you could have him picked up but she wasn’t happy about it.’

‘Maybe by the morning or when she gets to her sister’s. When the sister sees that face she’ll probably persuade her to do something. Let’s hope anyway. Look, I’ll leave you all to it but if you need anything you know where to get me.’

He left, closing the door silently behind him. Viv immediately felt desolate, but instead of going after him, she gave herself a talking-to. ‘Do something practical.’ She began by going round all the windows and doors checking that they were locked, which they were since she had already been through this routine the night before.

She flicked the TV on and stood staring at the screen. She flicked if off again. Although she longed for another voice in the room it wasn’t just any voice. It had to be Sal’s. She planted herself on the couch and glanced round at Sal’s lovely things. Paintings of local landscapes, photographs of Mollie, nothing cluttered but not minimalist either. Sal was good at creating comfort zones. Even her tiny office upstairs was a soothing space. It struck Viv that she’d have to go through that office. In fact why hadn’t the NTF been to claim her desktop? Was that an oversight or were they hoping that Viv would access it first? No point in disappointing anyone so she let Mollie out into the garden before they both took the stairs to the study.

There was a dog bed beneath the desk and Mollie was in it before Viv needed to ask. Sal was a clever woman and Viv wondered how long it would take her to find a way into her computer files. She thought of all the people and things that mattered to Sal. In the end a combination of names was the answer. She heard the door to the spare room open and close and the bathroom door do the same. Relieved that they were making use of what they needed she turned her attention back to the screen and began a search for anything that might help identify why Sal’s shooter had gone to such extremes.

There were plenty of unopened emails in her personal account but not many in her NTF inbox. Viv was keen to find the correspondence that Sal had had with FBI before her trip. Before she’d been ‘invited’ to have a sabbatical there had to be conversations that led to the invitation. There had to be explanations of what they thought she could gain or what they would gain if she accepted. It took much longer than she thought it would but she did find them. Encrypted mail was still accessible if you knew how. Once she’d found a way in there was lots to read and by the time she had finished she could hardly keep her eyes open. She’d learned to keep blinking while reading from a screen but there was no substitute for a break. She leaned back on the chair and stretched her arms above her head, then cracked her neck from side to side. God she felt stiff and unfit. She made a note to self to begin a new regime tomorrow.

She switched everything off and padded up the passage to the room where she and Mollie had been sleeping. There wasn’t a peep from the other spare room.


Chapter Ten

Viv woke when Mollie jumped off the bed and began to sniff at the bedroom door. The bathroom door in the passage closed and Viv sat bolt upright until she remembered that she had guests. She glanced at the clock. It was 6.30 and still pitch dark outside. She got out of bed and pulled on a big jersey and thick socks and padded down stairs. Mollie went to sniff at the other bedroom door but came when Viv beckoned her. It was too early to go out and too early for breakfast. Too early for anything. Who actually wakes at this ungodly hour? If she was in Edinburgh she’d see headlights and hear traffic noise to remind her that there were lots of people awake at this time of day. The world began its prep long before she ever contemplated throwing back the duvet, but in the countryside the evidence was harder to come by. That said when she pulled back the curtains in the conservatory she saw a spinning orange light moving slowly across the horizon, a sign that a local farmer’s day was well under way. Out of habit she put the kettle on and rummaged around in the fridge. She pulled out things that she thought they’d need for breakfast then she laid the table. The baby cried. There was something reassuring about hearing it since it hadn’t made a squeak since they’d picked them up. A few minutes later Lisa appeared with her skin looking all shiny and wet hair pushed back off her face. So much beauty in one so young.

Viv said, ‘Well good morning Lisa. Did you sleep in that new bedroom?’

Lisa nodded. ‘Mummy said I’ve to come and help you.’

‘Okay. How about having a look in that cupboard? Bring out anything that you’d like for breakfast or maybe something that your Mummy would like?’

Lisa walked to the cupboard and stood staring up at the shelves.

‘If there’s anything you can’t reach you can pull a chair over and stand on it or ask me and I’ll reach it for you.’

Lisa stretched up and brought down a box of porridge oats and handed it to Viv. ‘I think that’s what we have.’

‘Do you think Mummy will have that too?’

She nodded. ‘Mostly she eats what we leave.’

Just then her mum appeared holding the baby, looking a whole lot better than she had the night before. Not so much blood but bruising and a gash that definitely would need a stitch or two. ‘I hope you don’t mind but my sister is on her way round to pick us up.’

Viv felt a stab of disappointment. ‘Oh, okay. Will you have breakfast?’

The woman hesitated and glanced at the table with its place mats and knives and spoons laid out. She said, ‘A cup of tea or coffee would be lovely as long as it’s no bother.’

The kettle was already boiling on the Aga and Viv whipped it off and put teabags into the pot and filled it. ‘What will Lisa have?’ She said to the little girl who was already sitting at the table.

‘She likes milky tea.’

Viv said, ‘I’ve got porridge if you’d like some. I was going to make it for myself.’

Lisa said, ‘Yes please.’

Her mum said, ‘Well, as long as it’s not a bother.’

‘No bother at all.’ And Viv set about making a pot of porridge as well. As she stirred she smiled at the thought that this was about as domestic as she got.

They sat down to the porridge and about half way through Mollie began to bark. A bark that indicated a stranger.

‘That’ll be Joan.’ The woman rose, and with the baby’s head resting on her shoulder she went to the door. ‘Is it all right if I invite her in?’

‘Of course. I’ll top up the teapot.’

Viv thought she recognised Joan and wondered if she’d been at Sal’s memorial service or if she’d just seen her passing in the street. Viv stepped forward and shook her hand. ‘Viv Fraser. Come and have a cup of tea.’

Joan wasn’t for niceties and said, ‘No thanks I’ll skip tea if you don’t mind. I need to get that face seen to. I didn’t bring my bag. We’ll have to do it at the house.’

Fear registered on the woman’s face, but her sister said, ‘Dinnae worry. I heard in the shop this morning, he got picked up on his way home. Drunk driving. He’ll lose his job now. Naebody wants a gamekeeper that cannae drive. He was the worse fur wear.’

‘What do you mean? The worse fur wear.’

‘He’d been shouting his mouth off in the pub about you and yer backchat. I think a couple of the boys got him sorted.’

Viv smiled at the notion of him being ‘sorted’ in the Scots way. Was there such a thing as a Doune kiss?

The mother walked round the table, laid her hand on Lisa’s head and stroked her. ‘Where is he now?’

‘In the cells in Stirling. He’ll no be driving anywhere fur the time bein’.’

Viv wondered if Mac had put out a call. She’d find out later.

‘The first place he’ll come is to yours.’

‘Aye and ye ken what reception he’ll get if he does.’ Joan suddenly looked around the kitchen. ‘Nice job. Ma Tam worked on the electrics. Maybe it’s better if ye stay here for now? I can go an get my bag and fix that face o’ yours.’

Viv watched as conflict flitted over the face of the woman with the baby in her arms still stroking her daughter’s head.

‘It’s not a problem for you to stay here,’ Viv said.

The woman shook her head, ‘No. We’ll have to face the music sometime. Might as well be sooner rather than later. I’ll get our coats and we’ll come with you Joan.’

Within ten minutes Viv was standing alone in the kitchen facing the same desolate feeling she’d had when Mac left the night before. The only person who might fill the space was Sal and that would never happen again. She swiped her cheeks to keep tears at bay, there was too much to do to keep giving in to them.

Her phone rang. She said, ‘Hi, they’ve just left. Did you put out a call?’ She smiled when he said yes. Mac was such an honourable person. Where had he got such a strong moral compass? She’d done everything possible to skew the one her parents had drummed into her but not Mac. He stayed on the right side of the track.

‘Why don’t you come to Edinburgh? We could take a look at Sholto’s friend’s flat. It’ll keep you occupied.’

She glanced round at Moll, who lay with her snout sitting on the edge of her bed, ears pricked at the very mention of action. ‘Not sure that I want to work for a toff. Besides Mollie wouldn’t like it.’

‘You do realise that Brian was hoping to have her?’

‘No. I had no idea. Why wouldn’t he say something?’

‘You’re the boss, or at least the boss’s partner, which amounts to the same thing in his world.’

“Shit! Now I really don’t know what to do.’ As if sensing tension the dog walked over to her and rubbed herself round her legs. Viv stroked her ears. Soothed by their sensation, ‘I’ll ring Brian and ask him what he thinks. I’d love her with me but whatever happens it has to be for the dog and not me.’

‘Good call. But I’ll believe it when I see it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘People have dogs for their own comfort, for emotional support, for exercise, for whatever and they’ll say it’s for the dog’s benefit but it isn’t.’

At some level she knew he was right. ‘I’ll ring you back.’

As soon as she’d cut her call to Mac she found Brian’s number and rang him; it went to voicemail. ‘Damn.’

She went back upstairs and stripped the bed that the guests had slept in. She took the one hand towel that they had used and stuck it all in the washing machine. Just as she was about to put it on the doorbell rang. Mollie jumped, barked and circled. Her excitement was clear so Viv wasn’t surprised to see Brian on the doorstep. ‘Hi, I missed your call but was over in the walled garden.’ He gestured with his arm. ‘Quicker to walk down than . . . well is there something I can help with?’

‘I was wondering if you might look after Moll?’

His face said everything that she needed to know and when Brian patted the side of his thigh the dog bolted to his side and sat at his heel.

‘Impressive. You might have to give me a few lessons.’

‘Oh, it’s easy. Be kind to them and you’ll never have a more loyal friend.’

Viv’s eyes welled up. She turned away. ‘I’ll get you her lead and food.’

‘No need. I’ve got everything at the lodge. She’ll be fine. Won’t you, girl?’ He rubbed her head and Viv had to cough to cover the sob rising in her throat. ‘It’ll just be for one night.’

‘Aye. No problem. As long as you like.’ He turned to walk away but stopped. ‘By the way. It’s not my business but have you had a look at the sanctuary?’

She had no idea what he meant, ‘No, what is the sanctuary?’

‘Follow me.’ He walked round the side of the house and through the gate into the back garden. There was a high hedge at the far end of the garden which Brian disappeared through. On the other side a steep slope led to the river but about a third of the way down it a small hexagonal structure sat on a platform with decking surrounding it.

‘The sanctuary. Sal, Dr Chapman, wanted it built when she was in the USA. She said you’d need a room of your own.’

She swallowed and swallowed to keep the lump down. ‘Did you build it?’

He nodded. His pride suppressed but still evident. He dug into his pocket and handed her a key.

‘I had no idea there was even space to do this.’

‘It was easy enough to build the platform. It’s got a good strong steel base. I put the decking over it so that it’ll weather and become part of the landscape.’

‘It’s beautiful. It looks like something out of Harry Potter.’

He laughed. ‘When she asked me to do it she said to think of Sherlock Holmes or Harry Potter. So I’ve got that bit right. Wait ‘til you see inside.’

He pushed the door open. ‘I was finishing the electrics earlier.’

‘Wow. It has power?’

‘Sure, she said you’d want to work here.’

She stepped inside. The smell of cedar filled her nostrils. Two of its six sides were plate glass windows with benches that faced down stream through a wooded glade. Clever, because there was still the big sky view that she needed. He’d built in a desk onto two walls with shelves above it.

‘She said you’d have books and your computers.’

‘It’s fabulous. A perfect place for anyone to work.’

‘Not just anyone. Sal said . . .’

She turned away and rubbed her hands over her face. He seemed to understand and didn’t continue.

‘I’ll leave you to it then. Come Moll.’

As he headed out and back up the slope she said, ‘It’ll definitely just be the one night.’ She dug her hands into her pockets, her words more defensive than she meant them to be. ‘I’ll ring you when I’m on my way back.’ She stood and pressed a fist to her chest as he and Mollie trotted together up into the front garden and through the gate, the dog inches from Brian’s leg and staring up at him the whole way. That’s what devotion looked like.

She glanced round the room. It was perfect. This was also what devotion looked like. She ran her hand across the desk. Could she work here now . . . ? She had to get to Edinburgh so she locked up and retreated to the cottage. Sal had had plans. Plans that Viv hadn’t been party to. She felt ungrateful and frustrated that she had so badly misread the signs. She shoved her laptop into her rucksack and tossed it into the Rav. Fifty minutes would see her on the outskirts of Edinburgh and at Fettes within the hour. As Arthur’s Seat came into view her shoulders dropped – she was almost home.


Chapter Eleven

Mac ran down the front steps of Fettes and met her as she pulled her rucksack from the front seat.

‘Hi, I’ve got a lightish load today and thought I’d come with you to see what secrets the flat has to share.’

‘Yeah sure. You just want to keep an eye on me. Trust me Mac. I’m a doctor.’

‘But you’re a fragile doctor, so why don’t we just take your car?’

She threw her sack back into the car and he jumped into the passenger seat. She glanced over at him. ‘You don’t need to worry about me. I’ve had shit happen a few times in my life and know I’ll survive.’

‘I know, but life isn’t only about survival - it’s about being kind and making it better for people that you care about, so why don’t you cut me some slack and let me help you?’ He signed inverted commas when he mentioned the h-word.

She wasn’t the most likely person to accept help. It felt weak or at the very least needy. It was a way of letting people in, and a way of giving people ammunition that they could use against her.

She started up the Rav and said, ‘What’s the address?’

‘Calton Terrace Mews. Number 313. Auspicious or what?’

She frowned. ‘What, you going all superstitious on me? Nice address, though. Do you know it?’

‘Nope. Not ever been there.’

‘One of Edinburgh’s hidden gems. Ultimate des res.’ She glanced at him. He was definitely one of life’s good guys. Could she learn to trust him? Properly trust him?

He said, ‘What are we waiting for then?’

They drove east toward Inverleith Road, then made a right up into Canonmills and on to Broughton Street where they got snarled up in road works. Another ten minutes and they were pulling into the mews.

Mac whistled. ‘I see what you mean. This is pretty fab.’

‘By the way I’m not convinced I want to work for this guy.’

‘Call it a convenient distraction with some cash attached.’

‘He hasn’t got back to me to agree my terms yet.’

‘Terms have never stopped you before. Come on. Let’s have a nosey.’

She shook her head. ‘Incorrigible. That’s what you are. If I do this we’ve got to do something about that wife beater.’

‘What, you think he isn’t getting country justice?’

‘Whatever he’s getting it won’t be the life of fear that she and the kids now have ahead of them. She’ll never know a relaxed day or night and God knows what wee Lisa will do with those images. Bastard.’

He squeezed her arm. ‘Having access to the estate might be useful.’

She got his meaning and nodded.

They dumped the Rav at one side of the courtyard and strolled over to find the flat, which actually turned out to be a house on top of a double garage.

‘What I’d give for a garage. I must have shortened my life by at least 50 per cent looking for a parking space at the West Bow.’

Mac rang the bell then knocked on the door with its heavy brass knocker. Nothing. He tried again. Nothing.

Viv bent down and looked through the letterbox. ‘Wow. Check this out.’

Mac also bent down and peered in. ‘They’ve certainly invested in the place.’ He held up the keys and shook them. ‘Shall we?’ He handed her a pair of latex gloves. ‘Better safe than sorry.’

Gloved up, Mac opened the door and stepped onto a huge flagstone. There were letters neatly propped up against the wall, a sign that someone had already been in.

She said, ‘Has Sholto been in recently? Did he say?’

Mac shook his head. ‘He hasn’t been down since David went missing.’

A narrow glass staircase led up to the first floor but a short corridor to the right of the front door had two doors leading off it.

He said, ‘I’ll take the ground floor.’

She nodded and headed up the stairs. Weird to be able to stand on glass without slipping, and to be able to see directly below her. It messed with the brain. The staircase ended in the centre of a huge open plan space. Black highly polished kitchen units along the left wall reflected the light and books from the other side of the room. A large Belfast sink with what looked like solid dark grey marble worktops on either side of it took up four metres at the far end. A smart coffee maker and a Kitchen Aid sat neatly side by side. Three large sash and case windows faced onto the courtyard and flooded the room with light. The other wall with floor to ceiling bookcases filled with rows of old books seemed incongruous amidst this ultra modern design. The house felt warm. She knelt down and touched the wooden floor. The under-floor heating was on. She undid her jacket and began to poke about in drawers. A glass dining table that could seat six at a push gleamed, not a fingerprint anywhere. Same applied to the kitchen units. Had their cleaner been in and efficiently wiped all the surfaces? There was definitely a hint of lavender in the air.

Mac shouted, ‘Come down and take a look at this.’

She hesitated, glanced at a large mahogany desk with an iMac on it, but took the stairs to see what he’d found.

‘What do you see in here?’

She looked around a small but beautifully decorated bedroom. Classical. Nothing like upstairs. The bed had a large carved headboard, more Louis XIV than Philippe Starck, which defined the room. Mac pointed his thumb at the ceiling adorned with mirrored tiles. ‘Cute!’

‘Now, now. It might not be to your taste but . . . ah. I see it now.’

The central light, a sphere made of overlapping glass spokes, had the tiniest edge of an envelope sticking out of it.

‘You lift me up and I’ll grab it.’

Mac took hold of her just above the knees and lifted her as if she was weightless. She pulled the envelope free and handed it to him. It had ‘Sholto’ handwritten with real pen and ink.

‘Stylish or what?’

Mac nodded. ‘We do have permission from Sholto to come and look but not to open his mail. We’ll have to take it back to him and see what it says.’

Viv sighed. ‘It was put up there for a reason. So, why would someone do that? And you’d do that knowing that only someone lying on that bed would see it. We only caught it because we’re searching for anything odd. I think we should open it. We can always seal it again. Come on. Let’s put the kettle on.’

Mac shook his head. ‘See you. It’s like being with a naughty child. There’s no way we are opening this.’ He slid the envelope inside his jacket pocket.

‘Spoilsport! There’s a desk upstairs I’d like to take a look at before we go.’

She headed back up and nudged the mouse on the desk. Nothing happened. Everything had been shut down. She pulled open a large drawer. It had an assortment of business cards from gardeners, plumbers and other people whose details had at least been saved from the trash. A couple of receipts, probably too old to be of consequence but she photographed them anyway. A stash of biros, Pritt sticks and assorted stationery stuff took up the most space. She felt around at the back of the drawer but there was nothing trapped. She moved onto the next one. It was full of spectacle cases. She checked inside. Each one had a different frame, obviously one for every occasion. There was no laptop to be seen. No phone, no iPad. If Sholto’s man had been taken by force it was unlikely they’d let him pack his tech so where were they? Maybe he didn’t have any. Yeah, and which world was he living in?

Mac whistled again as he reached the top of the stairs. ‘Definitely a des res as you say. What do you reckon it’s worth?’

‘I’d guess around 400K, maybe more. When both bedrooms have en suite it’s more desirable. How the other half live.’

‘You could have one of these.’

‘I suppose. I must say the garage thing could swing it, but it’s not for sale and we’re not here as buyers.’

He stood with his knuckles perched on his hips. ‘There’s something not right. Is it the lavender? Everywhere is spotless. Too spotless.’

‘Yeah, but inside those drawers tell a different tale, although I’d be really worried if they were tidy. I’ve just got to take a look at the computer and then we’re done.’

She pressed the switch at the back of the screen and waited for it to come to life. Mac sighed and looked as if he was about to object.

‘Don’t watch if you’re that bothered.’

‘I’m not. I just think we are all doomed when it is so easy to gain access to our most personal info.’

‘You do know that it’s not called the information revolution for nothing?’ She continued clicking on the keyboard. ‘Bingo!’

‘No way! How could you possibly get in that quickly.’

She tapped the side of her nose. ‘You don’t want to know.’

Mac continued round the room checking inside kitchen cupboards, pulling out drawers and looking inside the fridge. ‘Old Mother Hubbard or what?’

‘I’d guess they eat out a lot.’

‘Or they’re starving. Although they do have pasta and tins of tomatoes so they’re prepared for the end of the world.’

‘How’s their stash of loo roll? That’s how you tell someone who is really prepared. I mean people can live without lots of things but loo roll isn’t one of them.’

Mac shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Depends if you have a bidet or not.’

She snorted. ‘You still need loo roll and this conversation has taken a wrong turn. Look check this out.’

Mac stepped up behind her and she scrolled down the screen. ‘Rude emails to Sholto from the soon-to-be wife.’

They suddenly both raised their heads and cocked their ears. There was a noise from downstairs that sounded like someone turning a key in the door. They waited in silence. The front door opened but didn’t close. Footsteps sounded on the bottom stair then whoever it was about turned and bolted out of the front door. They chased, and caught sight of a man disappearing round the corner and heading towards the Calton Hill observatory. Mac raced after him. Viv returned to the computer. No point in both of them getting exhausted. Now that she had the email address she’d be able to access it from home. That way she’d not get stressed about Mac standing over her with his rule-book attitude.

He returned within a few minutes his trousers wet and muddy down one side.

‘What happened to you?’

‘I went my length. Leather soles. There were too many people milling about up there. He disappeared.’ He held up a set of keys. ‘He forgot to take these. Look at this odd silver key ring.’

Mac held it aloft. ‘You recognise this?’ An eight-pointed cross inside a shield dangled from his hand.

‘Think it could be the insignia of the Knights of Malta but I’m not sure.’ She raised her eyebrows.

He shook his head. ‘What? It doesn’t have to be of any significance. The guy I’ve just chased could be their cleaner.’

‘Interesting that he would run, though. If he’s their cleaner he’d feel he had more right to be here than anyone.’

‘He might have been scared.’

‘He might. But there could be another reason for him taking off and leaving the key in the door.’

‘I bet he’s already regretting it. We’ll keep hold of them and return them to Sholto. He’ll recognise them if the guy is the cleaner or a friend. He needn’t be staff. He could just be a mate with high anxiety. Curious, though.’

She switched off the computer and scanned the room to make sure they were leaving it as they found it. Then Mac locked up and they went back to the car. They were just about to get in when someone shouted to them from across the courtyard.

‘Eh, hello. Are you friends of Sholto and David?’ A slim tanned man in his fifties wearing dark blue heavy linen trousers and a pale blue linen shirt walked towards them. His leather slippers, embossed with the same eight-pointed cross as the key ring, flip-flopped over the cobbled surface. Mac and Viv glanced at each other with raised eyebrows.

‘I’ve been away but usually expect to see them when I return. We play in a bridge four. I’ve tried the door and both of their mobile phones but to no avail.’

Mac stepped round from the open door of the Rav. ‘Yes we are friends. You sound as if you know them well.’

‘Yes, well it’s difficult to find a bridge four these days.’

Mac smiled. ‘We’ll let Sholto know that you were asking after him.’

The wind whipped at the man’s beautifully cut white hair and he ran his hand through it in a vain attempt to tame it. ‘That would be kind. We’re dying to get a date in the diary.’ He turned and walked toward his house.

Viv coughed. ‘Should we say who was asking after him?’

He turned and touched his forehead. ‘Oh, of course. Antonio.’

They got into the car and belted up. ‘So no significance with the Knights of Malta then?’

Mac grinned. ‘Keeping an open mind. Your suspicious gene is off the scale.’

‘We always say there’s no such thing as coincidence. Trust me, I’m a doctor - two eight-pointed crosses within the space of five minutes and you have to call me suspicious. I mean I don’t remember ever seeing so much insignia in my life before this morning. What are they? Or should I say who are they?’

She started up the car and set off.

‘The Ancient Order of the Knights of Malta, as far as I know. They’re a group of people who do good works, fund raising. I think my dad knew about them.’

‘Is that a euphemism for his being one of them or do you really mean he just knew about them?’

‘I’m not absolutely sure. I think he could have been one.’

She laughed. ‘Wow! How weird are we? Thinking that we’ve had ordinary childhoods with ordinary working-class parents and it turns out that I’ve got a spy in my family and you’ve got a member of some secret society. What else are we going to uncover? Now I’m dying to know more about them.’

‘Be careful what you wish for. But they’re not in the slightest secret.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well, there aren’t that many of them left, but don’t be fooled by their numbers. Their members include some of the most powerful people in the world not least the current Holy Father.’

‘Shit! You mean the Pope?’

He ran his hands through his hair. ‘I wonder what the hell we’re getting into here. That man, Antonio, has probably been watching the house all morning. He must have seen the other chap running off. So what’s the connection apart from their obvious passion for heraldry?’

‘Want to check David’s flat?’

He glanced at his watch. ‘Why not? Might as well see what it has to offer.’

‘Maybe it’ll have a temple shrine with child sacrifices on it.’

‘Don’t even go there. I’m not kidding. This could turn out to be more challenging that Sholto’s boyfriend heading off for a bit of R’n’R without telling him.’

‘Oh, good. So I’m not the only suspicious body in the car then?’

Mac’s phone vibrated and he checked the screen. ‘Trouble.’ He put the call onto speaker-phone. ‘Hi Marconi here. I’ve got Viv in the car with me.’

‘Right. Where are you?’

‘Just at the top of Leith.’

‘Great. Head round to CC. You as well, Viv. We have a situation.’

She glanced at Mac and smirked, then rubbed her palms together. ‘Excellent. On our way.’

Mac looked at her in alarm. ‘I prefer my drivers to keep both hands on the wheel.’


Chapter Twelve

This was only Viv’s second visit to Command Centre. The first was to collect her mother. And on that occasion she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. They drove round into Northumberland Street Lane and, as before, entered through a garage door. Once into the underground car park they exited the car to be met by Ruddy as he bustled towards them and immediately drew Viv to him by the elbow. This was uncharacteristic of him. He was a completely hands-off kind of guy. He guided them through a set of doors, which only opened on Ruddy’s second attempt with his fingerprint. The buzz of high voltage electricity coursed above them. Lights underground seemed noisier than those above or maybe it was her sudden awareness of how claustrophobic the space was. She imagined the amount of earth, rock and no doubt water that pressed down on the roof. She swallowed and rubbed her palms down her trousers. Now was not the time to panic.

They rushed along grey-blue carpeted corridors and took a set of steep stairs further into the bowels of the building. Eventually, Ruddy pushed open the door to a large room. They entered and the door clicked shut behind them. He gestured to a large table with twelve chairs round it. There were photographs scattered over its surface at one end. Viv was intrigued. In one, a man, wearing the scarlet robes of a cardinal, was lying ominously spreadeagled on a flagstone floor. Something about the scene, his robes, troubled her. She squinted at them but couldn’t think what it was that wasn’t right. The way he lay was odd. She tried to imagine what he’d need to have done to end up with his arms straight above his head. What had he been doing? His robe was buckled round his shins. Also, there seemed to be a black robe beneath the other one. How many robes does one man need?

She broke into the loaded silence, ‘Is he dead or what?’

Ruddy raised his eyebrows. ‘Dead obviously otherwise we wouldn’t be interested. These are for our eyes only.’

Yeah, sure. There was no way that someone as high profile as a cardinal could die and it not hit the front pages. She scrutinised one of the prints. ‘So, I take it he is dead by someone else’s hand?’

‘We think so. But because it looks that way doesn’t make it thus.’ Ruddy shuffled through the prints and pushed one over towards them.

Mac lifted it. ‘I think I recognise him. He looks like a guy that did time for fraud. Found God inside. He’s been making waves. I could be wrong.’

Ruddy said, ‘Interesting. In what way, and for whom has he been making waves?’

Mac scratched his head. ‘It’s only hearsay, but I occasionally get nobbled at the Hibs matches by a group of Edinburgh businessmen. They’re big supporters of the faith. I’ve heard the occasional criticism, which is unusual. There’s still so much power in a robe, no matter what the colour.’ He tapped the photograph with his forefinger. ‘If I’m right he was involved with the . . .’

Viv interrupted him, ‘The Knights of Malta?’

Ruddy raised his unruly eyebrows and turned his freckled hand indicating he wanted to hear more.

Mac nodded. ‘We’ve been asked to look, informally, into a missing person and this very morning we’ve had two encounters with the Knights of Malta. One only a key-ring with their insignia, the other a man wearing slippers emblazoned with their shield. But what is he doing wearing that robe?’ He lowered his voice. ‘There are no Scottish cardinals now.’ Mac tapped the print again. ‘Maybe I’ve got it wrong. Is there a gathering that we should know about?’

Ruddy didn’t answer but Viv said, ‘We were just saying that to see two eight-pointed crosses in one morning couldn’t be a coincidence. And now a cardinal is dead which is a lot different from the headline that a parish priest is dead. Sad but true. Where is he?’ She pointed to the photograph that Mac had placed back on the table. ‘Is it St Jude’s Cathedral?’

Mac looked at her. ‘Have you been there?’

‘Yes. For a funeral once. The place is unbelievable though. I recognise the floor. I did a lot of looking around while . . . never mind, not relevant.’

Ruddy said, ‘Is this going to be a problem for you, Marconi?’

Mac looked startled. ‘No. Why would it? It’s probably helpful that I’ve got a few contacts and since they’ve seen me at the football they’ll make assumptions.’

Viv snorted. ‘It’s surely not like that any more? I mean the sectarian divide between football teams?’

Ruddy said, ‘How naïve. A dead cardinal should be enough to convince you otherwise.’

‘Point taken. But what can we do here?’

‘You can take his laptop for starters. And when I say take I don’t mean you’re going anywhere with it.’ He pointed to a table on the far side of the room where a man was already working on it.

‘It would be good if I didn’t have to trawl through other people’s blind alleys.’

‘Harry! You can hand over to Dr Fraser now.’

Harry stepped away from the laptop and glanced at Viv. He probably had as many ‘alternative skills’ in cyber analysis as she had but he had a contract. She, without those kinds of constraints, could delve deeper into places that would otherwise require legal permissions. Harry shot another glance at her before leaving the room. She couldn’t work out whether his look was hostile or just mildly belligerent.

Ruddy, head of the operations for good reason, said, ‘Don’t worry about him, there’s plenty of other stuff for him to go through, not least the desktops from the cathedral offices. The tech guys took a whole morning to strip the offices. The cathedral have a number of staff, and one new appointment that I believe was problematic. The fact that we’ve been called in at all is pretty amazing. The Church usually keep as much under wraps as possible but a cleaner found him and couldn’t find the duty priest so she called the police who called us.’

Viv said, ‘I bet there are already a few selfies online.’

‘Well, it’s your job to prevent that. So get started.’

‘I need caffeine.’

Ruddy said, ‘Mac, show her where to get supplies, and she’ll need signing in. Then start to check out the rumblings of Edinburgh’s business establishment and see if there are connections between them and your missing person. Too many eight-pointed crosses involved in this already.’

Mac screwed up his eyes.

Viv said, ‘Is that what he’s gripping in his hand?’

Mac took the photograph again, ‘Okay. What is it that he’s holding? I can only see a tiny edge of it.’

Ruddy took out a clear plastic evidence bag from his jacket pocket. ‘This.’ He handed the bag to Mac.

Viv said, ‘God, there must have been a job lot.’

Mac stood up and stared at the same eight-pointed cross inside the bag. ‘And we’re off!’ His phone vibrated as he went towards the door. He checked the screen and furrowed his brow. ‘What the actual?’

Ruddy said, ‘No calls. In fact, could you turn your mobiles off and I don’t just mean silent, then leave them at reception.’

Mac stared at him in disbelief then turned to Viv and shrugged.

Ruddy said, ‘The fewer people who can trace your whereabouts the better.’

Viv threw her phone to Mac who caught it and said, ‘Back in a bit. I’ll get those forms for you to sign.’

Being asked to give up their phones meant that Ruddy was worried about them being traced to Command Control, or HQ1 as it was often referred to. What on earth was going on? She settled down at the table with the laptop and began to scroll.

Mac returned and looked over her shoulder. He laid a form on the table beside her.

‘I hope you’re not planning on standing there for long?’

He pulled up a chair. ‘Right. So we know that Edinburgh doesn’t actually have a cardinal, in fact Scotland doesn’t have one any more.’

‘No. The brotherhood are too busy fiddling with choirboys to do their actual job. Although I’m sure they convince themselves that since their job is the cure of souls that all sorts of behaviours are justified. Bastards.’

‘No. What I mean is if a visit from a cardinal from Rome was happening I’d have heard about it. Or likewise if someone Scottish had been made a cardinal we’d all have heard about it.’

‘How come? You’re not exactly devout.’

‘No, but my mum wouldn’t let that kind of nugget pass us by. She’d have been preparing for his arrival since the announcement and bending our ears about the gift of the Holy Father etc etc. Not to mention bleating at us about not being seen at mass.’

‘But your mum doesn’t go to the cathedral.’

He snorted. ‘You’ve no idea how important it is for Catholics to have a cardinal in their midst. He’s only one step down from the Pope. So in my mum’s eyes he’s just short of God. Besides it would have been all over The Tablet. It would be a huge deal.’

‘Okay, okay I get it. So what are you saying? Are you saying he’s here unofficially, or maybe he’s just a geezer in fancy dress.’

A look passed over Mac’s face. He leapt up and went back to the table but Ruddy was already stashing the photographs into an envelope.

‘Can I check something?’

Ruddy handed over the envelope. ‘Bring them to my office when you’re done with them but they don’t leave the building in any form.’ He shot a don’t-even-think-about-it look at Viv. She grinned back.

‘I mean it. They are sensitive.’

Mac stared at the print of the body on the floor. ‘I think Viv has something.’

Ruddy stopped on his way out. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean if we could get more detail on this robe we’d be able to tell if it’s real or not.’

Viv strolled over to where they were both leaning over the table staring at the photograph of the man lying on the marble floor. She pointed. ‘Check out those buttons. Plastic by the way. You think reps of the Holy Father are wearing plastic buttons?’ This must have been what she’d picked up as odd.

They both stared at her. Mac said, ‘How come in any world would you notice that?’

‘If something is tailored it would have covered buttons.’ They continued to look at her blankly. ‘It’s no secret how pedantic the Vatican are about their clothes. People have written PhDs on it, “Spiritual Cross Dressing in the Church” was a particular favourite of mine. Cardinals wear the haute couture of the religious world: silk stockings, brocade capes, fabulous hats not to mention the jewellery. They are not wearing cheap Poundland buttons, they are wearing top-drawer kit and those buttons,’ she stabbed a finger at the image, ‘are not.’

Ruddy scratched his head. ‘Okay. So what does that mean for us?’

Viv said, ‘I’m guessing we’ve got someone dressed up as a cardinal and someone has killed him either thinking he was a real one or because he was kidding on that he was one. Either way he’s got to be an imposter. Unless he’s got a cheap and cheerful robe for travelling.’

Mac shook his head. ‘It’s even more important to the Church that people see how grand they are when they travel. The other thing is where is his entourage? No self-respecting cardinal travels alone, which makes the idea of an imposter more convincing.’

Ruddy nodded and rotated his shoulders. ‘An imposter would make our life easier.’ He let go of a breath and headed out the doors. ‘Carry on checking that laptop, though. We’ve still got a corpse on our hands.’

Viv whispered to Mac, ‘By the way, what was that face for when you got the text earlier?’

‘God knows. I’ll follow it up when we get out of here. How long do you think you’ll need on that?’ He nodded at the laptop.

‘No idea. Depends how juicy it gets.’

‘You are incorrigible. I’ll come back in a couple of hours.’

She interrupted him, ‘What about my coffee?’ She mimed hanging herself. ‘If I don’t get caffeine soon God knows what’ll happen.’

‘I’ll bring you some.’

‘I need chocolate as well.’

‘Demanding or what? I’ll see what I can do.’

To his credit he returned within minutes with coffee and Twixes. ‘All I could find.’

‘Perfect. Ta. See you later.’

Before he was out of the door she had her head down, trawling through an email correspondence. The email address belonged to ‘Judas Iscariot’. Someone in the Church had a sense of humour.

The laptop was relatively new, with only a month of search history to look through. It was enough, though, to give up a few telling links. Grindr and Fierce and Foxy were the two that featured most. So was it likely that the user was a gay gambler? Not a great combo in the life of a priest but probably more common than people thought. She started on the Grindr account. Nothing untoward that she could see, more a voyeur than participant. Fierce and Foxy on the other hand had been blocked. He’d reached his spending limit and been desperately trying to get back in. His attempts were into double figures. Poor sod. The place she’d find most info was social media assuming he’d had accounts. Would she find a Facebook account for Judas Iscariot? Only one way to find out. She glanced round the room, everyone busy. She downloaded what she needed to continue work at home then went in search of Mac.

‘Are we still going to take a look at David’s flat? I’ve had enough of being underground.’

‘Okay. A quick scan. See what the flat has to offer.’

They pulled up in Grosvenor Crescent, a beautiful early Victorian sweep of town houses now mostly divided into flats. Mature private gardens set them apart from another Crescent mirroring them on the opposite side. Within easy walking distance of the West End and the financial district off Lothian Road it was now populated by white-collar execs, immaculate four by fours not exactly testimony to their offroad predilections. They circled but couldn’t get legally parked so dumped the Rav on a yellow line. Worth the risk, since they were both fatigued from lack of daylight. David’s flat was nothing like Sholto’s mews. A large sitting room still had its original cornicing but was otherwise modernised to within an inch of its life. Clean lines, white walls and charcoal accessories with a wall of bookshelves, mainly with titles on the law although he obviously had a penchant for thrillers since there was a whole section dedicated to them. She smiled at these since they were what relieved the room of complete austerity. There was a faint smell of cleaning fluid but she discovered that it was coming from a loo that had recently been doused with some sort of mock pine concoction. Apart from that there was little to see. No computer, not many clothes in the closet or drawers. He wasn’t spending much time here. The mews was probably where they were living and David’s place had become an annexe or place to store what he wasn’t using.

‘I wonder if the person you chased earlier had keys for here?’

Mac took out the set that had been left in the door of Sholto’s place and tested them on the front door. ‘Yes. So maybe the guy does come in and clean for both of them.’

‘They ought to tell him to stop using that poison that he’s putting into the water system. It reeks.’

Mac shook his head. ‘I’m not getting a sense that David is spending nights here. I mean check that bed.’

She slipped into the bedroom. ‘I can see what you mean. But he does live more simply than Sholto ever could. I mean there’s nothing in here that shouts “old money”. But you’re right everything here, and you’ve got to admit there’s not much, doesn’t seem to be getting used.’

An en suite shower room had had the same pine treatment as the other loo off the hallway. ‘I’m thinking that the mews is where they hang out and this has become unloved. There’s not even a TV. Who doesn’t have a telly?’

‘Tons of people don’t have TVs now. They watch everything on an iPad or iPhone. Keep up, Viv. I bet you watch more on Netflix . . .’

‘Actually I do use it but I’m more of a news junkie and I need a telly for that. Unless I want real news, then I have sources.’ She smirked. He wanted to know this kind of stuff but wasn’t officially meant to know it.

He sat on a dark grey tweed sofa that faced the window to the back of the flat. ‘Not much of a view. I wonder if he did once have a TV over there.’ He pointed. ‘Makes sense of having the sofa in this position.’

‘Hard to get any sense of him as a man in his own right. I got them as a couple earlier but here there’s not much personality coming through. I wonder what his office is like? There’s nothing to say he worked from home. Even a laptop needs cables. That desk should have clutter. It’s too clean.’ She pulled out the only drawer. ‘I think he’s moved out. This place is probably being kept as back-up. That’s what I’d do.’

‘Of course you would. Can’t imagine you completely committing to anyone.’

She sighed, ‘Just haven’t found the right person.’

‘Sure. As if there is such a thing.’ He stood with his hands on his hips surveying the sitting room again. ‘It’s a nice place. Probably worth a bob or two. I think I like this guy.’

‘Funny you should say that. I get that feeling too. But I’ll let you know once I’ve had a better look at his personal stuff.’

‘What, you want to go back to the mews?’

‘No. I’ll poke about online. Are we done here?’

‘I think so. Did you check the en suite for a cupboard?’

‘Yes. Zip. Not even an emergency razor.’

‘Fair enough. Let’s head.’


Chapter Thirteen

They drove back to Fettes. Mac took a terse call on the way. Both exhausted by looking at computer screens and the absence of natural light had killed off their energy. David’s place had done nothing to raise their hopes.

As they pulled into the car park Viv said, ‘Well, are you going to tell me or not?’

Mac knitted his brows. ‘What are you on about?’

She could tell from his tone that he knew exactly what she was on about but was trying to avoid telling her.

‘You know I’ll bug you until you tell me. It’s not as if you don’t wear your emotions on your sleeve. In fact you wear them all over when it’s something big so spill the beans.’

He sighed, as if weighing up the consequences of letting her in on whatever was troubling him. If it was to do with work, he’d have no issue keeping it to himself. Her guess was that it was personal.

‘If I tell you you’ve got to keep it to yourself.’

She crossed her heart. ‘Guide’s honour.’

He snorted. ‘Not exactly the model Girl Guide, were you?’

‘I’ll have you know I’ve even got my toymaker badge. Okay, so it was just to keep me quiet but I’ve still got it somewhere.’

‘You were supposed to sew it onto your uniform. That’s what I mean about you not being ideal.’

‘Sure. But if you think that all this talk about Girl Guides is going to get you off the hook then you’re sadly mistaken. Come on, get it off your chest. You know you want to.’ She play-punched his arm.

He glanced at her. ‘Remember Fiona?’

It had been a while since Mac had entertained a woman friend and Fiona, if she had the correct woman, had been a control freak of the highest order. ‘Are you talking about Mrs Squeaks when she walks she’s so anal?’

He snorted. ‘She wasn’t that bad. But yes. She’s had a child.’

Viv spun round in her seat. ‘No way! And she’s claiming . . . ‘

He nodded. ‘She wouldn’t have told me but the boy is in need of a donor.’

‘Oh my God. Are you sure it’s yours?’

‘How could I know that? She says that I was the only one it could have been.’

‘And you believe her?’

He shrugged. ‘Even if he isn’t mine, if I could help with a donation, I’d still want to do it.’

‘Honourable or what?’

‘But it does throw a rather large and heavy spanner in my works if he is mine. I can’t even begin to think about what happens next. She’s desperate, though, so I’ve got to do something.’

‘Well well, daddy Marcus.’

It was his turn to return the play-punch. ‘Don’t laugh. It’s not funny. Can you imagine what my mum will say? There are all sorts of implications.’

They sat in Mac’s allocated space and he rubbed his face with both hands. ‘Holy shit.’

‘Abso-fucking-lutely. Just when you think life is going all peachy for you the Holy Father strikes and you’re doing the school run, the maths homework, and you’re having daily contact with a woman that you sighed with relief at the prospect of never seeing again. Best make sure he is yours before you start with the parenting malarkey.’

‘God, Viv, you’re all heart. Fiona’s really struggling, otherwise she’d never have made contact.’

‘And that would be my other point. Do you really want to be involved with someone who would have kept the fact that you’d become a father a secret?’

‘You know, for an intelligent woman you sometimes say the most ridiculous things. I wouldn’t have known, would I.’

‘Well, not until she needed you for something else. What does she want you to donate?’

‘I’m not sure yet. Could be bone marrow. I’m going to meet her now.’

Mac stepped out of the car and walked round to her window.

She said, ‘Are you coming back to Doune tonight or are you staying in town?’

‘I haven’t decided. I’ve got food in Doune but nothing in the flat here. Least of my worries, don’t you think?’

‘Don’t, you sound like one of my ex-clients. Ring me if you are coming to Doune. I’m dying to get back to see Moll. Take care Mac, you’re a soft touch.’


Chapter Fourteen

When she drove over the humpback bridge and entered through the gates to the estate she felt her heartbeat slow and her shoulders release. She’d never have believed that she could relax in the countryside but the thought of a long walk with the dog certainly did it for her. She’d phoned ahead and asked Brian if he could drop Mollie off, so she was expecting a warm welcome. She heard her barking as soon as she got out of the car and felt an unusual sensation on her face as she grinned a proper heartfelt grin.

Mollie bolted out of the door and ran round her legs desperate to jump up but resisting with all that she had. Viv knelt down and snuggled into her neck. The smell of dog was so reassuring. She dumped her rucksack then clipped a lead onto Mollie’s collar. With the sound of the river burbling she drew in a long breath of clean country air and watched Mollie in pursuit of invisible foes, her nose never lifting off the bank. Viv recalled the photographs of the dead man lying on the cathedral floor. Who dresses up as a cardinal and why? Fun? Fraud? Revenge? Money? Love? Requited? Unrequited? That left lots of options open but she mustn’t forget the eight-pointed cross in his hand. Surely that was a blatant message if ever there was one. They weren’t dealing with anyone too sophisticated.

She walked as far as the chapel then took a route back through the woods. An earthy smell of damp rotting wood underfoot reminded her of the many conversations she’d had with Sal who was a huge fan of getting her hands into the earth or walking on grass in her bare feet. Viv hadn’t got the hang of any of that, in fact she’d thought Sal slightly unhinged when she’d tried to get Viv to do the same. Viv was a strictly shoes-on kind of woman. Any notion of wandering around out of doors in bare feet was for muesli-belters. Who knew what could be lurking down there? She breached the edge of the wood, took in the view of Ben Ledi, and let go of a huge breath. Now that was something worth experiencing.


***




Once back inside she booted up her laptop and began a new search. She’d discovered a few different options for sneaking behind cyber walls and, although the Catholic Church had gone to more expense than the Pentagon to secure their communications, it shouldn’t take too long to get inside. When doing her PhD she’d become a member of the Vatican Library, not at first an essential source but it had turned out to be invaluable when she got to researching wounded healers. Everyone was wounded in one way or another but some scars were more visible than others. Priests and therapists often wore their scars like invisible cloaks.

She had an idea of the kind of system to expect, but the damn thing had been upgraded. Not an insurmountable problem just a touch more time consuming. The tougher the system the more fun it was to break, or if not break at least become a voyeur.

Mac was right, there wasn’t any notice anywhere of a cardinal visit to Scotland, if the Vatican diary of events was to be believed. When a cardinal was going out and about it was almost as big a deal as if the Holy Father himself was going on a visit. The security planning and detail must cost the faithful an arm and a leg. All the more reason to think that the dead man in St Jude’s was an imposter. Poor sod. But if he was just a punter out on the lash in fancy dress how did he end up in the cathedral? It was hard to tell from a few photographs but it didn’t look messy. There hadn’t been much blood and the set-up on the altar looked undisturbed. Maybe he’d been killed elsewhere and there was another actual crime scene. There hadn’t been anything said about how he died but she’d presumed the injury to his head was what caused his death.

She rang Mac. ‘Hey, do we know exactly how our mock cardinal died? Was it the blow to the head? And if so was the weapon found?’

‘I’m on my way back to Doune. Let’s get dinner and go over it.’

‘Sure. What did Fiona want?’

‘Blood.’

‘Metaphorical or real?’

‘Real. Not difficult. See you in an hour or so. I’ll bring food.’

She smiled. He knew if he wanted decent food he’d have to supply it. She turned her head back to the screen. The killing had to be planned. So who was the guy in the red frock? Was he a real member of the clergy after all? She checked St Jude’s own website and scrolled through the list of priests, nuns, deacons and auxiliary staff. The dead chap looked like their newest recruit, a priest who’d come to Edinburgh after working on the social media staff for the Vatican no less, James O’Brien aka Judas Iscariot. With a little help from Google she discovered that before he’d been ‘called’, he’d worked as a stockbroker in the financial sector in Glasgow: also not a good combo for a gambling addict. Why did he give it up? There had to be something sinister going on to give up a high earning position for the lowly lifestyle of a parish priest. Also, how and why did Father James get into that outfit?

She did another Google search on the company he’d been with in Glasgow and up came a load of stories about them going to the wall. Receivers eventually moved in when all potential buy-outs failed. Was there the possibility that his death was business related and nothing to do with the Church, apart from its theatricality? His shoes were well worn, highly polished posh leather, ironically rather too Church’s or Loake’s for the budget of a priest and at odds with the polyester of the robe. Gammarelli, the Vatican’s tailors would be horrified by such inferior quality. Something definitely weird going on. She read on. He’d ruffled a number of feathers but that was quite some time in the past. Would someone hold a grudge for ten years then kill him? Of course they could but it depended on how their lives had been affected and how unhinged they were. Crime was never simple. It didn’t sit outside a social or economic situation; it was always right at the centre of someone’s world. Whether they’d intended it to be that way or not, that’s what happened. Even if they didn’t get caught for the crime it would be with them every single day. Maybe the sociopath was an exception to this but she wasn’t convinced. There was only one photograph of him with a woman. Nothing that looked like family; no parents, brothers or sisters. Being gay was an issue for a priest, so if he was he’d have gone to great lengths to hide it. She leaned back, ran her hands through her hair and thought herself back into the cathedral. He was a big man, so it wouldn’t have been easy to manoeuvre his body into the robe. It would have taken time and the building was open to the public, so also a high risk strategy. If someone else put the robe on him they had to have done it elsewhere. Was he robed and then bumped on the head? The photographs only gave up so much information. She filed that question for Mac when he pitched up.


***




The following day she had hair clients. Pressure to get back to them was increasing exponentially. She missed them. Who among them might have connections to Edinburgh’s Catholic royalty? She made a call but there wasn’t any answer. She didn’t leave a message. She leafed through her paper diary. Got to be someone in there whose connections she could exploit. There was one woman with many connections, but she was unlikely to help, such was her devotion. Worth sending an email; that way she’d have the option of refusing. Sal’s death had thrown her and Mac together. Dinner almost every night was as good a way as any to catch-up but it was weird, and, delicious though it was, she wasn’t used to actually eating a proper meal at the end of every day. She was more of an eat-all-she-could at Bella’s when she was hungry, kind of person. Then she’d go days on oatcakes and not much else. If she was going to spend more time in the country she’d have to find another way of having her food needs met, and be careful not to slip into habits with Mac that would be difficult to get out of. She countered this with the notion that Mac would soon get bored with the current inequality of cooking, although he had said it was therapeutic since she always did the washing-up.

She emailed another couple of hair clients. As Viv waited for their replies Mollie whimpered and trotted to the study door. She heard tyres on the gravel outside. They both went down to open the door. Mac stood in the porch with a familiar bag of groceries under one arm and a file of papers in the other.

‘I come bearing info and food.’

‘Great combo. Want a hand?’

He handed her the file. ‘That’s more your kinda thing than what’s in here. It might go some way to answering the shooter’s motive.’

She took the file and began to leaf through it. Each page was marked with a red ‘Secret’ stamp. She smiled. He’d get his arse kicked if anyone found out he’d copied these and brought them out of the office. She rubbed his arm. ‘You’re a good man. On the right side of the angels.’

‘Tell that to my mother. She thinks otherwise.’

He dumped the groceries on the worktop.

‘What’s for dinner?’

‘Aubergine Parmigiano.’

She raised her eyebrows.

‘You got a problem with that?’

‘God, no. Sounds fab. But we carry on like this I’ll be the size of a house.’

He shook his head. ‘Trust me. The amount of energy you expend there’s no chance. You could power your own electricity.’

She ignored this and laid the file on the kitchen table while Mac made a fuss of Mollie.


Chapter Fifteen

Viv pressed the buzzer and within seconds the catch was released to let her in. Lesley McKenna was waiting in her hall and pointed to a door on the left, ‘He’s in there. Go ahead. He loves your visits. You must let me know what your secret is.’

She smiled, knocked on the door and entered before being invited to.

‘Ah, Viv. Always a joy.’ Michael McKenna stood and came round from behind his desk. He lifted his hand to his head. ‘Do I need your attention or what?’

‘I think you do. But as ever it’s not so much the hair on your head that’s desperate.’

He batted away the implication. ‘Don’t you go bringing my nose and ear hair into an open conversation.’

She ran her finger over her lips. ‘Discretion is the better part of valour, or is it?’

‘That’s what I like about you. Always challenging the ordinary. The things that most people take for granted.’

‘I don’t know what you’re after but whatever it is I’m unlikely to give it to you for flattery alone.’

He laughed. ‘Coffee?’

‘No, thanks. I think I’m already persona non grata with Lesley and if you make her get coffee for us she’ll be apoplectic.’

‘She’s just bored and trying to find ways of getting me to do stuff. Here let me shift this chair.’

Viv spread out her tarp and he lifted a heavy chair onto it. Once wrapped in the gown he said, ‘I’m guessing you shunted me up the list for a reason, so you’d better spill before the hairdryer goes on.’

He had a glorious mane of dark wavy hair but a high crest of recession on his forehead. She combed it back.

‘Still got some left at the top there?’

He always asked this. His sensitivity to losing it never wavered and she was used to answering with tact. ‘Hasn’t changed in a decade. If it was going to go it would have gone by now. I think you’re safe.’

‘You just humour me. Come on tell me what’s troubling you.’

She cleared her throat. ‘Well this might be a bit of a touchy subject, but I was wondering if you had any inside info on the hierarchy at the cathedral?’

He roared with laughter. ‘Good God, Viv, what are you getting into this time?’

‘Nothing that I can’t handle, but I thought with you being . . .’

‘An ex-priest an all that.’ He laughed again and she wondered what it must have been like to have confession with him. One of the things about confession was that, like psychoanalysis, you didn’t get to look into the eyes of your listener so you couldn’t take any social cues from their body language. She imagined sitting in a booth behind a screen trying to work out what mood he might be in before bearing her soul. Michael was certainly a good listener, but there was more to him than that, otherwise he would never have given up his vocation.

‘I hope you know me well enough to believe I wouldn’t exploit you.’

He interrupted her. ‘Yes, I do know you well enough, but only in one context . . . So if I do know about the cathedral . . .’

Her pulse accelerated, but she didn’t interrupt him.

‘I would want to know what you might be doing with the information.’

‘Fair enough. I’ve been asked to investigate a missing person, and in the course of that investigation I’ve come across an abundance of eight-pointed crosses.’

‘Ah. In that case the best person to speak to would be . . .’

Just as he was about to give her a name there was a tap at the door. Viv gritted her teeth.

Lesley tucked her head round the door. ‘I was wondering if you’d like me to make coffee?’

‘I told you she was bored. If I’d dared to ask her for coffee she’d have gone all huffy. But now that she’s asked would you like some . . . We’ve had a recent consignment from Vienna. Best Turkish. I wouldn’t refuse if I were you.’

Viv nodded. ‘Sure, I’d love some. Thanks, Lesley.’

‘Milk and two I suppose?’

‘Black for me.’

‘Usual for me.’ He raised his eyebrows as his wife left. ‘Don’t know what we’ve done to deserve that, but never look a gift horse and all that.’

‘You were saying who I ought to speak to.’

‘Yes, although I don’t recall using the word “ought”.’ He grinned.

She lifted her scissors and demonstrated their action. ‘If I were you I’d remember who in this room has command of the sharp blades.’

He grinned. ‘His name is Daniel and he’s a deacon. Very keen on the Maltese Cross. Are you going to tell me what’s happened or shall I have to wait and read about it in the press?’

‘How did you guess? I could be back to pick your brain a bit more, but for now I’ll have a go at speaking to Daniel.’

She continued to cut his hair and after a few minutes their coffee arrived. Lesley’s wide grin lit up the room as she entered, her countenance transformed. Viv marvelled at the complete contrast of her face with a simple smile. It also made her think about the difference that a smile could make to a person’s identity. The dead man from St Jude’s had died with a grimace imprinted on his face. No sign of bliss or peace in evidence for him. If she saw a photograph of him in a police mug shot or a holiday snap of him having fun at the beach could she be sure he was the same person? Yes, probably for her, but not for many people. Her test results in the super recogniser exam were 98 per cent. Only 0.5 per cent of people who took the test got above half-marks. Lesley laid the coffee on a side table and said, ‘How are you, Viv?’

There was something accusatory in her tone that made Viv wary. ‘I’m fine. Spinning plates but that’s the way I seem to survive.’

Lesley stroked her husband’s shoulder. Definitely an ownership gesture that had Viv confused. Did Lesley think that she had designs on Michael? How stupid would that be since she’d known him for years and that had never crossed her radar? He was more like a father figure; although not quite old enough for the role, that’s how she’d describe him. Lesley left the room again but not before looking at Viv with her eyes screwed up.

‘Is Lesley okay?’ she said, as she lifted one of the cups of coffee and handed it to him.

‘I’m not sure. She sees things where there is nothing to see.’

‘But why now? I’ve known you for God knows how long and it wouldn’t occur to me.’

He gave a great belly laugh, ‘Just you say it as it is, why don’t you.’

She flushed. ‘Well she must be imagining . . .’

‘It’s not you. It’s me. She has trust issues.’

‘Does she have reason not to trust you?’

He hesitated. ‘No. Not really.’

‘Bullshit. She either does or she doesn’t. Does she?’

‘Well there has been a minor indiscretion.’

Viv was shocked. She’d always thought of him as a paragon of virtue. Tears pricked her eyes. She turned away to prevent him from seeing her disappointment. Why on earth would it matter to her? She started the hairdryer. She could be out of there in five minutes.

She sensed his eyes on her as she wound up the flex on the dryer then stored her scissors in their leather pouch.

‘I never claimed to be an angel. In fact, as soon as I gave up the priesthood I realised what a lie I had been living. I was just as flawed, more flawed than anyone whose confession I’d heard. That’s the problem you see. We were expected to be beyond human and that just set us up for failure. If you’ve got a line of enquiry that concerns the Church you know you should be following the money and if that’s a dead end, follow the sex. It’ll be one or the other.’

She was no longer in the mood to take counsel from him but she nodded and took out her phone. ‘You want to make another date?’ She couldn’t look at him.

‘I think you’d better come to terms with my fall first. Email me when you do. I’d miss seeing you if you decided to give me up but it has to be your call.’

A message pinged into her inbox. She slipped her phone back into her pocket. ‘I’ll see myself out. And if you could tell Lesley I appreciated the coffee.’

‘But you didn’t have it.’

She shook her head and quietly let herself out. Being regarded as a threat had been a hazard in the past, but she’d had no idea that that’s what was going on between those two. If he’d been playing away from home it was no wonder Lesley had doubts about other women that he saw behind closed doors. Once she arrived back at the car she slammed the door and shouted, ‘Bastard! How could he do that to her?’ She thumped the steering wheel and wondered which ‘her’ she really meant. Her disappointment was palpable. She’d believed in him, had expectations of him. Were they unrealistic? No. They were based on their conversations. She understood that he’d left the priesthood because he’d met Lesley and decided she was worth the sacrifice. But maybe philandering was a pattern for him.

Viv pressed in a number. She’d emailed before but not had a response. Shaz Stevenson was a four-times-a-year client, nervous as a church mouse but utterly devout. ‘Hi Viv, I noticed that you’d called but didn’t leave a message. We don’t have a booking so it made me wonder.’

‘No, we don’t have a booking, but d’you think we might have a chat?’

‘Sounds ominous. When people want to chat they usually want to break up or . . .’

‘No break ups I promise. Coffee?’

‘Sure. When did you have in mind?’

‘Right now would do me. How about you?’

Viv could hear traffic in the background, so there was a chance that Shaz was already out and about. A siren sounded and Viv could hear the same sound. ‘You must be close to where I am. That’s the same siren.’

Just then someone tapped Viv’s shoulder. She spun round. It was Shaz.

‘I can guess what you want to ask me. Edinburgh’s telepathic. You know that I’m involved in a charity that has just lost one of its most efficient fund raisers?’

Viv’s ears pricked up, ‘Are we talking about the man killed in the cathedral?’

Shaz nodded. ‘He’ll be missed.’

Viv pointed to a café on the street opposite. ‘Shall we?’

They crossed the road. Relieved to shut out the traffic noise, Viv went to the counter and ordered two flat whites.

She’d known Shaz long enough to remember how she took her coffee, but maybe not long enough to know exactly how committed she was to her charity work. They sat at a table by the window and made small talk until the coffee arrived.

‘So, who would want him dead? And why make such a public spectacle of him?’

‘Charities are strange organisations. People want them to make money, they want to give people credit for helping them, but not too much.’

‘Was our corpse seeking more attention than they wanted to give him?’

‘He was good at getting other people to join us.’

‘Just so I’m clear, who exactly is “us”?’

‘The Knights of Malta. I thought you knew. I run the youth section. There’s a ball every year and it’s good to get all ages to the same event. The whole thing is about money. We are all trying to make money for Catholic good works. James was good at recruiting people who were willing to part with or at least get rid of cash.’

‘You mean . . .?’

‘Oh no. Nothing illegal if that’s what you were going to ask. Just people have excess and they make informed choices about who or what they give to. James was great at talking a good game and got us huge amounts of funding.’

‘So you don’t know of anyone who would want him dead?’

‘No. Absolutely not and certainly not any one of the Knights.’

They chatted about some of the ‘good works’ then parted swearing coffee or lunch soon as poss. Never going to happen but a good way to end their meeting.

Viv decided that she needed to gather a few things from the West Bow so made her way to the Grassmarket. The traffic was a nightmare and by the time she’d circled for the third time she was ripping her hair out. In the end she dumped the car on a yellow line and jogged up the cobbled street, dodging pedestrians. Outside the flat a crowd of guys were up to high jinks. Ragging each other spilling their beer from plastic pint containers. One guy turned too quickly and swilled his drink over her. She jumped back but it still caught her trousers and her boots.

‘Sorry Ginger. No harm done eh?’

‘I’m no Ginger and you’ve messed up my boots.’

She pushed through them to get to her door but the guy who’d spilled his drink was having none of it and pulled at her arm.

She spun round and said, ‘Let go.’

He tightened his grip. ‘What are you going do about it?’

She planted a Glasgow kiss dead centre of his nose.

He screamed, ‘You bitch!’ Again he started to grab at her. Blood already running down his face.

His mates grabbed him and pulled him away before he touched her a second time.

She, more shocked than he was, slipped inside her door and slammed it. She stood in the passage leaning against the wall listening to them trying to calm him down. She calmed her own breathing, waiting until their voices began to fade as they moved downhill towards the Grassmarket. She put her hand up to her face and felt a swelling rising on her forehead. What the hell had possessed her to do that to him? In a split second it was over but he would have a sore face for a while and she would have the mother of all bruises, maybe even a black eye. ‘Shit!’ She took the stairs two at a time and reached her landing in less time than usual. She pushed the door open against a pile of mail. Ronnie must have brought it up from the passage. She plonked herself on the couch and put her head in her hands. So was this how things would play out? She wasn’t prone to outbursts of violence or aggression: was this how she would recover?

She touched the swelling rising above her eyes. ‘Shit!’ She got up and went to the ice-box in the fridge, grabbed a packet of frozen peas and laid them on the bump. He asked for it. He shouldn’t have touched her. She was defending herself. She was incensed and someone had to cop it. He was the poor sod at the wrong end of her fraying temper. Too late to do anything about it. So with her one free hand she opened a few bills, statements and a couple of journals and threw them into a bag. Ronnie had rescued her mail before when she’d been away. He was the one resident who cared that the passage was kept clean and tidy. Thank God for Ronnie.

She considered taking her new screens up to Doune, but she couldn’t be bothered to carry them all the way back to the Rav. They’d have to wait until another day, another parking place closer to the flat. She pressed the play button on her answering machine; two messages from her mum and one from Amanda. She ought not to neglect them. She’d promised herself to spend more time with them after the debacle with her mum, but true to form nothing had happened since. She glanced at her face in the bathroom mirror. Oh my God! What a mess. Both of her eyes were beginning to bruise. What had possessed her? That was it; she must have been momentarily possessed. If only he hadn’t touched her she wouldn’t have reacted.

The peas were beginning to defrost so she stuck them inside another poly bag, marked it, ‘used for headache’ and tucked them back into the ice-box. She fished out a tube of arnica from the bathroom cabinet and slathered it onto the bump and round her eyes. Worth a try. Her head was thumping. She found an old baseball cap, drew her hair into a pony and slipped the cap on. If she kept the peak down low no one would notice. She snorted. Who was she kidding? Mac would be on it as soon as. Once she’d gathered the few things she needed she headed back down to the Rav. No sign of the group of guys or a ticket on her windscreen. She whispered to herself, ‘There is a God and she’s on my side . . . for now.’


Chapter Sixteen

Just over an hour later she was back in the conservatory in Doune with her laptop on a cushion and Mollie nuzzled into her thigh. She’d sent Sholto an email asking if he would allow her access to his email accounts. Manners maketh not the hacker, but since he was paying her she thought she’d give him second refusal – she’d already viewed one of his accounts at the mews. He replied with the usual reservations. ‘Was it really necessary to trawl through his private conversations?’ Of course it was if he wanted results. Once into his personal account she found her way into Pamela’s as well. Buy one get one free. Pamela’s messages were much more interesting since she had a history of arguing and being indiscreet which probably meant she didn’t know about Sholto’s other accounts that he wasn’t giving up. She’d find them.

In a conversation between Pamela and her stepmother it became apparent that there was a serious family feud. By the sounds of it, the issue had been simmering, possibly for years. They were at loggerheads over Pamela’s lack of contribution to the running of the equine part of the estate, which had originally been her idea. She’d obviously got distracted by something or someone else and had stepped back from the day-to-day shovelling of shit and brushing of manes leaving most of the work to her stepmother, whose love of horses was running thin. Now, what was the distraction that took Pamela away from the stables for days on end - and that she and her stepmother were carefully not naming?

Viv rubbed her eyes back into life then continued to scroll. She was close to giving up and having a walk but she spotted an email sent to Pamela by an account familiar to her, the Vatican Library. Now that was intriguing. Her Italian was rusty to non-existent so she tried Google translate. This email was obviously part of a conversation which had a significant history since the librarian kept saying, ‘further to . . .’, and quoting another correspondence which may or may not have been in emails. Viv scrolled and scrolled, unable to find the earliest one. Then she discovered another email account belonging to Pamela. Once into that account, the Vatican conversation became clearer. Pamela had requested a search into land charters from before the Reformation. ‘Fuck sake!’ Talk about the past being in the present. This was actual archaeology. Pamela’s query was to do with something called a Sasine. According to Google, a Sasine was an ancient way of passing land or resources from one person to another and involved clods of earth and/or boulders.

She said to the screen, ‘You’ve got to give it to the Scots for their ingenuity.’ Passing a handful of earth from one person to another had been legally binding.

Viv’s mobile rang. She tutted but grabbed hold of it and read the screen. It was Mac. ‘Hi, I’m in the middle of something interesting. Can I ring you back?’

‘Would it be interesting to me as well?’

She sighed. ‘It might be.’

‘Just might or actually would?’

‘Okay, it actually, definitely would be of interest to you but you won’t want to know how I got the info so don’t ask.’ She heard him running his hands over his face, a face that sounded in need of a serious shave. ‘You okay?’

‘Peachy. I’m in a traffic jam but as soon as it starts moving I’ll be with you in twenty minutes.’

‘I haven’t got anything that’s worth coming here for. Well nothing that I can’t tell you on the phone in two minutes.’

‘Got to go we’ve started moving.’ He cut the call.

She returned to the screen. There were a couple of pathways she wanted to follow but it was a bore to keep switching between one window and the other. Mac must read Italian; he spoke it fluently.

She rubbed Mollie’s ears. ‘Your pal is on his way. We’d better get the kettle on.’ She put her laptop on the couch, moved a very reluctant dog off her thigh and hobbled over to the Aga. She’d been sitting in the same position far too long. How could the dog go from totally static to bouncing around in one slick move? Whatever the dog was on she’d love some of it.

When Mac arrived Mollie raced to the door and jumped up at the handle. Viv pulled it open and watched, not without some green-eyed monster sitting on her shoulder, as Mollie leapt all over him like a rash.

‘What the hell?’

She put a hand up. ‘Don’t ask.’

‘What do you mean, don’t ask. Have you seen your face?’

‘If you hadn’t noticed I actually wear this face, so I do feel what is going on. It was an accident.’

‘What kind of accident?’

‘I said don’t ask. You wouldn’t want to know the answer, so best not to keep pushing.’

‘But you’ve got two black eyes. Not one but two which would lead me to think you’d given someone the head.’

She didn’t look up when he said this.

‘Ah, so I’m right. What did they do to deserve it?’

‘Just let’s drop it. I might have over-reacted but it didn’t feel like it at the time.’

He sighed and handed her a bag of groceries. ‘I would have taken these up the hill and forgotten about them.’

‘Yeah, sure. When did you ever forget about food?’

She took the bag and unpacked it on the kitchen table, ‘Oh man. Have I got some juice for you.’

He pulled out a chair and flopped onto it. ‘Thank God for that.’

‘Not God exactly, but as close as you could get to him.’

He screwed up his eyes. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘I’ve got into a conversation that Pamela, Pamela the fiancé of our newest client, has been having with the Vatican.’

‘How the hell did you get into that?’

‘What did I tell you on the phone? Don’t ask.’

He shook his head and stood up. ‘Okay if I put the kettle on?’

‘Too late. Just boiled. Coffee is.’ She pointed to the cupboard and then the draining board. Everything you ever needed right before you.’

‘Tell me about the conversation then.’

She laughed. ‘Did you know that in ancient times if you were handed a clod of earth by a landowner, then that meant you had certain rights on that land. Sasines, they were called Sasines before there were written legal documents. But look I need your help. How’s your Italian these days?’

Mac’s father was Italian and at home they used to speak it all the time but now she wasn’t sure.

‘At home with my mum and sisters we still do anger and frustration better in Italian than in Scots.’ He poured water over coffee grains and wafted the aroma up towards his face. ‘See that? It makes me feel almost human again. And by the way you forget that I read law. I know all about Sasines.’

She sensed he was raising his game for her benefit. ‘Why such a shit day?’

‘Powers that be don’t want feathers ruffled.’

‘Fuck ‘em. They never do. You’d think we were paying to keep the corporate peace rather than find the dickheads who exploit their power by giving dosh to community projects or buying football teams to create pitiful smokescreens for their laundering.’

Mac sipped his coffee. ‘Why don’t you just say it like it is?’ He grinned. ‘You’re right, but it doesn’t help me. Let’s get a look at the Vatican emails then.’

She grabbed her laptop and put it on the kitchen table. She pulled a chair closer to his and pointed at the screen. ‘Look.’ In bold letters it read, The Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. ‘Bit of a giveaway I’d say. I mean who among us is in communication with the Vatican? But look, it goes on and on and on. I’m bored switching between the email and Google translate so maybe you could give me a précis?’

He began reading. The silence in the room was only interrupted by the tick of an old clock that Sal wouldn’t give up. Even Mollie had snuggled into her bed by the Aga. He scrolled and read then scrolled some more. Viv sipped her coffee trying to look patient. She started playing with crumbs on the table, circling them, rounding them up like the enemy. If Mac had done that to her while she was working she’d have had a hissy fit but he didn’t even notice.

Eventually he stretched. ‘You’re right this is juicy. She’s convinced that there was an ancient charter given to her estate, not to her family but the family before them, that is supposed to give them the fishing rights.’

Viv snorted, ‘Fishing rights! What the actual? Who gets their knickers in a twist about a few fish?’

‘Only a townie would be that naive. Salmon fishing in Scotland is a multi-million-pound industry. People pay huge, and I mean huge amounts of money to fish the Tay, the Spey and a whole lot of others. This could make or break a landowner.’

‘But why would she be trying to get the rights to something that she was just about to get the rights to through marriage?’

‘Good question. We’ll need to do a bit more digging.’

‘How come these ancient old charters are still binding?’

‘It’s called the law, Doc. Without it there’d be chaos.’

‘There’s chaos anyway.’

He nodded. ‘Yep, there is, but nothing like the chaos there would be without legally binding documents. You already know that but for some reason you think that this,’ he pointed at the screen, ‘is not important. To anyone who lives in the countryside it is. The fishing industry employs thousands of people. Hotel staff, gillies, it spills into the whisky trade etc etc. Don’t imagine people wouldn’t kill for a slice of all of that.’

‘What, you think these emails about fishing rights could be connected to our mock cardinal? And our mis-pers?’

In unison they said, ‘There’s no such thing as coincidence.’

She stood and checked the groceries that had arrived with Mac. ‘What was your plan for this little lot?’

‘What, you can’t guess from the ingredients?

She sighed. ‘Okay, I’m guessing carbonara, but I don’t see why you’d need eggs for that.’

He smiled. ‘That’s what I love about you. There’s no excess. No frippery.’

‘Don’t you go believing that what you see is what you get ‘cause that’s total bull.’

‘Proper carbonara always has eggs. That’s what makes it silky and creamy.’

‘Easy! You sound like a porn star.’

He shook his head and rolled up his sleeves. ‘Let the art begin.’

‘Get over yourself. You’re making spaghetti.’

He snorted, ‘Just you wait.’

‘It’s not the first time you’ve made my dinner, remember. I’ve had exposure to your culinary delights before.’

‘Ah, but never the carbonara.’

She laughed and turned her attention back to the screen. ‘I’ll stick to where my strength lies.’

So as he chopped and whipped she scrutinised the Vatican Library archive. It was totally moreish to have access to every text that could affect the Catholic Church. They’d always known that knowledge was power and consequently kept every scrap of parchment, vellum and paper that might be used at some time in the future to influence, retain or gain power. She could imagine the most incredible stuff stacked in special air-conditioned vaults; she’d even found some original works of Aristotle and Copernicus. But spending time perusing those was for another visit. The search into charters didn’t bring up anything so they must be catalogued elsewhere.

Now if you were a priest squirrelling documents that you’d only want a particular family to discover, where might you put them? She sent Sholto another request, this time to actually search the family papers. Someone somewhere knew about these ‘rights’, although the nerve of anyone who thought they could own a river was beyond comprehension. What was that Buddhist saying about never dipping your toes in the same river twice?

The smell of braising garlic coming from the Aga made her salivate. Mac had a genius touch when it came to cooking Italian. ‘You definitely know that the way to a woman’s heart is through her belly, don’t you.’

‘You hungry now?’

‘Hungry? I could chew your arm off now that I’ve had a whiff of that sauce.’

‘Ten minutes while the spaghetti cooks.’

She turned to look at him and took comfort watching him in the zone. He would say that their spending more time together was by default rather than design but she wouldn’t agree. Grief was very peculiar and every individual reacted differently to it. She stared at his back. How was he really doing? He had known Sal longer than she had, had worked with her on a daily basis. How did that compare to the relationship she’d had with Sal? Two independent women, intent on keeping their identities separate, yet sharing a bed and intimacy had made that separation tricky. Tears pricked her eyes and a weight took up residence where her heart should be. She recalled the way they’d parted. Talk about frosty and jagged, both indicators of deep feelings but also signs that each was determined to remain their own person.

She wiped her eyes but flinched at the pain across her forehead. Her laptop pinged. Sholto’s reply. She could go through the family papers but he’d have to be with her. Some were fragile and were kept in the safe. ‘Got permission to go through the lord’s archive. That should be fun.’

‘You okay?’

She sniffed. ‘Yeah. Just get caught out sometimes when I least expect it.’

He laid his hand on her shoulder. ‘Same here. The office seems too empty without her. I might only have passed her in the corridor once or twice a day but knowing that she was there . . .’

She stood and rubbed his upper arms. ‘I’m sorry I’m not more help. I’m shit at this kind of thing. A shit friend really.’

He turned to the stove. ‘Get us a couple of plates out. This will help fill a hole.’

‘Yeah, if you can’t beat them feed them. I’ve no issue with that.’

For a few minutes they sat gorging on delicious carbonara. Mollie made an occasional whimper, and nuzzled her damp nose against Viv’s thigh. ‘Not for dogs; too much garlic for dogs.’ She stood and reached into a cupboard for a dog chew. Mollie twirled and sat, then took off into the conservatory as soon as she had it in her jaws.

‘Easily pleased. I wish I could take a leaf out of her book.’

‘What, walk with your nose to the ground taking in the scents of a thousand dog poos?’

She gently patted his back. ‘You know what I mean. Keeping life simple.’

‘You don’t know whether her life is simple or not.’

‘Okay, okay, I concede. I can’t read her mind, but I don’t think she frets at quite the same levels about the small stuff that I do.’

He nodded, his mouth full of spaghetti. ‘As I said, you don’t know that.’

‘Piss off and eat your dinner. What do you think I’ll find in the family papers?’

‘No idea. I wonder how far back they go? Catholic families had to hide everything. Scottish Catholics copped the full brutality of the Reformation. All we hear about is the dissolution of the English monasteries but it was equally brutal up here. I’d guess, though, that most families sent their precious papers to the Vatican for safe keeping. I might join you if you’ll let me.’

‘Of course. But I want no comments about my maverick ways.’

‘Moi?’

‘Don’t give me “moi?” when I start taking photographs of documents, I don’t want you breathing impatiently at my back.’

‘I wouldn’t do that.’ He laughed. ‘Well, not much.’

She shook her head and polished off the last of her carbonara. ‘Oh my God, that was out of this world. You defo have a chef’s touch.’

‘Praise indeed. Now when are you planning to make a start on those family papers?’

‘I have another hair day in Edinburgh tomorrow but I can be back up here by about five. If I go then I’ll be able to give Sholto a couple of hours of boredom before he retreats for dinner. Then I’ll have them to myself. Unless you tag along then we’ll have them to ourselves. But remember no sighing or tutting at my research techniques or I’ll send you packing. By the way, I wonder if Pamela discovered that the Auchenban papers were in the Vatican? That would make sense of her conversation with the librarian.’

He shrugged. ‘Seeing anyone interesting tomorrow?’

‘Kind of. I have another client who’s been involved in lots of charity work. Not with the Knights of Malta but I bet most charities are competitors. There’s only so much disposable cash around and people have to choose. Could be interesting. But otherwise I’m seeing a couple of tricky women who’ll need gentle handling.’ She grabbed their plates and stacked them in the dishwasher. Both of them yawned. ‘Time for an early night.’

‘I’ll wash the pots before I head.’

‘No, you’re all right I’ll do that. It’ll give me thinking time.’

He laughed. ‘You’re never not thinking.’

‘I know, but there are different kinds of thoughts, some more applied than others.’

‘I’m not even going to ask.’

‘Good. That means I won’t be distracted trying to explain something to you when my brain could be better engaged elsewhere.’

He stood and stretched, his shirt freeing itself from his trousers and exposing tight abs and his Jacobs-Ladder. She glanced away. Don’t even go there.

He lifted his jacket from the back of the chair, ‘Right I’ll get going.’

Mollie saw this as a sign for going out and began to circle her way to the door. Mac stared at Viv. ‘Shall I do the honours?’

‘Let’s both do it. We could probably do with some fresh air.’

She slipped her boots on and clipped a lead onto Mollie. ‘Okay, you win.’

When they’d first met up again after uni, Mac had been sniffy about her hairdressing business until he realised just how many contacts she had because of it. He was gradually getting the hang of her potential to reach people that he didn’t have access to. Ruddy, on the other hand, had seen the benefits of her networking right from the get go. What neither could get their heads around was how committed she was to confidentiality. Without it she wouldn’t have trust, and distrust could knock her out of business in a heartbeat.


Chapter Seventeen

Maisie Ross was fond of a change and Viv had been the right hairdresser to provide this for her. She opened the door dressed in a kimono and silk slippers; her bright reddish pink hair wet and straggly dripped onto her shoulders.

‘Oh boy, do I need you. Come in, come in.’ She glanced out onto her landing as if someone might be listening in, ‘I’ve just put a colour on it and I’ve no idea how it’s turned out.’

Viv could see that it was on the pinkish side of red but that shouldn’t be an issue for Maisie whose cosmetic regime could turn on a sixpence. Her round face with gorgeous chubby cheeks could woo anyone regardless of the colour of her hair.

Viv walked behind Maisie into the kitchen, and began to set up. Maisie flipped the switch on the kettle and it began to boil as if it had already been on.

‘Coffee?’

‘Why not?’

‘You on black or white today? Shit! What the heck have you . . .’ This was the first time she’d actually looked at Viv since her arrival.

‘Don’t ask. White with sugar if that’s okay.’

‘Not anyone I have to report or kill on your behalf then?’

Viv smiled. ‘You are a darling for saying that. But I think he’s probably worse off than I am. Might even have broken his nose.’

‘Bravo. I’m sure you wouldn’t have done anything that he didn’t deserve.’

Viv lifted a chair from the table and put it square on her mat. ‘I’m not sure about that but it’s done now.’

Maisie made a pot of coffee and pulled milk from the fridge and sugar from a cupboard and left them on the worktop. She sat on the chair and Viv swirled a gown round her shoulders.

Maisie said, ‘I almost asked if you’d had cosmetic surgery.’ She laughed. ‘Remind me never to get on your bad side.’ She chuckled. ‘I love a woman who can defend herself.’

Viv unfolded her tool-roll and began to comb through Maisie’s hair. As it dried it became more luminous. ‘So what are we doing today?’ Knowing that she would not hear the words ‘The usual’ she waited expectantly for what was to come.

‘I’m thinking of going short, choppy, scrunchy or maybe not. Maybe I’ll wear it up.’

‘Keeping your options open won’t be a bad thing. There’s a lot of hair to come off if you go short and choppy. Although you’d look great with it short.’

‘Well that doesn’t help, does it Viv? Let’s take a couple of inches off and I’ll wear it up. Got some whacky clips that I haven’t had the chance to flaunt.’

‘So how’s work?’

‘Nightmare as usual. There was a Scottish sale recently and loads of people who would normally support us were buying up Fergussons, and what’s her name that does the kids from Glasgow?’

‘Joan Eardley?’

‘Yeah, that’s her.’

‘I’d be tempted myself. I love her stuff.’

Maisie said, ‘Don’t you start. Anyway where would you get the dosh to spend on art?’

Viv combed her hair, sectioned it and smiled. Her hair clients had no idea of her finances, why would they?

‘One day. But who are the people who buy art but usually give to your charity?’

‘I can’t tell you that. It’s confidential. Well until they talk about it in the newspapers then . . . Google it. There’s nothing you can’t find on Google. Actually, I can tell you this since it has already gone to press. We had one big donation from Fitzroy and Maclean.’

Viv pricked up her ears. That was the firm that Sholto’s lover worked for. Why would they choose to donate to ‘Lourdes’, the enemy charity of the Knights of Malta? Could this be why David was missing?’

The internet had given her the chance to become someone she’d never have imagined she would and that wasn’t about to stop anytime soon.


Chapter Eighteen

By the time she was on her way back to Doune she was irritable and hungry. A couple of oatcakes and a walk over the park with Mollie was all it took to revive her. She was about to set off for the Hall when an email arrived from Ruddy. She’d no sooner read the email than her phone rang. It was him.

‘I know you’re concerned with the priest at the moment but there’s something I’d like to speak to you about. Are you in Doune?’

‘Sure am. I take it you want me in Edinburgh?’

‘No, actually, I’m in training in the west and if you could come here I’d be able to brief you properly.’

It wasn’t in Ruddy’s nature to brief people properly or otherwise. He wouldn’t be asking unless they’d been trained enough to be trusted.

‘I was planning a night in the archives. Where are you?’

He snorted. ‘I’ll pick you up at the Green Welly. How soon could you get there?

‘An hour, maybe less. No tourists at this time of day.’

‘Okay. See you then.’

She emailed Sholto and told him she wasn’t going to make it until the next day. She rang Brian and asked if could look in on Mollie. Then equipped with a few more oatcakes and an apple she drove up to meet Ruddy, a man who had some enigmatic power over her that she was disinclined to fight. She’d worked out it was partly to do with his relationship to her dad and maybe his sense of duty, but beyond that she’d been intrigued by the jobs he’d asked her to do. Freud would have had a field day with it.

The road was empty and it was an easy drive to Tyndrum, but she was hoping that the trip was worth putting off a night in Sholto’s archive for. A few minutes sitting in the car park and an old long-based Land Rover pulled up next to her and Ruddy gestured for her to join him.

She went to his window. ‘What will I need?’

‘You got gym kit?’

She nodded, went back to her boot and pulled out a bag containing a tee, joggers and trainers. She gave it a cursory sniff before returning to the passenger seat next to him. ‘Bit cloak and dagger, is it not?’

‘You feeling fit?’

‘Not especially. I’ve had a busy day.’

‘I’m sure you’ll raise your game.’

‘Where are we going?’

He smiled. ‘You’ll see. You’re in for a special test. Although by the look of your face you’ve had one recently.’

She ignored his comment and said, ‘No way I need any kind of test at this time of day. Why now?’

‘Because it’s exactly at times like this that you’ll need to dig deep and the powers that be are cracking down on us using consultants who don’t meet the fitness requirement of Special Services.’

She sighed. “I’ve already done a ton of your crazy spy craft, listening skills, decoding intensives and I’m fit enough.’

‘You think there won’t be times when you need to brush off fatigue and get out of a fix? The kind of demands you’ll meet in this job require a level of fitness that you have to maintain daily. I know that you’re . . .’

‘If you’re thinking of pulling the grieving card, don’t even go there. I don’t need excuses. I’ll do what I can.’

They took the road toward Oban but after about fifteen minutes they turned onto an unmarked road on the right. To begin with it looked like any other forestry track leading into a mono-plantation but it didn’t. After a few hundred yards the track became tarmac, wide enough for a couple of lorries to pass. Further on the road twisted round a tight dogleg to the right where an expansive drive with a circular lawn in the centre sat in front of a huge brooding house. They drove beneath an archway between two tall round towers into a courtyard.

‘Welcome to Camp 16.’

Her eyes scanned the imposing buildings. There was nothing attractive about them. She guessed they were Edwardian or late Victorian. Because someone had way too much money to lavish on architecture didn’t mean they had taste. It was like an architectural Woolworth’s pick’n’mix, a bit of Scottish baronial, a bit of mock Georgian, a bit of mock medieval. Solid but hideous.

Ruddy pointed to a heavy oak door. ‘Head in there. I’ll meet you in the gym.’

She changed and went in search of the gym. When she found it she noted that all the equipment was top of the range. Everyone there was wearing khaki. Was this the Special Services’ version of the naughty step? She’d read about a place where rogue agents had to be ‘debriefed’ to make them more acceptable in the field. Sometimes it worked, other times not so much. There were some pretty heavy lifters in the room. Talk about punching above your weight. She was beginning to get the idea of what Ruddy had said. She was fit but she didn’t have pecs that could be punched a dozen times without impact. The very idea made her belly contract. She warmed up with a few stretches. Being self-conscious wasted energy, so she ignored the competition with their deep breaths and excessive exhaling and continued. By the time Ruddy appeared she was plenty warm enough.

He nodded to a couple of sets of high bars. They took a set each and began. Each pulled up and released, pulled up and released, pulled up and released. She’d lost count how many pull-ups she’d done and had no intention of stopping whilst Ruddy, her competitor, was still looking fresh. At first no one in the gym had paid them any heed, but by the time they edged close to fifty a crowd began to draw closer. Her sense was that they were willing Ruddy, who was almost twice her age, to keep going and show the newbie what the ‘special test’ actually meant. In the end Ruddy’s telephone had given out a shrill ringtone and he’d jumped off the bar and marched towards the exit. The disappointed crowd clapped nonetheless. Viv dropped to the floor. A female threw her a towel. She almost didn’t catch it, and could barely lift it to wipe her face. After that amount of strain, she could swear her muscles were crystallising. She’d heard of it but never believed it. Now she understood. She shook and shook her wrists keeping them at a distance from her body. Everyone in the room returned to their own workout. Some, inspired by what they’d seen Ruddy achieve, upped their game; others less in need of affirmation, continued at their own steady pace.

She sank onto a bench and grabbed a bottle of water from her pack. After a few sips she poured the rest over her head. A slow clap echoed from across the room. She glanced up to see the woman who’d given her the towel.

‘Better to drink it.’

Viv was in no mood to chat but was grateful for the use of the towel. So instead of answering she lifted the bottle and emptied the dregs onto her head before taking another bottle from her pack and glugging it back. The brew of testosterone laced with deodorant in the room was overwhelming and although the shower room wouldn’t be much better it was on the way to fresher air. As she passed the woman she nodded, ‘Thanks. Appreciate the gesture.’ She handed the towel back and left the room.

Ruddy was at the far end of a narrow corridor where the changing rooms with shower blocks were. He beckoned to her to come. She used her tee shirt to catch some of the water that was running down her neck and made toward him. His body language and tone indicated a tense conversation with a superior. He finished the call and said, ‘Sorry about that. Bad form to leave a test but . . .’

She shrugged. ‘No worries.’

‘Now that’s where you’re wrong. We’ve got worries a plenty. Are you in?’

‘What, without knowing anything about . . . ‘

He walked away.

‘What? You can’t expect . . .’

‘Oh, but I do. What do you think this is about?’ He gestured with a sweep of his arm.

She put her hands on her hips and nodded. ‘Okay, I’m in.’

He hesitated by the exit then gave a curt nod. ‘I’ll meet you in the refectory once you’ve cleaned up.’

The shower released a stream of only lukewarm water. She pumped out enough generic shampoo from a dispenser on the wall to do her hair. These washing facilities weren’t designed for glamour, merely for efficiency. Adrenalin still coursed through her arms and upper body and she wondered if she’d actually damaged her biceps. She dried off then fished out a small jar of tiger balm from her pack and massaged it into her upper arms. The burn felt good, but would it address the problem?

Signs directed her to the refectory on the far side of a closed courtyard of gloomy grey stone buildings three storeys high. Three wings had a pillared walkway linking their ground floors. The final side had a high-gated archway with a cobbled exit. The only obvious way in or out. The refectory, a long room with oak panelled walls was nothing grand; more like a religious institution. Not quite Presbyterian in style since, although there were no carvings or statues. There was one embellishment, a single crucifix at the far end. Viv wondered if it was only still there because it had been too high to remove. The food prep area was tucked away in an annexe, more galley than catering kitchen.

As she walked towards it, Ruddy came out holding a tray with two mugs of coffee and two bacon rolls. ‘No posh cuisine here. Hearty. Just what you’d expect.’ He glanced at her.

Everything that she said or did was for the record. He knew that, she knew that, so neither needed to play games. Yet every time she was in his company she felt as if that’s exactly what they were doing. He took a seat at a long table with benches on either side. Above the door that she’d just come through hung a huge painting of a military man in a swanky uniform, with a ton of bling on both of his shoulders. She didn’t recognise the uniform, so it was probably only for formal occasions, like having this portrait painted. She sat opposite Ruddy and they each took up their rolls and didn’t speak until half way through them. He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin, a delicate action for his thick fingers, and said, ‘You heard the call.’

She kept munching but nodded. She swallowed. ‘Sounded like a big deal.’ She took another bite.

‘They’re not sure if we’re the right outfit for the task.’

‘Tell them to fu . . .’

He shook his head. ‘That’s what they are hoping we’ll say. I’d like us to tackle it. I’d like them to know that we’re more than just a cyber unit with back-up for the odd . . .’

‘Excuse me for being inquisitive, but who exactly are “they”?’

She didn’t expect an answer and she wasn’t disappointed. He smiled, his face lit up and his eyes came alive with the prospect of a challenge. Everyone in this unit, at this training facility, was up for a challenge or they wouldn’t be there. She glanced around. A couple of men in fatigues sitting at another long table with benches on either side, were tucking into similar food to her and Ruddy. Rolls and coffee eaten off trays - her mum would be horrified. Then she recalled that her mother might well have sat at these very tables eating similar food. The apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.

Ruddy said, ‘Penny for them?’

‘Oh, nothing really. Just wondering if my mum had been here.’

He nodded. ‘Sure. This place has been on the go since 1940. Anyone who has done Special Services’ work will have passed through here at some time. You’ve done most of the training now. You’re no longer a rookie. All you have to do is keep proving that it was worth it when you use it in the field.’

‘And this new job?’

‘It’s a long game. But your listening skills and unorthodox interest in the web will be helpful up to a point. Your physical fitness needs a bit of work. I’d like to know you’re ready for anything, anytime. Besides that’s one less box-ticking exercise I’ve got to do.’

She choked on a mouthful of coffee, ‘There’s nothing wrong with my fitness. You saw what I did in there.’ She pointed in the direction of the gym block. ‘Shit. I mean how much more fit do I need to be?’

‘Oh, you’re fit right enough, but I’d like you to be able to run with a pack on, over rough terrain. Not the Meadows. We’re talking about deep bogs, rivers, heather, deer tracks, big hills. Wet, I can guarantee it’ll be wet. That’s why this place is so special. Landscape is everything.’

She didn’t relish the idea of freezing on a wet hillside but was compelled to nod her head in acceptance. Could she really do it? Would he let her if he didn’t have confidence in her? Or was he desperate? At the beginning of this spiral into self-doubt she put the brakes on her thoughts. Of course she’d be able to do it even if she didn’t yet know what it was. They parted in the Green Welly car park with his assurance that he’d be in touch - might not be soon but at least he’d ticked his box.


Chapter Nineteen

The following morning she could hardly lift her arms to wash her hair in the shower. Would her biceps ever recover? When she arrived at the Hall Sholto answered the door himself. He stomped off ahead of her but gestured with his hand for her to follow. They retraced the steps they had taken on the night of the drinks party but then took a different route upstairs. He opened a door onto a large library. One window was draped with heavy velvet curtains that shaded much of the room and protected the books from sun damage. He walked over to a bookcase on the left side of the room and slipped his hand in between two tomes. A panel clicked open and he gestured again for her to follow him through. She raised her eyebrows. Inside, it was ordered like the stacks of the National Library but in miniature. She smiled. The musty scent of old documents was one of her favourite smells.

‘Wow! So this is where the real family secrets are kept?’

He nodded. ‘I’m sure the locals know there’s an inner room in the house but I don’t think they know where to find it.’

She continued to scan the room. At five metres square and about five metres high there were enough documents in here to keep any archivist busy for a while. Wide shallow drawers with labels of their contents covered one wall. Stepladders fastened to a rail meant she could push herself round the room gaining access to the top drawers and shelves. Easy.

‘So is it lead lined?’

‘I think so. It’s part of the old house. Probably used to hide the priest back in the day, then turned into a store for things that my forebears believed were precious.’

‘Does that mean you don’t think they’re precious?’

‘No, it’s not that. It’s just that times have changed. The old hierarchy has disappeared.’

She snorted. ‘You sure about that?’

‘Okay. There’s still a hierarchy but there’s a lot less doffing of caps.’

‘Thank God for that.’

He nodded. ‘I’m with you. We have some pretty good schemes here collaborating with other agencies and farmers. There’s no more of that thing where the landowner can call the shots or indeed pull the trigger when it suits him.’ He sighed. ‘People still have to get to know you as an individual. And if not they make assumptions about you based on their beliefs about the past.’

How many people had he run into who had made assumptions about him? Everything, even the smallest gripe, could become disproportionate to a person holding or cultivating a grudge.

Opposite the wall with the drawers, shelves held black metal boxes also marked with a short list of their contents.

‘This could take a while, so if you want to get on with something else I’ll be happy to make a start.’

He hesitated, ‘Er.’ His eyes flitted about the room as if he was trying to work out how much of it he was prepared to trust her with. His shoulders slumped. ‘I’ve no idea how much of this stuff matters now. It’s a bit of a drag being the custodian.’

‘If you’re looking for sympathy you’re looking at the wrong woman. I could live my life in a room like this and never get bored.’

He ran a hand through his hair leaving it standing at an odd angle. ‘Fair enough. Right. I’ll leave you to it and come back in an hour or so.’

She’d hardly make a dent in this in a month never mind and hour, but she nodded her agreement and said, ‘Sure, that would be great.’ She pulled the first metal box from the shelf, groaning at the pain in her biceps, and read the list of contents. Her telephone’s camera would be a godsend in the next hour or two. She flipped open the first box and released the unmistakable waft of old organic documents. The one on the top had a broken wax seal, which made it easy for her to unfold. It was written in legal jargon and from what she could make out recorded land auctions in which farmers had to bid to get use of the pasture. How bad was that? It meant that a family couldn’t plan beyond one year because they weren’t assured of grazing. It also meant that it pitted one local man against another.

She closed the box and lifted another down, groaning less but still in agony, and read the list. It contained more of the same, but she knew from experience that things frequently were misfiled and she’d have to go through each one thoroughly.

Sholto returned, breathless, wild-eyed and with his hair even more on end than before. ‘You’ll need to go. We’ll have to find a way out.’

‘What’s going on? Has something happened?’

‘The press are here. They’ve surrounded the house.’

She snorted, ‘Why would they?’

He rubbed his hands through his hair again. ‘I’ve called off the wedding. It’s a story.’

‘Surely got to be a slow news day if they want to run a story on a cancelled wedding?’

He stared at her. ‘Not everyday an earl cancels his wedding for his male lover.’

‘Oh, my God. How did they get that story?’

‘Well, they haven’t got that bit yet, but someone somewhere obviously wants to dig and they are all over the grounds. Even a TV crew.’

She folded the document she was holding and placed it back into the metal box. ‘Shit, surely there’s an old escape route? You know, one of those underground corridors where your forebears brought in their mistresses and contraband?’

She was half kidding but his eyes suddenly widened. ‘Crikey! We have. You’re a genius. I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get out of the other end of it. There’s a deep bank of gorse and brambles growing over the exit, and it’s also pretty low and narrow in places. Come with me.’

They went back into the library, closing the secret room behind them, and retreated through the corridors that they came along before. Back on the ground floor he pushed open the door of the loo where she’d found the family photographs. He pulled back the tatty Persian rug and exposed a large hatch. A depression at one end where a metal ring used to be was empty.

‘There used to be a way of opening this but the ring rusted. No one imagined it would ever be used again.’

The depression was thick with dust so hadn’t been opened any time recently. He tried to get his fingers beneath the edge of the hatch but it wouldn’t budge. She got to her knees and tried with her own thin fingers but it wasn’t going anywhere.

‘There has to be some sort of bar, or lever.’

He held his forehead. ‘There is. What was I thinking?’ He stepped into the cubicle and at the back where the pipes looked as if they’d been boxed in he pulled open a panel and retrieved a metal crowbar.

‘Bloody hell, you’d think your ancestors could have been a bit more creative with their escape procedure.’ He didn’t bite. She said, ‘Look, before we go crawling into oblivion at least let me go and check how many journos are out there. Maybe I could go out and distract them while you go out another door?’ She rubbed her palms down her thighs and swallowed. She stared at the hatch, imagining what it covered, and took a deep breath. Could she do it? She put her hands over her mouth and breathed into them.

He shook his head. ‘No, don’t. Let’s stick together.’

She glanced at the hatch. ‘D’you think the Catholics were really in so much danger?’

He screwed up his eyes. ‘Are you kidding me? So many died. We’ve no idea how scary their lives must have been.’

She was rapidly getting the idea, but going down into a tunnel, what was she thinking of suggesting it in the first place?

Between them they levered the hatch open with the crow- bar and exposed a deep dark hole with a rusty metal ladder attached to the wall leading down. The stench was abysmal.

She gazed into the pit. ‘Shit. When was the last time anyone was down there?’

‘Pammy and I were caught playing hide and seek as children. So it’s been a while.’

They clambered down the steps into the dark, damp, cramped space. She pulled out her phone and activated the flashlight. ‘My God, how far are we from the exit? It really stinks.’ She’d experienced a similar smell and it wasn’t good.

Sholto had to bend almost double and she crouched, flashing the light into the darkness. The walls were covered in dark green slime. No end in sight and no way to lever themselves along.

‘It’s a fair distance. It comes out near the fishing hut by the river. We’ll have to crawl part of the way.’

‘Is it worth it? Can’t you just go and speak to the press? If you think they’ve already had a lead on why you’ve cancelled the wedding it might be worth coming clean. They’ll get the story in the end.’ Visions of women trapped in a metal container flashed before her. She worked to steady her breath. Now was not the time to have a full-blown panic attack.

She was already speaking to his back as he hunkered along with the determination of a man being hunted.

It was filthy, wet and it really did stink. Rotting organic matter had built up on the floor and they squelched their way along the barrel-vaulted, stone-lined corridor. The back-breaking man-hours it must have taken to build it reminded her of just how wealthy Sholto’s family had been. None of this had been made with modern machinery. It took picks, shovels and sweat to create it. Tool marks were everywhere as proof. They moved in single file but at times even with the indented passing places it became so cramped that she struggled to get her flashlight round his bulk to illuminate the passage.

He said, ‘Let me have your phone.’

‘No. Let me go ahead.’ She wasn’t giving up her phone to anyone. Especially now that she had so many photographs of his family’s documents on it. Another shallow indent in the wall allowed her to squeeze past him and continue. The further into the passage they got the more intense the smell became. She had smelled this kind of rot before. Decaying flesh was quite distinctive. She gagged and put a hand up to her mouth. ‘Look, you stay, let me go ahead.’

She stopped. ‘There’s something blocking the way.’ She was sure she knew what it was before they reached it but the man’s head caught in her torch beam and Sholto’s scream confirmed her worst fears. He pushed past her. She’d heard many a scream before but nothing like his.

He fell to his knees like a wounded animal and cradled the bloodied, crushed head of a man. ‘Oh, God. Oh God, who could do this to you?’

Viv scanned the walls with her torch but had no way of knowing how far they were from the river opening. How did a body get there? Was he brought or had he crawled to hide from someone? The roof of the tunnel dripped incessantly. Any evidence marks on the ground would be spoiled. There were drag marks at the sides and at her first check she noted two sets of footprints. She felt sick and rubbed her palms down her trousers. They were destroying a crime scene.

‘Sholto. We need to go back the way we came and phone the police. There’s no way the story of a cancelled wedding will . . .’

‘I can’t leave him.’ He sobbed, ‘How could anyone do this? He broke down again. ‘Go. I’m not leaving him.’

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’

He didn’t answer so she edged her way back, shuffling as quickly as she could along the passage. By the time she scrambled up the stepladder and into the loo she was filthy and retching. She splashed her face with cold water and washed her hands before making a call to Mac.

‘Hi, I’m with Auchenban. I think we’ve found David.’

‘You just think or you have?’

‘By Auchenban’s reaction it had to be David. But he didn’t say.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘No, I should have said we’ve found a body.’

‘Where?’

She sighed. ‘This is going to sound mad but hear me out. Sholto and I were escaping from the press down an ancient old passageway. I could smell something bad a long way before we reached him but I thought it might have been an animal. It’s definitely a crime scene. The exit to the passage comes out near the fishing hut. Do you have any idea where that is?’

‘Yes, I’m just phoning it in. Give me a minute.’

She could hear him talking to someone then he said to her, ‘Why the need to escape?’

‘He’s called off the wedding and the press got hold of it.’

‘Quiet news day or what?’

‘Exactly what I said. I mean who actually gives a?’

‘Well someone does, otherwise David would still be alive.’

She kneaded her biceps then blew out a breath. ‘I’m going to go back to see Sholto. He’s distraught. And why wouldn’t he be.’

‘There’s a team on their way from Stirling. I’ll be up in forty minutes.’

She heard the sound of his Audi starting up and him wrestling to fix his phone into its cradle.

‘Right. That’s me on the road. If we’re lucky we’ll get DCI Coulson. She’s totally on the money. You know the form, try and keep him from spoiling any evidence. See ya.’

He cut the call and she made her way back to the hatch. She was about to descend but decided to check to see if anyone else was in the house. On the back corridor she found the kitchen where the back door was ajar. She walked toward it but a woman bustled in, red-faced and swearing under her breath.

She started when she spotted Viv. ‘Who the hell are you?’

‘I’m a friend of Lord Auchenban. I need you to . . .’

‘I don’t take orders from anyone but Auchenban so save yer breath.’

‘There’s been an incident and the police are on their way.’

The woman paled. ‘Is he all right?’

The words were hardly out when a bell in the corner of the kitchen rang.

‘Is that the front door?’

The woman nodded. ‘I’ll get it.’

Viv followed her along the corridor and into the front hallway. The light from glass panels on either side of the door was shaded by dark uniforms. The woman glanced back at Viv. ‘What kind of incident?’

Viv shook her head. ‘Let’s just open the door shall we?’

A familiar fair-haired woman in a neat navy suit stood on the flagstone porch surrounded by uniforms. She flashed her badge. ‘DCI Coulson.’ Viv knew her from another incident that she and Mac were drawn into a few months back at Port of Menteith. Viv stepped forward and put her hand out.

‘Viv Fraser.’ They shook hands.

The DCI said, ‘Yes, Dr Fraser, we’ve met.’

Viv nodded. ‘That was before you had promotion. Congratulations by the way.’ She gestured. ‘It’s this way.’ She strode off toward the loo and the hatch.

As they walked Coulson said, ‘How come you are here?’

‘I was doing some research in the family archive.’

Coulson drew herself up and said, ‘I’m sorry about Sal.’

Viv flinched. ‘Thank you. How did you know her?’

‘She was always really helpful to us. Central doesn’t get the same resources as the big urban centres. Always enthusiastic to get a call and give us her thoughts. So many times when we couldn’t afford to pay for a profiler she just did the work and never asked for payment. She was good at her job. We had the odd pint together.’ The woman’s voice cracked and she swallowed. Obviously upset and upset at being upset.

Viv shook her head. ‘Yeah, she was great at her job and sociable.’ She didn’t recognise her own voice.

They reached the hatch and Coulson said, ‘What the hell? Is this the crime scene?’

‘I don’t think so. This tunnel leads to the riverbank. I think the body was dragged in from the other end of the passage. There was no sign of anyone having been on this side. The hatch was covered in dust that hadn’t been disturbed. The body has blocked the passageway. You’ll see what I mean when we get there.’

Coulson wasn’t as tall as Viv and made quick progress down the tunnel. Her torch beam stretched a long way ahead compared to the one on Viv’s phone.

‘I can smell it. Did you?’

Viv was distracted. How had Sal managed to have such a social life without her knowing; first the vet and now the local constabulary? She said, ‘I did, but wasn’t sure if it was human or another animal. Could’ve been a fox or a badger or something. I certainly knew there was rotting flesh somewhere.’

Coulson approached Sholto as if she was approaching an injured animal. ‘Mr Auchenban, we’ve come to help. To find out what’s happened here.’ However injured he was or whoever he was she wouldn’t doff a cap for no man.

Cradling the man’s head as if it was a baby. He whispered, ‘There’s not much anyone can do to help him now.’

‘No, but we can find out how this happened. We’ll need your help. How will we find the entrance or the other end of the passage?’

‘By the fishing hut. If someone brought him here they’d have had to hack back the gorse and brambles. It should be obvious.’

Coulson glanced at Viv. ‘Could you go and tell the guys.’

Viv nodded, and scrambled back along the tunnel to the hatch. The stench of death and fear was overwhelming.

The uniforms were still on the porch so she said, ‘DCI Coulson said to check for the entrance by the fishing hut. Does anyone know where that might be?’

One of the men raised his arm. ‘I know where it is.’

Two of them were off before she needed to say anything else.

She went back to the kitchen to find the housekeeper. Or whatever her title was. The woman stood with her hands on her hips. ‘So what the hell is going on?’

‘I’m not sure I can say at the moment but you’ll find out soon enough. Did you see the press here earlier?’

‘Aye. One of them was trying the back door. That’s why I got such a fright when you were in the kitchen when I got back from giving him what for. Where’s Sholto?’

She’d called him Auchenban before. Was this a sign that she was more familiar with him? Maybe she’d known him as a child? She was as defended as a fort.

‘How long have you known him?’

‘All of his life. Although, he’s only fourteen years younger than me. I used to babysit him. Where is he?’ Her voice quivered.

‘He’s here. He was trying to get away from the press.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘He’s upset.’ Under-statement of the century. ‘But he’ll be okay.’ She had no idea what she was saying. How could he be okay after what he’d seen?

The woman looked older than her years and as if the bottle had played a significant role in her life.

Viv went to the kitchen window. There was one man with a camera standing beyond the garden wall having a cigarette, looking bored. ‘We’ll have to do what we can to keep the press at bay, but they’ll get their story sooner or later. Do you know where the rest of the family are?’

‘They took off this morning. They’ve gone north. They’ve another place. They wanted to get away.’

‘From what?’

‘From their son. From the humiliation.’ She could barely keep the disgust from her tone. ‘He’s always been a sensitive boy. They chose to ignore that.’

They were interrupted by footsteps out in the corridor.

Mac stuck his head round the door. Viv could have hugged him but instead introduced him to the housekeeper. She hadn’t been aware of feeling tense but with Mac’s arrival she rolled her shoulders and heaved a sigh.

‘Mrs Smith.’ He shook her hand. ‘DCI Marconi. I am a friend of Lord Auchenban.’

‘I know who you are. It was me suggested he ask for your help. I’d heard there was a detective living nearby.’

This came as a surprise to Mac and Viv. Mac said, ‘Thank you for suggesting me.’

‘I knew there was something going on. I knew he needed help outside the family.’ From the way she said this they knew what she was implying.

‘Did the family know that he was going to speak to me?’

‘I think Miss Hamilton had her suspicions. But never said. His mother knows him well but won’t admit . . .’ She bit off whatever words she was going to use. ‘Anyway he’s a decent man. Respectful and kind.’

‘He’s going to need a friendly face.’

Viv said, ‘Do you know David?’

Mrs Smith turned away to the sink and was diverted by invisible specks of something on the worktop. ‘Yes. He is also a very kind man.’

Viv and Mac looked at each other. ‘We’ll be back shortly but whatever you do don’t be tempted to let the press in.’

‘Hell would freeze over before I’d . . .’ Her sentence tailed off and she stifled a sob.

Viv gestured for Mac to follow her. When they reached the hatch Sholto followed by DCI Coulson were coming up the steps and clambering into the cramped space of the loo. He looked wrecked. Eyes and nose red and his clothes filthy from kneeling in the sludge at the bottom of the passage. He walked towards the stairs. ‘I’ll be in my room.’

Viv mouthed, ‘D’you think he’s safe to be by himself?’

Coulson shrugged. ‘Are his family around?’

Viv shook her head. ‘Apparently they’ve gone “north”. They have another place. The housekeeper said that because he’d called the wedding off they were humiliated and wanted to put some distance between him and themselves. Nice supportive types. The housekeeper has known him all his life. I’ll get her to take him some sweet tea.’ She left the other two together.

Mac said, ‘Can I go down and take a look?’

‘Sure. But I’d rather you were booted and suited. The fewer bits of DNA we have to eliminate the better.’

‘I didn’t see any SOCOs.’

‘I’m hoping they’ve taken their lead from my guys at the door. They should be going into the passage from the other end. Viv said there was no evidence of interference or anything disturbed at this end.’

‘She’s usually on the money. Time to go down to the river.’

Coulson glanced at the door. ‘Yes. I was just about to ask you the same thing. Shall we wait on Viv?’

‘She’ll catch us up. No way she’d miss out on the action. Congratulations on your promotion, by the way. You enjoying being at a desk more?’

‘Yeah, said no detective ever.’

They laughed. ‘I know, I sometimes wonder why they promote us at all. None of us joined the force to sit at a desk. I mean being here is way below our pay grade and yet here we are.’

‘It’s in the blood. And that wasn’t intended as a pun. My dad was in the force.’

‘Same for Viv.’

‘Yeah, I heard he was something of a legend. D’you think she follows in his footsteps?’

‘Talking of footsteps.’

Viv jogged alongside of them. ‘Mrs Smith’s on the case. I take it we’re going to the other end of the tunnel?’

‘DCI Coulson was just saying she’d heard your dad was a legend.’

‘It’s weird to hear that. If he’d been someone else’s dad I’d have thought he was, but since he was mine we just thought of him as Dad - same old attitude to him as to anyone who kept us from going out late or to sleepovers. Do anything to have him back complaining that my music was too loud now, though.’

Coulson was nodding as if she knew exactly what Viv was on about. Maybe she’d also lost her dad before his time. The sight of a uniform beckoning to them from the edge of a cordon of blue and white tape forced them to step up their pace.

The PC lifted the tape to allow Coulson through but she stopped and said, ‘We’ll all need suits and boots.’

They were each handed a set and clambered into them before stooping beneath the tape and heading to a gap in the gorse. The bushes had been cut back with a chainsaw, exposing white ragged edges like a set of jaggy teeth. Two SOCOs were on their knees doing a finger search of the ground at the entrance to the tunnel. Viv set off to the other side of the cordon. A few sets of recent tyre marks were evident on the riverbank. They all looked as if they’d been made by the same vehicle but she couldn’t be sure. She spotted the fishing hut, a small stone-built structure with a corrugated roof. Nothing fancy, no windows on the sides that she could see so the door must face directly onto the water’s edge. She wandered along and circled it to discover there wasn’t a door at all only an opening. Inside, a stone bench ran the length of the back wall, and that was as far as the comforts went but at least it provided shelter. It was clean and the roof didn’t leak. Nothing much lying around to indicate when it had last been used. She pulled on a pair of latex gloves and crouched down at the doorway. A tiny metal eyelet, silver on one side and dark green on the other poked out of the mud. It could be from anything, it was a fishing hut after all. She slipped it into an inside pocket along with a small plastic vaping vial that lay closer to the edge of the water. Measly pickings. She moved over to where the tyre tracks had turned back inland away from the river.

A PC came over. ‘Can I ask what you’re doing?’

‘Ask away. I’m just wondering where those tracks lead but I’m guessing your boss will be on it.’

He said, ‘She is that. I saw you lift something off the ground over there.’

Viv took the vaping vial and the eyelet out of her pocket and handed them to him. ‘Not much to be going on with.’

‘Not much use to us now that they’ll have picked up stuff from inside your pocket.’

She pulled out the pocket to show him a plastic liner. ‘It’s clean. I have worked on stuff like this before.’

Mac shouted, ‘Viv. Over here.’

‘I’d better go. But you’re right to call me out on that.’

The guy flushed and put the two items into a small evidence bag.

‘By the way, where does that lead to?’ She pointed to where the tracks disappeared.

‘Into the wood, then under the old railway line. Starts getting a bit wet after that since there’s a burn runs off the hill and meets the river over that way.’ He pointed.

‘Thanks.’ Worth a look later but now she went to see what Mac wanted.

‘It’s quite a long way to where David is so whoever pulled him in must be pretty beefy.’

‘I take it we can’t go in?’ She hunkered down to see if she had a view into the passage from behind the cordon. Too many bodies milling around.

He said, ‘No, not until they finish taking samples, photographs and they get him out.’

‘Can’t be that many people know about this entrance . . . I think I might go back to the house and see if Sholto will let me spend a bit more time on the archive.’

‘D’you think that’s wise?’

‘It might be the distraction he needs. If I tell him it could help us find whoever did this.’

‘You think it will?’

‘No idea. But every little helps and I’d rather go through things before the rest of the family find their way back to interfere.’

‘Okay. I’ll stick around here with Coulson. What you doing for dinner?’

She grinned and shook her head. ‘The usual.’

He rubbed his hands over his chin. ‘How about going to the Coach and Horses? I’ll see if Coulson wants to join us.’

‘Fine. See you in a bit.’

She slipped off the suit, gloves and boots and placed them in an evidence bag. A PC said, ‘I’ll need your name and . . .’

Coulson shouted, ‘She’s one of ours. Put Doctor Fraser and Fettes on it and we’ll be covered.’

Viv waved her thanks and retraced her steps to the house. In the hallway the housekeeper was pacing, clearly distressed and ready to pounce on the first person who might give her some answers.

‘What is going on? What can you tell me? He’s not stopped crying. He’s like a baby. I don’t know how to console him.’

‘Best let him get it out. Most of us only have so many tears then something else kicks in. Look, I could murder a cup of tea and maybe if we take him one I’ll persuade him to join me.’ She winced at her stupid choice of word but the woman didn’t seem to notice, just nodded and took off.

The best thing was to keep her occupied, even if it was only making tea. Viv took the back stairs up to where she’d been in Sholto’s study. She knocked but got no answer so sneaked inside. He was sitting at his desk, head in his hands, shoulders still heaving. Would anyone ever love her enough to react like this? It was painful to see a grown man so uncontrollably broken. What would Pammy think? Where was she? Could she have done this? Surely not if those joyful childhood photographs could be believed.

The telephone on his desk rang. He ignored it. Whoever was on the line was persistent but he still didn’t answer it. It rang off. Silence settled into the room. He looked up and flinched, startled to see her.

He rubbed his face. ‘How long have you been there?’

‘Not long, but long enough to realise . . .’ She didn’t finish her sentence. There were many questions to be asked and it was imprudent to make assumptions about his innocence based on his tears. She’d seen this amount of distress displayed by someone who turned out to be guilty. Tears of guilt can be just as wet as tears of grief or joy. ‘Would you like me to call Pamela?’

His head shot round. Eyes bulging. He shook his head. ‘God, no. She’ll know soon enough. I don’t want her to see me like this. I don’t want anyone to see me like this.’ And with that he began to weep again. This time tears streamed silently down his face. Efforts to stem them with his knuckles were fruitless. He folded his hands across his chest embracing himself with his upper arms. ‘What will I do?’

She wasn’t sure how to answer. Her own methods for survival left a lot to be desired, and were not to be recommended for others. She kept on the move and bottled up as much as possible. Seeing him she felt a pang of guilt at not demonstrating this level of distress at Sal’s death. A sharp pain in her ribs reminded her that not all distress was outward. ‘Perhaps the best thing to do is something practical.’

‘Like what?’

There was a gentle knock on the door and Mrs Smith came in with a tray. ‘Tea. And there’s a miniature of brandy there if you think it might help.’

‘Thanks, Smithie.’

As she left she said, ‘I’ll come back in a bit for the tray.’

The woman’s fondness for Sholto was written all over her face. Viv recalled that there wasn’t that much difference in their ages and yet she was definitely a nanny figure.

‘I can’t imagine life without him. Smithie gets it. She’s always known and always been my ally.’

Viv nodded. ‘Thank goodness for that. But what about Pamela.’

‘Oh, Pammy’s also in my camp but in a different way. She’s there because it suits her own life style. Smithie’s just been an incredibly good friend.’

‘Does she live in?’

‘No, she lives in a cottage on the estate. Mind you she might as well sleep here. She’s here when I wake up and sometimes still here when I go to bed.’

‘Even now that you’re an adult?’

‘Yes. I’ve told her it’s unnecessary but she won’t have it.’

‘She must like it here otherwise she’d find excuses not to.’

The notion of someone finding excuses not to be at work seemed alien to him and his eyebrows knitted. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I know many people who, with the slightest excuse or even without one at all would avoid being at work. So you’re lucky that she’s loyal. Look, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to have a little more time in the archive.’

‘Sure. Do what you like.’

‘DCI Coulson will no doubt be in to speak to you once they’ve . . . well I’ll head back to the archive.’

Back amongst the records she hauled boxes onto the floor. Peeled off her jacket and rolled up her sleeves. Time to get down to business without the threat of anyone bothering her. In one of the boxes there was another metal box. Not very deep, but locked. There’s nothing like a lock to get a researcher’s curiosity fired. She searched for a key but couldn’t find one in the larger box. She searched in other boxes but still no sign of a key, only other smaller boxes, which were also locked. There had to be a bunch of keys somewhere.

She sat with her back against the shelves and let her eyes roam the room. If she were hiding a set of keys where would she put them? She climbed up the ladder and swept her hands round the backs of the shelves. Nothing. She went out of the door into the library and did the same sweep of the shelves where Sholto had first unlatched the secret panel. Nothing. She was thinking about searching through the desk drawers when she spotted a thick book that, although it was part of a set, was shinier and didn’t look like leather. Her instincts were right. She retrieved the book which turned out not to be a book at all but a container. Inside, a row of keys hung on small individual hooks. She took the book and returned to the inner room. Time to try each of the locked boxes with the keys. She was like a child in a sweetie shop. Nobody locked boxes unless they contained something precious, and she didn’t mean jewels, she meant things that might one day be useful. None of the keys fitted. Time for drastic measures. Her own picks were intended for most modern locks but there was one heavy enough to try on this. The clunk an old lock makes when it is released is such a sweet sound. In one of the boxes all of the documents had Vatican seals. This was more like it. She folded her jacket and placed it beneath her butt preparing for a long session of reading Latin text.

It took a while. She was fascinated by everything that she read. Lots of old Sasines deeds, charters and documents setting out who had rights to what. All very odd. Had they never heard of Chief Seattle’s Manifesto? Finally she found a letter from the Vatican, written in a Latinate Scots. It felt like fabric and the ink had turned a bloody brownish colour, but it was legible and probably all she needed for now. She photographed it and stacked the boxes back on the shelves. Once she’d closed up she made her way back to Sholto’s study.

Hovering at the door she heard voices from inside and decided to keep going toward the kitchen. Mrs Smith was standing at the deep sink wearing a pinny and peeling carrots, the radio on low in the background. The scene could have been from almost any time in the post-war period.

Mrs Smith didn’t turn round but said, ‘Well what do you make of it all?’

Viv said, ‘I don’t know. He’s distraught, though, that much is clear.’

‘He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Even spiders get a second chance, released outside. That’s what irritates his mother about him. She says he’s “too soft”.’ She shook her head. ‘What kind of mother wants a son who is hard? “Toughen up”, has been her war cry since he was three years old. Imagine what that can do to a boy.’

Viv wondered what exactly it could do. It could certainly make a man bitter, maybe even twisted. Could it make him into a killer? What could he possibly gain, apart from heartache, at David’s death? Maybe he believed he deserved heartache. Maybe it was the other way round and he believed he didn’t deserve happiness. The look of shock on his face when he saw the body couldn’t have been an act. He was utterly horrified, devastated. No she didn’t believe Sholto was the killer, but she wasn’t the person who had to rule him out, that was Coulson’s job.

‘Is DCI Coulson with Sholto?’

Mrs Smith nodded. ‘Not that she’ll get much out of him. The last time I saw him like this was when one of the gamekeepers reversed over his dog. Poor lad was inconsolable for weeks.’

Was Mrs Smith’s picture of Sholto a realistic one? Or were her spectacles a little too rose-tinted?

That said, the way she’d felt when she saw the black mark on the floor of that car park in the US, the idea that Sal’s killer had been present in that space, had made her blood run cold. The fact that she felt impotent to take action hadn’t helped. Getting her teeth back into the email accounts of Sholto and Pamela was her next move. There had to be something in them that could give her a lead. Ancient fishing charters aside she had an instinctive itch that the green-eyed monster was lurking around somewhere.

‘If Sholto asks, I’ll be at my friend’s cottage. I can be back here in a matter of minutes if he’s up to talking.’

‘I suspect he’ll have had enough of talking if that detective manages to get him going. But I’ll tell him if he asks.’

Viv left and made her way back to the sanity of the cottage. Within minutes the doorbell rang. Brian stood with Mollie at his heel.

The dog circled Viv’s legs and bounded into the kitchen. ‘I expect she’ll be hungry.’

Brian smiled. ‘Not starving. But she will eat something if you put it down for her.’

‘Thanks for rescuing her. Well me really.’

‘No bother. As you can tell she’s used to me, and the other dog. They rub along just fine.’

There was an awkward moment then Viv said, ‘How did Sal . . .’

He set off down the drive, waving a hand as he went. ‘We’ll work something out. But don’t worry. Dr Chapman, Sal, was fair. We’ve been well looked after.’

She made a mental note-to-self that she must ask Sal’s solicitor how that sort of thing worked. It hadn’t occurred to her that Sal would have had all that kind of thing in order as well. She slipped a lead onto Mollie’s collar and they headed out over the River park. It was late and although her belly alerted her to the fact that she’d had nothing all day, fresh air and a walk would order her thoughts. She reached the chapel and was about to walk up through the woods when she heard Mac’s voice calling her. She turned and saw him trotting towards her.

‘Hi. Thought I’d find you out here.’

She wasn’t ecstatic to see him but said, ‘Hi, finished at the Hall? And no Coach and Horses then?’

‘No, Coulson’s up to her eyes. Lucky if she gets a bag of crisps. But I wondered if you’d had any luck in the archive?’

‘Nothing much. One letter that might be helpful about the fishing. I need to follow up a couple of things to see if it’s really as significant as you think.’

‘Want to show it to me?’

She shrugged. ‘If you like. But it really is only relevant if it ties in the name of . . .’

He interrupted her. ‘Where was it?’

‘Not where it ought to have been. Hidden in a file of miscellaneous stuff. But I don’t think it’s miscellaneous. I think it was put there so that it wouldn’t be found. The other things in the file were much more modern. Let’s head back. I’ll show it to you.’

‘You didn’t take it out of the archive.’

She stopped and spun round. ‘No. I did not take it from the archive, but I did take a photograph of it. As I’ve said before if you don’t like my . . .’

‘Okay, okay. I get it. What’s rattled your cage anyway?’

‘Hunger! You should have guessed.’

‘I wouldn’t dare. Almost as bad as suggesting PMT.’

She spun round again.

‘See, that’s exactly what I mean.’

They walked the rest of the way to the cottage in silence with Mollie ahead of them. She kept stopping and looking back as if sensing that something was wrong. Viv made for the cupboard where Mollie’s food was kept and poured it into her bowl then set it on the floor. The dog waited until Viv said to take it before tucking in. Mac opened a large bag of crisps and handed them to her. She knew she shouldn’t but that didn’t stop her. She needed salt and these just hit the spot. He handed her a bottle of cider and a glass. ‘Here. With any luck that’ll make you human again.’

She swigged the cool drink from the glass. ‘You think? It’ll take more than one bottle.’

‘Pretty horrific sight.’

She couldn’t make eye contact with him. But nodded. The walk had been a way of reframing the day and that included dealing with the brutal image of the battered-in skull of David Fitzroy. A seemingly innocent man caught up in what might turn out to be a family feud. Then there was the image of Sholto’s reaction. His cry was like nothing she’d heard before.

‘Who stands to gain from David’s death?’

Mac was surprised by the question. ‘Oh, I’ve no idea. It hadn’t occurred to me that he’d have that much worth having.’

‘Well, that’s a leap. But no, I mean who benefits from his death, not necessarily in financial terms but who’d like him out of their way?’

‘The list is growing. Sholto’s mother won’t lose any sleep over his death. Pamela - I’m not so sure about her. Pamela’s family might have seen him as an obstacle to the union. Sholto can’t be ruled out.’

‘Oh God, if you’d heard his reaction.’

Mac’s face showed all the doubt she needed reminding of.

‘I know, I know. Even though he reacted badly it could have been reality striking home and not . . .’

‘What do you think of Mrs Smith?’

‘I think she’s Sholto’s closest ally. Seems as if she’s been looking out for him all of his life.’

‘How come aristos always have someone like that who feels sorry for them?’

‘I think she genuinely cares about him. Unlike his mother, who sounds like a nightmare. Think of your worst parenting skills and triple that.’

Her phone rang. She grinned and showed the screen to Mac. ‘It’s been a while since she’s wanted something from me. ‘Hi Jules, long time no hear.’

‘Yeah, yeah, Viv, enough with the niceties. You heard anything about an earl who’s jilted his fiancée?’

Viv raised her eyebrows at Mac. ‘Now why would you think that?’

‘I remembered you saying once that you were heading up to that neck of the woods to cosy up to Sal Chapman. You there now?’

Viv walked to the hallway. ‘No. I’m in Edinburgh.’ An easy lie.

‘Pity. Be good to get a scoop on what he’s up to. There are rumours.’

‘There are always rumours. If I hear anything I’ll let you know.’

‘Sure you will.’

Sarcasm was Jules’ speciality but Viv was used to it. She shook her head as she wandered back to the kitchen listening to the dailling tone.

‘So that means that every paper has it. She’s bound to know about his lover. It won’t stay under wraps if Jules has her claws into it.’

Mac scratched his head. ‘Someone’s leaking info. Money is so seductive.’ He ran his hands over his face. ‘Sometimes it would be nice if people were kinder.’

‘By kinder d’you mean keeping their mouths shut?’

‘Well, that’s never a good option in our world.’

She raised her eyebrows again. ‘Our world now, is it?’

‘Has been for a while now and you know it.’

She shrugged. ‘I was thinking earlier about Sholto’s reaction and how . . .’

‘How what?’

‘How I can’t imagine anyone ever reacting to my death like that.’

‘Wow. How poor is your self-image? Lots of people would be devastated if anything happened to you. As for their reactions, most of us are unique when it comes to displaying our emotions.’

She nodded. ‘Yeah, I get that. But the rawness of his reaction was visceral. My body suppresses those reactions. Or maybe I’m just not capable of them. I mean . . .’

‘If you’re talking about Sal, that could take both of us a while to process. I just feel angry at the moment. I guess that’ll change and I bet privately you’ve done a bit of weeping.’

She stared at him. He wouldn’t make eye contact. He was probably a private weeper as well. Two of a kind. ‘Here.’ She showed him the screen of her phone. It was time for him to see the letter that she’d thought most important in the Hall’s archive. ‘Well?’

He expanded the image with his elegant fingers, reminding her that he played the piano. ‘Do you still play?’

His brow furrowed. ‘Sorry? I didn’t catch that.’

‘Do you still play the piano?’

He continued to stare at the screen. ‘God, Yes. I’d be insane without it. But this is amazing. It implies that somewhere in the Hall there’s a document with the family’s ancient title deeds and Sasines or whatever they were called once they were written down.’ He continued reading. She pulled out a seat beside him and tried to read but it was the same old Latinate Scots script.

He undid his shirt sleeves and rolled up the cuffs. ‘It says that the documents were believed to be lost at sea. I mean we’re talking about documents from before the sixteen sixties. Have you any idea how amazing that would be?’

‘No, none, but I’d like you to tell me rather than keep it to yourself.’

‘If you’d paid attention in your history lessons.’

‘I didn’t take history lessons. Anyway all we were taught was about the Romans. So are you going to fill me in or what?’

‘Remember Oliver Cromwell? Well, he was no fool. He came to Scotland and immobilised her by taking all the legal documents to the Tower of London. I mean everything, so that nothing of any consequence could be changed in Scotland without his knowing about it. When King Charles II was restored he allowed the documents to return to Scotland but they were sent by ship.’

‘Oh, don’t tell me they were lost at sea.’

‘Exactly.’

‘No way. I was kidding. Everything?’

‘Well, here’s the rub. There were so many documents it took two ships. One of the ships, if my memory serves me, I think it was called the Elizabeth of Burntisland. It went down off the coast of Northumberland.’ He poked at the screen. ‘This letter implies that at least one of the hogsheads . . .’

‘Wait a minute. What has a hogshead got to do with anything?’

‘Not an actual hog’s head. A hogshead was the name given to a wooden barrel. They transported the rolled-up parchments in them. This says that one of the eighty-five hogsheads was rescued. How the hell anyone did that is a mystery.’ He looked round at her. ‘You do realise what this could mean?’

‘You keep asking me questions that I don’t know the answer to. Just tell me.’

He pushed his chair back. ‘This needs coffee.’

‘You sit and carry on deciphering what that letter says. I’ll make the coffee.’

As she pottered behind him he read out snippets of the letter. ‘Shit! If this is true Sholto is a lucky man.’

‘I wouldn’t suggest that to him at the moment.’

‘It says a bosun on the ship had formerly been a priest, but no one would have wanted to own up to being Catholic at that time, let alone a priest. Anyway he stole or if we’re being generous, procured one of the hogsheads. Oh here’s an interesting bit. He just happened to be related to the Percys, so no coincidence there.’

She laid a mug of coffee in front of him along with a packet of chocolate digestives. ‘Right. So we’ve got an ex-priest on board the ship that’s going down. He has his eye on a single hogshead with his family papers in it. How does he survive along with a barrel of wet parchment?’

‘No idea. But the ship went down relatively close to the shore so he could have swum or been rescued by locals. Whatever happened the documents were taken to the Vatican but this says there’s proof that copies exist somewhere in the house for safekeeping.’

‘But the house that stands at the moment is Victorian, Edwardian even. So anything from that time would have been lost in the demolition of the original house.’

‘Ah, but that’s the thing. The old house is still there in the centre of the new one. You’ve already discovered one passage.’

‘Yes, and the archive is in a secret room. There’s bound to be more. We’ll have to find out from Sholto.’

‘I don’t think he’s going to be interested in anything historical for a while. Might be worth doing a bit more digging in the archive.’

‘I’ve been through the boxes. That . . .’ she pointed to the screen, ‘was the only thing that stood out. There are tons of old documents but that one has an ancient Vatican seal on it, which is why I took the photograph. But now that you mention a priest rescuing the papers from a sinking ship I’m even more intrigued.’ She blew over the top of her mug. ‘Imagine being from a family that could trace its lineage back so far. I bet I couldn’t get beyond great-great grand parents. How many greats do you think Sholto can go back?’

He laughed, ‘Thirteen, I believe.’

‘How would you know that?’

‘There’s a little booklet on the estate and its family history. I bought it ages ago from the information centre in the village. I remember it being thirteen because I thought it was unlucky.’

‘Maybe. Maybe not. But it’s a helluva long time ago. How can it be . . .’

‘You’ve already asked that. It’s the law, and the law is what keeps the fabric of society, communities together and it doesn’t matter how far back it goes; if it’s in writing it’s legal.’

She screwed up her face. ‘Doesn’t seem right. Things that were written when society was feudal, unbelievably hierarchical not to mention totally patriarchal, just seems wrong.’

‘That might well be what it feels like, but that’s of no consequence if it was written down.’

‘Okay, I’ll have another go in the archive but if there’s no luck we’ll have to think of other places in the house. There can’t be that many safe places to hide parchments. We could make a list of potential hot spots then I’ll ask Mrs Smith if I can take a look around. She and I are like this.’ She crossed her fingers to show him exactly how close they were.

‘You are kidding me right?’

‘Well I think she’s warmed to me since I’ve been sympathetic to her darling Sholto.’

‘Actually that reminds me. The people close to Sholto who might have wanted David dead are also finite. We could make a list of them too.’

‘Coulson will have already done that. No point in us doing doublers. Let’s stick to the Knights of Malta, and the parchment, see how they tie in with David’s death.’

‘I’ve been thinking about that. The priest in Edinburgh with the mock cardinal’s outfit had to be set up. There wasn’t enough blood at the scene for him to have been killed there. So wherever he was killed he was probably also manoeuvred into that frock. It has to be about humiliating him for some reason. If we find that we’ll be on our way to his killer.’

‘D’you think the eight-pointed cross was just overkill? Or a sign? I snooped around the cathedral’s website and a few emails came up from the Knights of Malta. But at a guess, we’d be hard pushed not to find correspondence from them in most Catholic cathedrals. They have got a wealthy and generous following.’

‘You want to grab something to eat in the village? If we’re quick we’ll still get fish and chips at the Coach and Horses.’ His phone rang. He stood and strolled through to the hall.

As he went she said, ‘Want me to ring ahead?’

He shook his head then took the call.

He returned. ‘Well, we don’t have any more work to do on the cardinal.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Because he definitely isn’t one. They don’t need us on a plain old murder.’

‘But what about the cross?’

‘The boss said he’s handing it over. Not our concern.’

‘I suppose we’re not short of things to occupy us, but I think the key-ring, the cross on that guys slippers and then a dead body holding the same thing is too much for me to dismiss.’

He shrugged. ‘I’m hungry.’ He swung his jacket off the back of the chair. ‘Come on. We could do with a walk and we can take Mollie with us; she’s allowed in the bar.’ Mac was much better at compartmentalising than she was, and once she’d started something it was difficult for her to let it go, but she had to learn to get better at that. Ruddy had warned her that there would be times when they didn’t get the results they’d hoped for. She had to find ways of totting things up to experience. No information or research was wasted. If you didn’t get to use it immediately you would always have it locked into your memory for it to surface when you next needed it.


***




The main street was dead, nobody walking about, no traffic, it was unnatural. Edinburgh was becoming like other metropolitan centres that were open twenty-four-seven, with people in the streets at all times. What were people doing here? When Mac pushed open the door of the pub the few drinkers at the bar fell silent and stared at the strangers daring to cross the threshold.

The woman behind the bar smiled. ‘You looking for food?’

Mac nodded. ‘Nothing fancy but yeah, if that’s possible.’

‘I’ll check with the chef.’

She returned. ‘Yes, take a seat and I’ll get you menus.’

When she brought them she stroked Mollie’s head. ‘She’s cute. Dr Chapman’s dog is it?’

Mac said, ‘Yes.’

Viv looked down at the dog but said, ‘Is she familiar with the Coach and Horses?’ Trying to be upbeat but instead sounding desperate.

‘Aye, Dr Chapman was a regular. Quite a fan of the quiz.’

This was news to Mac and Viv.

Mac said, ‘I bet she was a winner.’

‘Aye, she was that. Davie there . . .’ she pointed to a tall man covered in impressive tattoos at the bar. ‘He was always on her team.’

Viv stared at him. She thought she recognised him from the memorial service. She was surprised when he raised his glass to her. She gave the slightest nod back then focused on Mollie.

Mac ordered fish and chips for two, a half of Guinness for himself and a cider for her.

She whispered, ‘Thanks. I feel like I’ve got horns. I had no idea how involved Sal was with the community up here. I assumed she just slept here, walked the dog and went to work. How could I have got her so badly wrong?’

‘People change when someone comes into their life. She wouldn’t do the same things with you that she did on her own.’

‘But how do you know she was on her own? Two women have already approached me specifically to say they knew her. Even Coulson appears to have been a pal of Sal.’

Mac clinked his glass against hers. ‘What would she have wanted us to do?’

She swallowed. ‘That’s just it. I didn’t know her well enough to say. Did you know she was having a workroom built for me?’

‘No. Where?’

‘At the end of the garden behind where the high hedge is.’

‘But that’s a really steep slope down to the river bank.’

‘Exactly. She had Brian build it into the bank. It’s embarrassing. I had no idea what her plans were but she certainly had them and didn’t consult me.’

‘Never look a gift horse and all that.’

‘But it isn’t right. The house, the land, the workroom, it’s overwhelming. I’m a pretty simple person. I don’t have extravagant, complicated needs.’

He snorted. ‘Maybe not material needs but no one would ever say that you’re not complicated.’

‘I’m not. I’m weirded out by the thought of all this stuff.’

‘Well, all I can say is I knew her. She lived a good life. Too short, but good. She’d want us to carry on doing our work, solving crimes. Bringing people to justice. And for you to enjoy what’s here. You don’t have to make any decisions right now. Just live with it for a bit then decide.’

Their food arrived and kept them quiet for the next few minutes.

The woman from the bar brought them another two drinks. ‘They’re fae Davie.’

They both raised their glasses to him then continued to eat. The silence now more awkward than it had been but food adequately filling the gap. Before they’d finished eating the sound on the TV was put up and a football commentator’s voice filled the room. A few more people came into the bar obviously for the purpose of watching the game. There was something about watching a match in a group that far outstripped watching on your lonesome at home. Shouting at the screen took on a whole new meaning in public.

As they walked back along the main street Mac said, ‘Look around, this is your new stomping ground. An hour from Edinburgh, but a new world. I love it.’

‘You think I’ll get used to strangers buying me drinks in a country pub?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, the important thing is to let them. He now feels like he’s your ally. Which, in a small way he is. He’s just paying his respects to Sal. You’ll probably never see him again unless you start going to the pub quiz.’

She snorted.

‘Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it. I rarely get time to go but when I do it’s fun, a way to get to know folk . . . I bet that gamekeeper was a regular in there. Too long a walk for him now since he’s lost his licence.’

For a moment she had to think who he meant, but when she remembered. ‘Arse. Hope she doesn’t go back. Too many women can’t find a way out.’

‘I’ve got people on the look-out for him. He doesn’t seem to be moving from the Hamilton estate. I think she’s safe.’

‘Safe, but homeless. Poor kids always caught in the crossfire.’

They took Mollie for a trot round the River park then Mac took off to his cottage up the hill. She was hyped and decided to have another session with Pamela’s emails and social media.


Chapter Twenty

She slept like the dead. Mollie had started off lying at her feet but had worked her way up the bed until they were lying back to back, Mollie with the biggest portion of the bed. Viv swung her arm over the dog’s back and stroked her belly. The dog edged onto her back and stretched, seeming not to have a care in the world. As soon as Viv pulled back the duvet and swung her legs over the bed the dog was up and birling. The great thing about dogs, they were all or nothing in a heartbeat.

Once Viv had brushed her teeth she pulled on joggers and a tee, then took off at a slow and steady pace along the river and through the woods. Paths carved into the hillside by deer made the woods possible but she still had a bit of ducking and diving to do to avoid getting caught up in low branches. With every step damp organic soil discharged a blast of decaying leaves. Old disused pheasant feeders lay here and there toppled by fallen branches or pushed by kids who’d come to make a gang hut. The occasional discarded plastic bottle with a ubiquitous Irn Bru label the giveaway of youths. At the top of the hill she cleared the trees and jogged on the spot. The clouds parted to reveal the view of Ben Ledi. No wonder the ancients were in awe of the landscape. It couldn’t be this majestic for no reason. Mollie circled her legs. Time to return up the back drive and loop to the cottage over the quarry park. She was becoming familiar with the names of the fields since Sal had an estate map up on the bathroom wall. When she sat on the throne there was no way to avoid it. Everyone needs reading matter.

Her search the night before had given her another avenue to check. Once showered and with coffee coursing her veins she was in the mood for action. Mollie on the other hand had already curled up in her bed content to go back to sleep.

‘It’s a dog’s life.’

Mollie’s eyebrows moved but the rest of her did not. Viv crouched and stroked her soft coat. ‘I think this thing with you and I might just work.’

The dog nudged her head onto Viv’s hand, demanding another stroke. Viv conceded then stood and stretched. ‘As much as I’d like to stay here all day and commune with you there’s work to be done.’

She threw her rucksack into the Rav and drove through the village then onto the back road that circumnavigated the Percy property. She slowed at the entrance gates to the Hall but didn’t go through them. She carried on following the boundary wall for a couple of miles until she came to another set of grand gates on the opposite side of the road. The Hamilton estate also had beautiful parkland with specimen trees hemmed in by new wooden post and rail fencing. Horses in brightly coloured blankets grazed. She didn’t know one end of a horse from the other but that hadn’t deterred her penchant for equestrian clothes. She glanced at what she was wearing and acknowledged that she’d definitely feel at home in an equine yard, if the kit was all that was required.

The Rav’s tyres crunched over newly raked gravel and stopped outside the house, a large classical building more pleasing in proportions than the Hall. Wide stone steps led up to a portico with pillars. She rang the bell and waited. Seconds later footsteps echoed behind the wooden door. When it swung back she was surprised to see Hugo. No staff.

The look on his face implied that he was as surprised to see her as she to see him.

‘Ah, Miss . . .’

She stuck out her hand. ‘Doctor Fraser. Viv. We met at Sholto’s the other night.’

‘Ah, yes the detective’s partner.’ The hint of condescension in his tone didn’t endear him to her.

‘I wondered if I might have a word with Pamela?’

‘You might but she isn’t here. You’ll probably find her at the stables. She’s there more hours of the day than is good for her.’

Viv must have conveyed the right amount of intrigue because he continued.

‘She spends more time with those horses than she’d ever spend with humans. With the exception of . . .’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘She’s pissing our inheritance into the wind with her extravagance.’ He put his hands into his pockets and stretched his back. ‘Do you know that the cost of giving a horse a manicure is eighty quid? Eighty quid, once a month for only one horse and that’s with a discount for multiples. At the last count she had more than a dozen. She “rescues” them.’

Viv was about to say there were worse things to spend money on when the look on his face changed as if day had turned to night.

‘The feed bill is astronomical . . .’

She’d obviously caught him at a bad moment. ‘Shall I head over there?’

He drew in a huge breath and straightened himself up. ‘If she isn’t there she’ll have gone to see Sholto, but the horses come first.’

‘Thanks for your time.’ He closed the door and she trotted down the steps and into the Rav. Was he over-sharing? Sibling rivalry took all forms. Hugo was clearly worried about the family dosh being depleted. She glanced toward the stables whose footprint was almost as big as the house’s. He wasn’t about to hit the poverty line any time soon. She drove to the entrance to the stables, left the Rav outside and wandered in through an archway that opened onto a cobbled courtyard. Half a dozen stalls had horses heads draped over the door with nets filled with feed dangling on the outside. In the far corner a solid wooden door stood ajar. She headed in that direction but not before stopping to stroke the nose of a beautiful black horse with a small diamond of white just below its eyes. It wasn’t interested. Food was all it had on its mind.

She tapped on the door. ‘Hello! Hi, anyone around?’ She pushed the door and stepped into a large stone-floored room with a couple of large desks stacked with paperwork. Calendars surrounded by coloured rosettes hung on the walls. Straw and the smell of horses clung to everything; blankets, tack, brushes and anything else to improve the life of equine companions. Hugo was right; the horsey world was not for the poor. There were windows facing away from the courtyard onto the surrounding fields. She spotted the edge of a Land Rover that looked familiar. She had to stretch to check the bumper and sure enough there was the same sticker that she’d noticed on the bumper of the Land Rover belonging to or driven by the gamekeeper. Mac said he’d lost his licence but that didn’t apply on private land. He could still be driving around.

She had a look at a couple of papers on one of the desks. Eye-watering amounts going out for vet’s bills. Invoices for feed equally eye-watering. If Hugo thought the farrier’s bill was bad he should take a look at these. She nudged the desk and the computer screen exploded into life. A photograph of Pamela with a man, could be the gamekeeper, with his arm on her shoulder and a horse, maybe the one she’d just tried to commune with, filled the screen. The massive, beautiful, glossy beast stared straight into the camera lens. No wonder feed bills were high. She was stretching to get to the mouse when she heard a noise behind her.

She spun round just as a man was about to hit her with a spade. She dodged the blow, which cracked the side of the desk and sent paperwork and stationery scattering across the floor.

He raised the spade again. ‘Who the hell are you? And what do you think you’re doing poking around in here?’

She positioned herself behind the desk. ‘My name is Viv Fraser and I’ve come to see Pamela.’

‘You mean Lady Hamilton.’

Viv said, ‘Lord Percy has employed me.’ She stared at his swarthy face. His broad shoulders, thick neck and calloused fingers, signs he’d never worked a day indoors in his life.

He interrupted her, ‘Ah, I know who you are. You have no business in here.’ He stepped to the side of the desk as if he was coming for her again. She kept moving out of his reach. But he shoved the desk and tried to pin her to the wall. She reached into her pocket.

‘Don’t try phoning anyone.’

Phoning was not what she had in mind but now that he’d mentioned it, she put pressure on the emergency fast dial key with the heel of her hand. Fingers crossed.

‘Don’t you think you’re over-reacting?’

He lunged at her again with the spade raised. She parried and managed to dodge another blow. She glanced around and grabbed a piece of tack, a heavy leather strap with a brass buckle on it. Thank God the place was a shambles. She swung it and clipped the side of his face.

He squealed. Then through gritted teeth, he yelled, ‘You bitch.’

‘Bitch. I’ll show you bitch.’ She rocked onto the balls of her feet her adrenalin pumping. She swung the tack again but this time he used the spade to deflect it. He moved behind the desk. She copied what he’d done and shoved it. She kept shoving until he stumbled and dropped the spade. The clatter of metal hitting the flagstone floors echoed in the room. She raced round the desk and kicked the spade out of his reach. But he jumped to his feet and grabbed her hair. He yanked her head back, pulled the tack from her grip and tried to force it round her neck. She took out her Gerber, no point in carrying it if she didn’t use it, and hammered its screwdriver into his inner thigh. The noise of his scream should have alerted the whole neighbourhood. He stumbled and dropped the tack. Blood spurted from his wound and covered his hands as he tried to stem the flow. She bolted for the door, across the courtyard and ran for the Rav. She jumped in, turned the key but it stalled. She took a breath and glanced back. He staggered out of the archway, a shotgun in one hand his other putting pressure on the wound. With his good arm he let off two shots but each went wide of the car. The Rav kicked into life; she floored it and sped over an area of rough stony ground. The car bounced and jostled over ancient tree roots until the tyres hit the gravel on the drive. Her heart thumping, her foot still to the floor. She could see him in the rear-view mirror dropping the gun and falling to his knees. She’d intended to hit his femoral artery and managed a bullseye. When she reached the gates to the main road she pulled over and rang Mac. No answer. She rang Coulson who answered on the second ring.

‘What can I do for you, Doctor Fraser?’

She took a deep breath. ‘I think I might know who killed David.’

Coulson hesitated then answered, ‘And who might that be?’

‘The gamekeeper. He just attacked me when I went to see Pamela. I had a few questions’

‘What kind of attack?’

‘If you send someone to the stable block of her home you’ll soon see what happened. He’ll say he thought I was a burglar but it’s bull. I was waiting to see if . . .’

‘Save it. Where are you now? Are you safe?’

The concern in Coulson’s voice was too much.

She swallowed and swallowed again. Then in a voice that didn’t sound like her own she said, ‘I’m okay. I made it out to the front gates.’ She waggled her hands to stop them trembling. ‘I’m a bit shaken.’ Mistress of under-statement.

‘Someone is on their way over. Don’t move.’

‘He shot at me. People could be in danger. Don’t let anyone go in without . . .’

‘I didn’t intend to. Don’t move. I’ll come myself.’

Viv could hear an engine start up and Coulson click her phone onto its stand.

‘Is Pamela with Sholto?’

‘I think she might be. I’ve been back at the river tracing those tyre tracks. We think they belong to the gamekeeper’s Land Rover, if indeed it belongs to him and not the estate.’

‘There’s one at the stables now. He’s mad. And bleeding.’

‘We’ll worry about that. You stay put.’

They cut the connection and she laid her head against the steering wheel. Her arms had other plans. Their trembling was so overpowering she opened the Rav door and slipped her legs out. Not ready to risk being far from the car she shook out her arms and jogged on the spot. Within five minutes Coulson pulled up followed by two other cars.

‘Where is he?’

Viv stepped to the gates and pointed to where the drive forked. Keep left. He has a shotgun and an injured artery.’

Coulson nodded. ‘I’ll get a constable to stay with you.’

‘I’m fine. I’ll head home. But he had no hesitation trying to kill me first with a spade and then the gun. He’s a nut job who beats his wife. I should have aimed slightly higher.’

‘I didn’t hear that last bit. How long have you been here?’

‘Long enough. I have to get home and check something.’

‘Okay. I’ll come by later.’

Viv jumped back into the Rav and drove home. Mollie greeted her as if she’d been away for weeks. She knelt on the floor and buried her head in the dog’s neck. Her phone rang. She wiped her face and checked the screen. ‘Hi Mac, You’ve probably heard about my run-in with the gamekeeper.’

‘I haven’t actually. What happened? Are you okay?’

‘I went to speak to Pamela but she wasn’t around. I was in the stable office when he came in. He came at me with a spade.’ She heard him take in a breath and slowly release it. ‘I managed to get away but he took a couple of shots at me.’

‘What, gunshots?’

‘Yep. He missed but Coulson will find the cartridges. I managed to injure him.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I used my Gerber on his thigh. Should’ve taken his dick off.’

‘I’m on my way to a meeting but are you okay on your own?’

‘Sure. Coulson said she’d drop by when she’s done. I hope the bastard bleeds out. He’s crazy for Lady Hamilton and ticked me off for calling her Pamela. I’m guessing she’s happy to string him along. I wouldn’t be surprised if he killed David on her behalf or thinking it would gain her favour. Whatever. He’s a loose cannon and the sooner he’s incarcerated the better. I keep thinking about Lisa and her mum and the bruise and blood on her face. What kind of coward does that to someone? And in front of their own kids? Assault is assault. I don’t give a fuck about that behind closed doors shit. People cannot do what they like. Not in my book.’ She blew out a breath. ‘Sorry. I’m ranting. But he and men like him make my blood boil. I’m going to check some photographs and go back through Pamela’s emails. There’s a bumper sticker from a feed company on the Land Rover and I spotted an email conversation from an account that’s probably an anagram of that company name.’

‘How did you spot that?

‘How could I not?’

‘Blimey, you’re good at this kind of thing.’

‘I’m so in the infants at this game. There are gazillions of people out there who think I’m a total lightweight. So go easy on bigging me up.’

‘No point in . . . I’ll be up later. I’ll bring food. Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘Fine. See you then.’

She took her laptop upstairs to Sal’s study and airdropped some of the photographs she’d taken in Sholto’s loo onto Sal’s desktop to see them on the big screen. The boy in the photographs always with Pamela and Sholto had grown up and become their gamekeeper. Christ, it was like a Lawrence novel gone wrong. Would he really still call her Lady Hamilton? What century was he living in? Old habits do die hard, but still.

The email address that had caught her eye on the bumper sticker was an anagram of ‘Feeds ‘n’ Seeds’. Too many ees not to be a giveaway. Not the work of a genius. She scrolled through their correspondence, lots of it dull horsey stuff. Gamekeeper was obviously a euphemism for many things in the countryside. He did all things equine as well as rearing pheasants. There was no sign of killing, or culling as they preferred to call it, on the Percy estate. She found the occasional suggestion of a meeting either they’d had or planned. There was definitely more to their relationship than employee and boss. There was something about his fondness for Pamela that made her pity him. He couldn’t see that he was being played. Pamela was clever at getting what she wanted. Her correspondence with Sholto was different, bordering on needy. With the gamekeeper, she dominated.

Viv’s phone pinged with a text from her sister suggesting a family brunch at the weekend. She switched her phone to silent. And returned to the screen. Was this guy a killer? Now that she’d calmed down she realised there was no way that he’d have missed her if he had wanted to hit her. He was a gamekeeper; shooting was his job. He’d deliberately shot wide, which was enough to keep her scared. Would he have the motivation to kill David? Was keeping Pamela sweet a good enough reason?

She was surrounded by bookshelves groaning with works on psychology that Sal had used for profiling. Now was a good time to make use of them. As was often the case when she was researching she found something that took her attention but wasn’t necessarily of use in the current investigation. Blind alleys were part of the deal and knowledge was always useful at some point. Eventually she found a section on domestic violence. The perpetrators had nothing in common. It took place in households across the social and economic spectrum. There was plenty of evidence of domestic violence turning from the odd punch to rape and murder, but it was uncommon for the person committing this crime to take their vengeance outside the home. It was easy to be brutal behind closed doors. Cowards.

Mollie stood and went to the study door and barked. A few seconds later the doorbell rang. She glanced out of the window but could only see a dark saloon in the drive behind the Rav. Must be Coulson. She ran downstairs and opened the door. Sure enough, it was.

‘Come in. I’ll stick the kettle on. Did you get him?’

‘Yes, he’s on his way to hospital. Lost a lot of blood. He came without any fuss.’

‘Yes, I was just thinking that with his job if he’d really wanted to kill me he could easily have done it. He shot wide deliberately, but was determined to scare me off.’

‘I haven’t questioned him yet. I’ll get to that once he’s been stitched up. He might need blood.’

Viv didn’t look at her. ‘I had to protect myself. It was self-defence.’

Coulson sighed. ‘What a bloody mess it all is.’ She took an evidence bag out of her pocket. ‘This was found in David’s jacket.’ She handed it to Viv.

‘My God, how many more of these are going to turn up?’ She took the bag and looked at it beneath a stronger light. It contained another eight-pointed cross but Viv was struck by the colour of part of the shield. ‘I don’t know if I’m imagining it but I think that the other Knights of Malta insignia have much richer red embossing. The thing is I’ve only seen photographs of them but this one and the one Mac and I found on a key-ring in Sholto’s town house have a paler . . .’ Just as she was about to say the colour she realised the connection.

‘What? What were you going to say?’

‘Well I’m wondering if the paler shade of red is closer to pink, which is probably significant. It could be a . . . I’d need to speak to Sholto again.’

‘What’s your connection?’

‘It’s just a theory, but I’m wondering if these men, all gay, have had their own eight-pointed cross designed as a way to identify their Catholicism and their sexuality. Wait here.’ She bolted up stairs and brought back her laptop. ‘Look, there’s a dating App for guys to meet guys and these . . .’ She lifted the evidence bag and again tried to get a better look at the cross. ‘Don’t suppose I can take a closer look?’

‘No. It might have prints on it and I don’t want any contamination. So you think this is a way for gay Catholic men to advertise themselves?’

‘Could be. If they want to stick to a particular audience it would be a kind of coded, safe way to do it. You know for insiders.’

Coulson sniffed. She wasn’t buying it. Viv pulled up images of the Knights of Malta insignia on her laptop. ‘See, it’s the same shape and detail but the colour on this one is weaker.’ She pointed at the screen. ‘These are ruby red. I know it’s a long shot but it’s worth thinking about. I’ll ask Mac if he can get clearer photographs of the others. I wonder if it belonged to David or if someone planted it on him?’

Coulson shrugged. ‘I guess we’ll know as soon as it’s checked for prints and DNA . . . You seem to have recovered.’

She shrugged. ‘Keeping busy. Being rational. Work’s always a good distraction. I’ll get myself over to Sholto, see if he’ll speak to me about that cross. Is Pamela still there?’

‘No. He didn’t want to see her. She kept trying. Hanging about. But he wouldn’t see her.’

‘And you think that’s strange?’

Coulson nodded slowly. ‘I don’t know what the hell is going on between them. He cancels the wedding. You’d think she’d be kicking off about that but she doesn’t seem that bothered. Not like most jilted brides, who’d be in meltdown.’ She shook her head. ‘At least the press have moved on for the time being. Anyway. I just wanted to see you were okay. I’ll get back to base. Make sure you get Mac to send me copies of those photographs. How many are there by the way?’

‘That’s the fourth so far.’

Coulson knitted her brows. ‘Tell me about them.’

Since Ruddy had told her and Mac to keep quiet about the death in the cathedral she said, ‘Best ask Mac.’

Coulson didn’t push. ‘Right, I’ll get going then.’ But she hesitated and glanced round the room. ‘She’d made it really homely.’

Viv nodded. ‘She did. My flat in Edinburgh is homely but not like this place. She’s thought of everything.’

Coulson made for the door. ‘Keep me posted if you find anything else.’

‘Sure will, and thanks for dropping by.’

She waited until Coulson had backed down the drive, then returned to Sal’s study. She emailed Sholto, but knew it was a long shot. Better to see him face to face - harder for him to deny her hunch about the pink cross. Okay, it wasn’t as pink as the triangle but certainly on its way. Her phone rang. It was Mac.

‘Hi, I’m just checking in. I hear the gamekeeper’s in custody.’

‘He is. I’m fine. Been busy. Discovered that the colours on the eight-pointed cross are not quite the same as the original and it struck me that it might be a pink version.’

‘Pink as in pink pound or pink triangle?’

‘Exactly. If that is the case the connection between the Cathedral killing and David can’t be in doubt. I’m just taking a look at an App that gay guys use to see if I can find any with the cross in it. It could be on a tee shirt or like that guy’s slippers. It’s just a guess.’

‘Funny you should say that, because the guy in the cathedral was an old flame of David’s from law school. Coincidences adding up by the second.’

‘How long ago was he killed, I mean do we have an exact time of death? One might have killed the other. I’d say David had been in the tunnel for over a week. He was ripe. I don’t know if I’m making this up, but do you have access on your phone to the photographs of the dead priest? I think I saw fine scratches on his hands. Fine scars just healing.’

‘What are you getting at?’

‘Well, I noticed similar fine scars on Brian’s arms the other day. He’d been strimming and cutting back brambles. If our mock cardinal had been cutting back brambles and gorse at the entrance to the tunnel that would explain the fine scabs on his hands.’

‘So who killed the killer?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe it was suicide.’

‘What, he whacked his own head with a candle stick?’

‘It’s not impossible. I know it sounds mad, but I’m just thinking out loud. I’ve no idea. If you asked me this morning I’d have put money on the gamekeeper as David’s killer but now I’m not so sure. I think if he’d wanted me dead it wouldn’t have been a problem. Since he works for both estates there’s a chance that the Hamiltons don’t have the same views on conservation and kindness as the Percys. A gamekeeper has probably shot all his life. There’s no way he’d have been that wide of the mark, even one-handed. So I’m thinking he just wanted rid of me. Didn’t want me poking around in his or Pamela’s stuff. Extreme I know.’ She ran her hand through her hair. ‘I think I need a walk. That’ll clear my head. What are you working on?’

‘Nothing that you need to know about yet.’

‘Ah, but there’s a chance that I will later?’

‘You any plans to come to Edinburgh?’

‘I’m going to speak to Sholto again. See if he denies or confirms the existence of the pink eight-pointed cross. I’ll give you a buzz later. I’d love to get a look at David’s laptop. My ways and means are diminished from here. I might find a way but . . . ’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Thanks.’

She went down to the hallway and pulled on her boots. Mollie birled around at the idea of a walk. Eventually Viv managed to fix a lead onto her collar and they took off across the river park.

She started ordering her thoughts from the beginning. Sholto’s party, the request for her to look into a mis-pers, the flats in Edinburgh, the dead priest. The body in the Cathedral had definitely been killed somewhere else. There was no blood and he did have a bump to his head, which may or may not have been done by the candlestick on the altar. She had a vision of the woman who had found the priest in St Jude’s, the one who’d called the police. Usually women who worked within the Catholic Church saw their position as a privilege and did anything to protect themselves and those around them. She hadn’t, why? She had called in the police; was that a knee-jerk reaction to the death or what? There could be a less benign reason. As Viv strode over the river park she tried to picture this person. She had no idea what she looked like but was inclined to think of her as beyond retirement years, devout, but maybe she actually worked in the Cathedral for money. Maybe she had a grudge, or maybe she really was an innocent who found the body? Plenty of questions to revisit. If as Mac said, the dead priest, James O’Brien, was a former lover of David’s, he had to be a suspect as well as a victim if David’s death occurred before James’s. Need to concentrate on a timeline and find out more about the woman who found James’s body.


***




There had been a shower of rain while she’d been online and the grass soaked the bottoms of her trousers. Mollie was in seventh heaven, her nose so close to the ground she almost made a furrow in the grass as she walked. Viv realised that she was becoming familiar with slight changes in the landscape. A sycamore tree on the opposite bank had, at some point, probably been hit by lightning and lost its foliage at the top. The actual river banks were shored up by giant boulders and she wondered how long they had been like that and how many men it had taken to get them into place. The countryside didn’t just happen to be as we see it; it had been interfered with by men for centuries. Boundaries have always been important and everywhere she walked had been part of someone’s design. Rivers and their banks were the old highways, routes to significant settlements and religious centres. That’s where money and employment was. Hadn’t changed. Once she’d reached the chapel she looped back up through the woods to her favourite tree. The view of Ben Ledi was different every time but just as magnificent. What she needed to do was write a list of all possible scenarios and start eliminating. Why did post mortems take so long? It was never like that in the movies. She checked her phone. Great signal. She rang Sholto; it went straight to voicemail. She sent him a text and then an email. Covering all bases. Nothing would prevent her from asking about the pink cross. Her next step was to drop off Mollie then to pitch up at the Hall.


Chapter Twenty-One

Mrs Smith answered and held the door open for her to go in. Good start.

‘He’s not been seeing any one but he might see you. I’ll go and check.’

Viv hovered around in the hallway and studied the paintings and the vast fireplaces on either side of the entrance. The times she’d been before hadn’t given her a chance to stop and have a good look around. The paintings may have been catholic in taste but not in representation. Large Scottish landscapes, and small but multiple portraits. Two beauties, of lurchers obviously loved by the family, and possibly the artist since they were so affectionately painted. Footsteps from the passage made her turn. It was Pamela. Almost unrecognisable from the night of the drinks party, she was wearing grubby dungarees and had a scarf tied round her hair like a WWII mechanic. She looked stunning.

‘Are you trying to see Sholt?’

Viv nodded. ‘Yes, but . . .’

Mrs Smith appeared at the top of the stair and beckoned her up.

‘Looks as if I’m in luck.’

‘I’m sorry about the upset at the stables.’

Viv, half way up the stairs, turned. ‘He’s got some serious anger issues.’

Pamela looked at her feet. ‘He is over-protective at times.’

Viv snorted, ‘Oh I think he’s a bit more damaging than “over-protective”. You must know his wife.’

Pamela looked genuinely confused. ‘I know who she is, but they’ve always lived on the Percy’s estate. I haven’t had reason to . . .’ She stopped as if she knew she was getting into deep water.

‘You were childhood friends, you, Sholto and?’

‘Richard. His name’s Richard.’

‘So he must have courted her before they married, then they had children. Are you saying, in a small community like this, you weren’t aware of what was going on between them?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You’ll have heard the saying, “What hurts the victim most is not the cruelty of the oppressor but the silence of the bystander”. Think about it.’

Viv stared her down then continued upstairs two at a time.

Mrs Smith tapped on the study door and pushed it open. An extremely dishevelled Sholto sat behind his desk. His hair was sticking out at odd angles and dark rings under his eyes were testimony to sleepless nights. He gestured for her to come in and take a seat.

Mrs Smith retreated but as she left said, ‘I’ll get coffee.’

‘I wanted to ask you about the Knights of Malta insignia, the eight-pointed cross. Am I right in thinking that you and some of your friends have your very own version?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. It has made life easier for lots of gay men who also want to keep their faith.’

‘Nice touch to make it pink.’

‘We didn’t really think it through for very long. It just kind of happened. And then it became a thing.’ He leaned forward on the desk, pulled his laptop closer and began to type. He turned it round so that she could see the screen.

‘There’s nothing sinister about it. And there are probably lots of men who don’t use it but at least those who do feel safe. There’s only one manufacturer that . . .’ He stopped and knitted his brows. ‘Do you think David’s death had something to do with the Knights of Malta?’

‘You know that they found a cross in his pocket?’

‘No, I didn’t. But why would that be an issue? We all have one.’

‘It might not be. It just struck me as odd because another pink eight-pointed cross turned up in a case that we’ve been working on and we’re not fond of coincidences like that. I’m just poking around. There may not be a connection but it’s unlikely.’

He pointed at the screen. ‘Look this is how it works. You upload your profile to this site and when people are scrolling, it’s a bit like Facebook. There’s an area that you can say what films, books and groups you like. We put a photograph of the pink cross there. Although some guys just wear a badge on their tees or have something in the background of their photograph. There’s nothing to it. You think David was killed because of it?’

‘I’ve no idea. As I say, just poking around.’

‘Did you find anything more in the archive?’

‘Yes. A document from the 1660s which legitimises your land and fishing rights. Somewhere in this house there’s a copy. Well hidden. I’m not sure why you would need it now that we’ve got photographs of the original from the Vatican, but maybe one day when you’ve got less on your mind it would be worth searching for it.’

‘But we already have those and there are copies in the Vatican.’

She nodded. ‘Yes. But why have the Hamiltons been trying to claim them?’

He looked confused, ‘Pammy asked me about the fishing years ago, but she knows that we’re legit.’

Viv stood. ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about the rest of the family. Be careful.’

‘What do you mean? Do you think I am also in danger?’

‘I think that people will do damage with the smallest excuse and still feel justified. Oh, I don’t know, maybe David’s death is enough of a shock for them to back off.’

‘Back off from what?’

‘You mentioned the Vatican. I found email correspondence between Pamela and the librarian at the Vatican.’

He pulled himself up in his chair and ran his hands over his face. ‘I may be “sensitive” but she knows I’m not stupid. Why would she pursue something that she knows is a waste of time? Our family already won that case. I mean, in 1909 the Hamiltons took the Percys to the House of Lords to claim their fishing rights back, but they never had them in the first place. The case took years, cost the Hamiltons lots of money but was settled in our favour. Why would she want to poke that old dud?’

‘I’ve no idea. You’d have to ask her or her family. But in the meantime thanks for showing me that website and making that clearer. I think DCI Coulson will be grateful for any help she can get.’

As she made her way to the top of the stairs she met Mrs Smith coming up with a tray.

‘You not staying for coffee?’

‘No. But thank you. I’m sure he’ll appreciate one.’

As soon as she got back to the cottage she began a new online mission. Mrs Smith must know almost everything about the Percys. She was at the house twenty-four-seven and yet it was as if she didn’t exist, was kind of invisible. That very invisibility was niggling her. The woman who discovered the priest in the Cathedral was also kind of invisible. Like Mrs Smith, she had access to a repository of secrets. How did they use that power, the power of invisibility, to their advantage? Being overlooked definitely had its advantages. Viv’s bias had had her imagining an old woman in black, kowtowing to the clergy but she could be completely wrong. On the Cathedral website she ran through the photographs of staff again. There was a link to support staff but she’d never heard of cleaners being called that before so it was a long shot.

As she was reading she received a text from Ruddy. He’d been quiet for a while. ‘There’s been a development.’

Was he talking about the job he’d mentioned, the one she wasn’t yet fit enough for? Or was he on about the dead priest? She texted him back asking what it was. A few minutes passed and her phone pinged again. His message said, ‘Looks as if the priest committed suicide.’

‘Wow!’ She shook her head and began to imagine herself in the shoes of the cleaner. Going about her work then coming across a dead priest in the cathedral. What would be the first thing she’d do? She’d look for help? But she didn’t find help so called the police. What exactly had she found?

Her phone rang, and it was Ruddy. ‘The blow to the head was post-mortem. That’s why there was so little blood. Looks like he overdosed in one of the pews. We found an area which had been washed down, only there was cocaine trapped in the piping of the cushion. We’re putting pressure on the lab for a quick turn around on the tox report.’

‘Wow. So you think the cleaner found him dead, cleaned up his mess, then tried to make it look like a murder?’

‘That’s what we are checking now.’

‘My God. That’s loyalty for you.’ If a priest committed suicide that would be a mortal sin, not to mention humiliating for the bishop and the rest of the team. She must have wanted to save them from that.

What will happen to her?’

‘Not much. Obstruction, wasting police time, lying. Trying to ensure someone gets into heaven would be a difficult one to prosecute.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Marie O’Hanlon.’

‘You know I was just trying to find her on their website. I had a vision of a wee old woman dressed in black.’

‘You couldn’t be more wrong. She’s in her late thirties, lithe and obviously sent to test the clergy.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means she’s a looker who isn’t worried about flaunting it inside a sacred place.’

She snorted, ‘You don’t think a whole bunch of grown men wearing frocks is flaunting it then?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I do. One set of rules for women and another for guys in frocks’ She sighed. ‘Oh, another time. I was with Sholto earlier and I’m now thinking about how his housekeeper knows everything about them and yet no one suspects her of anything, unless they want a cup of tea. It wouldn’t have been impossible for her to kill David. Seems her main purpose is looking after Sholto. If he had gone off with either Pamela or David she’d have been left with the mother. I’m appalled by my own unconscious bias. Anyway it puts her in the frame too.’

‘O’Hanlon is being questioned. And I wouldn’t worry, Coulson will have had a good go at Mrs Smith.’

‘By the way, what did the post-mortem report say those fine scratches on the priests hands were? Maybe he killed David then killed himself?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I think I’ll take a more thorough look at his social media.’

‘Why? You got a hunch?’

She hesitated. ‘Not really. I just don’t get a sense of him and I would like to. Give me an hour and I’ll get back to you.’

‘There’s a backlog at the mortuary and I’m tied up with meetings for a while. I’ll let you know what we get on the scratches.’

‘By the way, I wish Mac and I had had a look at the actual scene in the cathedral. Too difficult to really get a feel for a place, without being on the ground. Someone ought to have smelled that cleaning fluid straightaway.’

‘Oh, the whole place was gleaming. She’d made sure that it didn’t stand out.’

‘I’ve got a nose like a bloodhound. If only I’d been there. There’s no way I’d have missed it.’

‘No doubt, but we’re on it now. Meantime, keep up that fitness regime. You never know when you’ll get the call.’

She shook her head as he hung up. If she did get the ‘call’ they’d have to take her as she was. In her opinion she was plenty fit enough. She clicked on the mouse and began scrolling. Father James wasn’t quite ringing true. It didn’t take long for her to find out why. He’d been pressuring David to get his firm to change their minds about their charity funding for the next three years. Fitzroy and Maclean had chosen to place their sponsorship with Lourdes, which meant the Knights of Malta would have to wait in line for the next application. O’Brien wasn’t too chuffed about that. The language in his emails to David started off as reasonable and friendly but in the end he resorted to ugly, personal and threatening stuff. Was it the behaviour of a scared man? Could be. But what was he scared of? And did he kill for it?

She rang Mac. ‘You heard about the loyal cleaner?’

‘Yep. Hope there’s one around for me when I need them.’

‘D’you think our priest could have killed David then killed himself? I found some emails that link them. Not recent, but a links a link. So I followed a few leads and discovered another email conversation between them that got pretty nasty.’

‘Were they actually lovers or just friends from uni?’

‘Looks like they had history beyond friendship. Young and naïve, before uni. Both attended a camp for potential seminarians. Neither signed up for it but they were both sent home for misconduct. Poor sods. Totally unnatural for them to keep it in their pants but that’s what was expected of them. No wonder so many go off the rails.’

‘Rather open-minded of you. I’d have thought you’d like a lot more of them to keep it in their pants.’

She screwed up her eyes. ‘Oh, for sure, any kiddie fiddler. But consenting adults. It seems to me a safer option to keep them satisfied. Anyway never mind that. Looks as if the contact more recently was threatening. O’Brien was hoping to get David to influence the partners at Fitzroy and Maclean to change their minds and support the Knights of Malta charity rather than Lourdes, which they went with in the end. David wouldn’t comply. Eventually told him where to go. They say “follow the money” and it looks as if they, whoever they are, got it right. Although it wouldn’t be the first time a scorned lover made it impossible for their ex to have anyone else. You know that thing of, if I’m not having you, no one else is? Women are killed daily at the hands of husbands or partners who control everything about them, including their future. He was a big guy who could easily have fought with David and dragged him into that tunnel to place the blame firmly at the Percys’ door. A crime of passion makes almost as much sense as following the money. In fact it needn’t be either or, but both. The scratches on O’Brien could have come from clearing all the gorse and brambles at the entrance to the tunnel. My big query is what were they doing out here in the country? It would have been easier for them to meet in Edinburgh.’

Mac said, ‘Good question. By the way, have you heard back from Ruddy?’

‘Yes, he phoned earlier. Keeps telling me to get fit.’

‘Me too. I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s had a memo telling him to make sure all operatives are on top form. Don’t take it personally. Even I’ve been called to . . .’

‘Ah, the secret camp on the west coast would be my best guess.’ She laughed. ‘Look I’m going to send all this stuff about O’Brien I’ve found on social media over to Coulson. I’m sure she’ll put it to good use. I wonder if Sholto knew about O’Brien.’

‘You don’t have any reason to go back to see him. He’ll know soon enough when Coulson gathers and confirms all her evidence. Remember he’s one of your neighbours now.’

‘He’s a client first. But you’re wrong, I do have a reason to go back. Besides I can think of worse things than spending the rest of my days in his library.’

‘We done?’

‘Ouch! That sounded final.’

‘It did rather. I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I meant we’re done with the job, the mock cardinal and David. You think you’ve wrapped him up?’

She sighed. ‘No. I’m not positive. It’s my best hunch so far but I’ve been down a few blind alleys already so I wouldn’t put money on it yet. Coulson would need DNA from the tunnel scene. I wish we’d been allowed to go and see the cathedral, I’m sure one of us would have noticed an over-powering smell of cleaning fluid and we’d have been done a lot sooner. Speak later.’

Viv decided another visit to see the scene by the river would help get some perspective. When she arrived she parked the Rav at the edge of a wooded area by the river and took off at a pace along the track towards the fishing hut. As she approached, the smell of cigarette smoke wafted out of the hut. She stuck her head round the end of the wall. Mrs Smith was sitting on the bench all wrapped up in a down coat, scarf, gloves and the long leather boots that wealthy hunting fishing shooting people wear.

‘Hi there.’

‘Hello. I thought one of these days you’d come back. I come every day. Lovely peaceful place to have a fag and contemplate.’

Viv gestured that she’d take a seat. ‘D’you mind?’

‘By all means. You’ve been kind to Auchenban unlike some. I hoped I’d bump into you somewhere quiet.’

‘You care to tell me more?’

‘Ricky, the gamekeeper, isn’t the man you’re looking for.’

‘Then who is?’

‘The clue is right in front of you.’

Viv stared at the ground. A few stubs lay on the damp earth at the doorway. She went to pick them up.

‘No, not those. Right ahead.’

‘You mean the river?’

Mrs Smith nodded and took a huge draw of her cigarette. ‘The Hamiltons couldn’t care less about fishing. Hugo’s got his sights on something far larger.’

‘But what could be far larger than fishing? I believe the income is huge.’

Mrs Smith smiled. ‘Hydro power. I think you’ll find there’s some folks will go to great lengths to . . .’ She brushed at something on her lip.

‘But the rights to the river are owned by Sholto. D’you think he’d give those up in favour of hydro power?’

She shook her head. ‘No. No, Auchenban has no desire to exploit the estate any more than the family already have. The Hamiltons on the other hand . . .’

Viv recalled Hugo’s concern about his sister frittering away his inheritance on horses. Why hadn’t she paid more attention to him? ‘So Hugo would like to start a hydro-scheme and he needs Sholto’s permission to do it?’

‘Well. He needs access from this river.’ She pointed to the torrent rushing by. ‘To a burn, a tributary that has its head at the top of the glen. I heard him trying to persuade David to speak to Sholto on his behalf. David was loyal. There was no way he’d try to persuade Sholto about something that was going to cause so much damage. Archimedes screws in a salmon tributary.’ She snorted. ‘No, Hugo doesn’t care a jot about fishing.’

‘When was this and were they talking on the phone? D’you think he’d kill for his hydro power?’

Mrs Smith looked straight at her, unflinching and nodded. ‘Hugo’s desperate. I heard him set up a meeting. He was going to show David the site and the plans. The call was over a fortnight ago.’

‘What do you have against him. Hugo, I mean?’

‘David was the best thing that had happened to Sholto. He put a spring in his step and a permanent grin on his face. It was a relief to see him happy.’

‘Could Hugo have had someone else kill David?’ She was thinking of the crazy gamekeeper.

Mrs Smith stubbed out her butt and as if she’d read Viv’s thoughts said, ‘I wouldn’t trust Ricky as far as I could spit. As for Hugo he’s unhappy. Was relying on a project that would turn round the finances of their estate.’

‘But they’ve got smart new fencing and so many horses. There has to be money coming from somewhere.’

‘Nope. That work has all been done on good will.’

‘So the Hamiltons were also desperate that the wedding would take place so that they’d have a share of the Percy estate.’

She nodded.

‘Have you mentioned any of this to anyone else?’

She shook her head. ‘I liked that you didn’t judge him. Not for being a toff or for being gay. I think he trusts you. He’ll need all the friends he can get. The family are horrible to him.’

‘Well, thank God he has you.’

Mrs Smith wrapped her arms around her body and rubbed her upper arms. ‘I won’t be around forever.’

‘But you’re almost the same age as him.’

‘I’m not well.’

Viv stared at her. ‘Let’s walk back to the house. You look chilled.’

They walked in silence until the house came into view. ‘He’s been like my wee brother. Can’t shake the feeling that he isn’t tough enough for the job that he’s been granted.’

‘He’s lucky to have you. And I appreciate you talking to me.’

Mrs Smith nodded and went round to the back of the house. Viv jogged down the drive and along the main road to find the Rav.


Chapter Twenty-Two

At the cottage she raced upstairs and dug back into Pamela Hamilton’s social media accounts. It didn’t take long to find a link to Hugo and she was off. What a lesson in social blindness. She’d been so side-tracked by David’s death being about fishing rights or a crime of passion that she hadn’t given Hugo a thought.

An email pinged into her inbox. It looked official, from Police Scotland. ‘Shit!’ Must be about her part in the injury of the gamekeeper. No way Coulson could avoid a report since he’d been taken to hospital. But when she opened it it was only an ‘official’ invitation to the NTF Christmas party. She released a breath. That could wait although it did have an RSVP.

An email address in Pamela’s correspondence led her to Hugo and to a company he’d approached to carry out a survey of the Dochie Burn, wherever that was. He wanted to know how many drops they could blast into the riverbed and there was also mention of Archimedes screws. Even she gasped at the idea of those in a river that was a salmon tributary. In the past poachers used charges to blast fish out of rivers but it was rare now since there were so few fish. She searched and searched and couldn’t find anything to connect Hugo to David.

She rang Coulson. ‘Hi. I’m looking into some correspondence belonging to Hugo Hamilton junior.’

Coulson interrupted her. ‘Strange you should say that. We’ve had results back from the lab on those tyre tracks. They belong to an estate vehicle but not the gamekeeper’s.’

‘Let me guess. Hugo has his very own Land Rover?’

‘You got it. But we also got some DNA of that vial that you pocketed.’

She drew in a breath. Mrs Smith couldn’t be involved in David’s death. ‘So, are you going to tell me or what?’

‘The Hamiltons’ stepmother has been trying to kick a twenty a day habit. Not many folks using Murray Mint vaping fluid. We’re wondering if . . .’

‘I’ll bet she was keen on the idea of the hydro scheme.’

‘How did you know about that?’

‘Just found something in an email.’

‘We’ve got forensics going over Hugo junior’s Land Rover at the moment and Mrs Hamilton the second is co-operating with our questions. If you find anything else that might help us let me know.’

‘Will do.’

Viv scrolled and found another set of emails between Pamela and her brother. Pamela was a spoiled brat but she wasn’t interested in Hugo’s hydro project and told him so in no uncertain terms. What exactly was his real motivation to kill David? Not being able to coerce him into persuading Sholto to give them the river rights, albeit on a tributary, was a good enough reason for anger since it meant the potential loss of serious money. But to kill someone for that, how did that even come about? Did he lure David out to look at the site, to see the way the scheme would work? If he had where was David’s car?

She rang Coulson again. ‘By the way I was wondering if anyone had found David’s car, assuming he had one?’

‘I’ve got the registration in the system but no one has found it yet. I’m thinking that it can’t be far and may even be somewhere on one of the estates. Sholto said there’s an ancient wood store at the base of a mono-plantation on the Braes. I’ve got guys checking there now. So much for the Knights of Malta theory. Looking like good old greed.’

‘In some ways that’s a relief. At least there won’t be a torrent of headlines making gays into bogie-men.’

‘We’re not quite there yet but Hugo and his stepmum are looking and behaving like trapped animals. I’ll let you know. Wait, there’s a call on the other line.’

Viv listened to muffled tones until Coulson came back on the line. ‘They’ve found the car. That’ll be another job for forensics.’

Viv could hear the hope in her voice. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks. We always need a good dose of that to get a conviction. Especially with the gentry. They’ve always got connections.’

She went downstairs, pulled on her boots and a jacket and walked down the lane. She took a right up the old drive towards the tower house and skirted the gardens. Brian’s house was on the other side of the field at the back of the house, next to the entrance to the new drive. She approached the lodge and tapped on the front door. Dogs barked and Brian came round from the side of the house.

He looked confused.

‘Hi. I thought I’d save you the bother of bringing Mollie back.’

‘It’s no bother. I’ll fetch her and a lead.’

It hadn’t occurred to her to bring one and she still wasn’t sure that Mollie wouldn’t run off without one. ‘Thanks. I forgot.’

‘No bother.’

Mollie went bananas when she saw her. Viv knelt on the ground and tried to contain her with a cuddle but she jumped and twirled before Viv could pin her down.

Brian said, ‘I think you’ve got a friend for life now.’

Viv eyes brimmed, so she kept her head snuggled into Mollie’s neck. ‘Fine by me. She’s the perfect companion. I’ll square . . .’

‘There’s no need for you to do that, it’s all covered.’

Viv kept petting the dog. ‘I don’t know how that is but I’ll take your word for it.’

She took Mollie off down the drive and waved her hand sensing that Brian was watching them go. A good walk was exactly what she needed to get her ducks in a row. It gave her space to plan what, if anything, she wanted to do next. She missed her hair clients and would be relieved to get back into a rhythm. Mollie raced ahead until she reached the end of the extension lead then ran back and circled Viv’s legs. What a joyful sight. One day she’d be confident enough to let her off knowing that she’d come back on command but not yet. On her way back to the cottage her mobile vibrated.

‘Hey Mac. How are you doing?’

‘I’m fine. Have you replied to the invitation from Police Scotland?’

‘No. It didn’t occur to me that there was a rush.’

‘You have to reply before the end of the week, otherwise they’ll assume you don’t want to go.’

‘Well, that’s fine. Since I have no intention of going.’

‘Don’t be so hasty. It wouldn’t be a bad thing for your career.’

‘My career is just fine thank you.’

‘No, you don’t get it. We’re all getting grief about budget cuts, and using outside consultants will be the first thing to pull back on. I’d keep your bonnie face in the picture if I were you.’ He changed his voice. ‘Come along with me and I’ll show you a good time.’

She laughed. ‘You sound like Groucho Marx. Let me think about it. Are you coming to Doune tonight?’

‘Sadly not. I’m meeting Fiona.’

She felt a pang of disappointment. ‘Be careful. I don’t trust her.’

He laughed. ‘You don’t trust anyone. I can look after myself.’

‘Fine. Speak soon.’

It was normal at the end of a case, to feel a bit down. No longer having the adrenalin of the hunt to push her through the day. She’d survive but there was more to life than survival.


Chapter Twenty-Three

‘I don’t know what possessed me to agree to this. I won’t know anyone and I can’t be arsed with drunks never mind drunk cops.’

‘Was there a Mrs Scrooge? Cause that’s exactly who you’re sounding like. Of course you’ll know people. It’s not as if you’ve never been in the office. You’ll recognise the teams once we get there.’

She picked at a piece of loose skin at the edge of a nail then flinched.

‘What are you up to? There’s no need to be nervous. I’m going to look after you.’

‘I don’t need looking after . . . but don’t you go wandering off leaving me on my tod.’

‘Would I?’

‘Yes you would. Will Red be there?’

‘No. She’s not in the NTF. Why? You got a wee thing going for her?’

She punched his arm. ‘No, I don’t, but at least she’s familiar and she owes me, so she’s kind to me.’

Mac drove into a parking space on George Street. ‘By the way you look great. Loving the dress.’

‘Can’t wait to get home and take it off. I feel like a Christmas cracker. All wrapped up but worthless inside.’

Mac came round to her side of the car and took her hands. ‘Look at me.’

She wouldn’t make eye contact.

He tugged her hands. ‘Go on, look at me.’

She glanced up.

‘Now, do I look like the enemy to you?’

She shook her head and sighed. ‘Of course you don’t. It’s just that I’m crap at small talk.’

He kept hold of her hand as they crossed the road and ambled into the entrance hall of the Assembly Rooms.

Viv glanced around. Lots of men in black tie and women in fancy frocks stood in line to hand their coats to staff. Mac took her coat from her shoulders and headed over to put it into the cloakroom. He returned with two tickets. ‘Here, take your ticket in case you need to escape. Although you’ll not get far without your own wheels.’

‘You forget. I can jog home from here in five minutes. Well maybe ten in these shoes.’ Black patent pumps were not her usual footwear but she could still move in them.

They took a carpeted staircase to the next floor where one vast room was set up with tables for dinner and the room adjoining was prepared for dancing. Her stomach clenched. ‘I don’t know why you put up with me. I’m such a pain in the arse when it come to social things.’

‘Oh, it’s not just when there’s a social thing. We’ll need to find a way of getting you to chill. You do realise that it’s an honour that you’ve been invited?’

‘I did kind of wonder when the invitation came in. Why would I get an invite? It’s never happened before.’

‘Someone somewhere on high is acknowledging the value of your work. I’m guessing Ruddy had a hand in it. Talk of the devil.’ He nodded at Ruddy squeezing through the crowd to reach them.

In unison they said, ‘Sir.’

The men nodded to each other.

Ruddy said to Viv, ‘You look ravishing. Hope you’re looking forward to a good dinner and a thrash around the floor..’

She couldn’t help but smile at a vision of him thrashing around the ballroom in his tartan trews and his dark green velvet jacket.

‘Let’s find the table plan, shall we?’

By some stroke of luck, or some sneaky manipulating by Ruddy, they were all on the same table. Viv sat between the only two men she admired, and would trust with her life. She glanced at one, then the other, and let that sink in. At the same moment they both reached for her napkin. Mac won and laid it across her lap. She grinned. Ruddy poured her a glass of water before filling his own and Mac’s glass. This could actually turn out to be a fun night.

Ruddy said, ‘I hear Hugo Hamilton has been taken into custody. Coulson said you were an asset.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Kind of her to mention it. But I didn’t exactly pip anyone to the post. I should have thought of him earlier. Thank God for the Mrs Smiths of the world.’

Mac said, ‘She’s being modest . . . her digging is always way faster than anyone else’s. And let’s face it speed is everything these days. Just accept the credit and let’s have fun.’

The catering was efficient and the dancing raucous. By the time they’d finished the Dashing White Sergeant, an eightsome reel and the Gay Gordons. Strip the Willow was a shambles. Spirits were high and she was tipsy. Not a word she’d use to describe anyone let alone herself. But she was and she couldn’t think of a better word for the state of her.

She and Mac returned to their table and flopped into their seats. ‘You surely can’t be bothered to drive all the way back to Doune tonight, can you?’

‘Don’t have to if you don’t want to. I can drop you at the West Bow and I’ll stay at Learmonth.’

‘You have a spare room. I could sleep there.’

He hesitated.

‘It’s fine. I’m happy to go to the West Bow.’

‘I was just trying to remember what state the place is in. I think the spare room is made up but there’s nothing to eat for the morning. No milk or bread, nada.’

‘Forget I even mentioned it.’

‘No. I’d like you to come and stay.’

The ceilidh band stopped, and a DJ stepped in and said in a crooning voice, ‘Let’s take this action down a beat or two.’

Then the first bar of, ‘More than Words’ started. She said, ‘Oh, I love this song.’

He tugged her hand. ‘Are ye dancin’?’

She grinned, ‘Are ye askin’?’

Ruddy raised his eyebrows as they passed him on the way back to the ballroom. No one else was on the floor.

‘Well this is embarrassing.’

‘No it isn’t. You’ll forget about that when . . .’ He twirled her round and they danced. Not quite cheek to cheek but close. She loved the way he smelled. Always notes of lemon in whatever soap or shampoo he used. He was right. As soon as they began to sway she rested her head on his shoulder and relished the heat of his hands on her lower back. Angst drained from her. When the music stopped a few people clapped and they wandered back to their seats.

Mac said, ‘Let’s go.’

‘Go where?’

‘My place.’

‘But you said . . .’

‘Never mind what I said. Let’s go.’ He stretched out his hand, she took it and he pulled her to her feet.

Once they were out onto the street the wind chill hit them and they darted for the car.

It took until they were almost at Mac’s flat before the Audi thawed. He took them along the lane at the back of the flat and parked in his garage.

As she got out of the car she said, ‘I so envy this. Imagine being able to park at the bottom of your garden every time you come home. I’m sure my life is shorter with the frustration of circling for a space.’

Inside the flat was warm.

‘Want something to drink?’ He took her coat and hung it on a stand.

‘No. I’m fine, thanks.’

‘Yeah, sure, you don’t sound fine. Follow me.’

He took the stairs down to the floor below. This was where his bedroom and a huge kitchen diner were, both with double doors onto the garden. The grass and flowerbeds were lit up by trails of LED lights. A dwarf cherry tree also had them wrapped around its branches.

‘Looks seasonal, very domestic.’

‘Did you mean to say “pretty”?’ He pulled off his bow tie and hung his jacket over the back of a chair then kicked off his shoes. ‘Heaven. Women don’t have a monopoly on sore feet. Lesson, never wear new shoes to do Strip the Willow.’

She felt herself flush and put her hand up to her throat and nodded to the garden. ‘It does look pretty. What is wrong with me? When I’m with you I never say the right thing. I revert to sarcasm to conceal my awkwardness.’

He went into a cupboard and took out a huge towel and tossed it to her. ‘Here, you’ll need this. Spare room is where it was last time. I put the heating on from the car so the water might not be that hot yet.’

‘Thanks. It’ll be a relief to get out of this frock.’

He checked in the fridge then in a large store cupboard. ‘I’ll defo need to nip out in the morning and get supplies.’

‘Don’t on my account. We can go to Bella’s for breakfast.’ ‘Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.’ He strolled off to his room and left her standing in the kitchen.

She took the stairs back to the first floor and the spare room, kicked off her pumps, then unzipped her dress. It dropped to the floor and she stepped out if it. She released a huge sigh then slipped beneath the cool cotton duvet. She tossed and turned until eventually she got up and pulled back the curtain. A fox made its way across the grass into the undergrowth. It wasn’t a big fox, but its beautiful rich auburn coat made it stand out from those she’d seen in the countryside. Must be to do with the time of year. She returned to bed and lay staring up at the ceiling. Minutes passed as a clock on the bedside cabinet tick-tocked, as if mocking her. She wondered if Mac was asleep.

She got up again, wrapped the duvet round her shoulders and wandered down to the kitchen. One of Mac’s cats rubbed up against her bare leg. Every house had its own creaks and bumps. Mac’s had fewer than most, but the fridge hummed and the digital read-out on the oven gave enough light for her to see where she was going. She opened the door to his bedroom and stood watching him sleep. He looked like a man without much on his mind or a man without conscience. Neither was true.

She moved to the edge of the bed and he immediately woke up. From deep sleep to high alert in a second.

‘What?’

‘I can’t sleep. I thought you might still be awake.’

He patted the duvet beside him. What’s up?’

She sat on the edge of the bed and put her head in her hands. ‘I feel desperate that I didn’t do enough for Sal.’

‘But what do you think you could have done?’

‘I don’t know. But it wasn’t enough. To let the FBI take over and resolve it wasn’t right.’

‘There’s no way they’d have let us interfere when one of their own was guilty.’

‘At a rational level I know that. But my heart says something else. I don’t usually do guilt but that’s what I think is going on.’

He rubbed his hands roughly over his face. The scuffing sound of two days growth reminded her that she was interrupting his precious weekend.

‘I’m sorry I shouldn’t have bothered you.’ She stood up and went to the door.

‘You know it’s no bother . . . I miss her too. It’ll take time.’

She nodded. ‘But what about Doune? What the hell am I going to do about all of that?’

‘I don’t know but you don’t have to make any decisions about it until you’re ready. She knew you. She knew that it would be in safe hands if she left it in your care. Don’t worry about it. Take your time. I’m always around to help if you get overwhelmed.’

‘You won’t always be. That worries me. I’m so used to doing everything on my own but I’m out of my depth. I’m not sure I want to any more. I want to be able to let someone in. I thought that person would be Sal.’

He yawned and put his hand to his mouth. ‘Sorry. It’s just that . . .’

‘You’re knackered and it’s the middle of the night. Thanks for not blowing me off.’

She went out and drew the door closed behind her. Right now he was a total rock for her. This was unfamiliar ground. Being so out of her comfort zone was not a place she ever wanted to be. He was right - she didn’t have to make any decisions now. She’d feel more in control in the morning when she had sobered up so she returned to bed and counted sheep jumping off the abattoir lorry back into the freedom of the hill.


Chapter Twenty-Four

She pushed open the door to Bella’s. James, her nephew, tottered over to meet her calling her ‘Vivi’. He stopped short when he noticed Mollie. Viv led the dog round to her right side and scooped James into a hug. ‘Hello handsome. You remember Mollie. Once we’ve had lunch we can go for a walk and you can hold the lead.’

He returned to the table where his mum and grandma were already reading menus. Viv pulled out a chair opposite them; no one stood, no one hugged but affection was in the air.

Viv’s mum said, ‘You look rested.’

Viv wasn’t sure what that meant but she nodded. ‘I am. How about you two?’

Without being asked, Mollie slipped beneath the table and curled up. This was her second visit to Bella’s. First time she’d benefited from a large chunk of fillet steak that someone had ordered then couldn’t eat. No hardship for her to return.

‘Mac might show up. I mentioned we were having a family gathering and said he could join us if he had nothing on.’ The bell on Bella’s door tinkled and Mac strode over.

‘Talk of the devil.’

Both Amanda and her mum rose and greeted him with hugs and kisses on both cheeks. He rubbed Viv’s arm and sat down beside her.

‘So, Mrs Fraser, has Viv filled you in on her latest shenanigans?’

‘Call me Trudy. Mrs Fraser makes me sound like a headmistress. But no, she hasn’t yet. I’m all ears, Vivian.’

Viv nudged Mac under table with her knee. ‘Let’s order first, shall we?’

She hadn’t had much of an appetite the day before, but the smell of fresh bread and garlic cooking changed that. Viv turned round to check the Specials blackboard and shot Mac a death stare. She had no intention of sharing her recent work with her family and he knew better than to make the suggestion. He was yanking her chain. But why? Her mother looked slightly smug. Did she already know what had happened? Amanda didn’t need to know.

Bella approached with her pad and pencil. ‘Ready to order?’

In unison Viv and Mac said, ‘I’ll have the special brunch.’

Mrs Fraser glanced at them. ‘Same for me.’

Amanda said, ‘I’ll have the smoked salmon with scrambled eggs. Could I have it divided into two dishes? One for James.’

‘No problem. Be right back.’

Bella brought a bottle of Prosecco and poured it into flutes.

To Viv’s surprise, her mum lifted her glass and said, ‘To Sal!’

They raised their glasses and Viv glanced at Mac, his eyes full as they toasted the short life of their friend.

 

The End
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