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Dedication

For Leo and Chloe

with all my love

always.
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Chapter 1

There are warnings of gales in Lundy, Fastnet, Irish Sea. South-westerly, gale 8 to severe gale 9 at first, rising to storm force 10 in places. Clear, then very poor later, with wintery showers.

Storm Francis was on its way. When DI Shona Oliver left High Pines early on Sunday morning, the sea was already kicking a big rolling swell into the estuary, and the few boats not hauled out for the winter were rocking queasily on their moorings.

But when she arrived at Graham Finlayson’s pub, nestled a mile inland among the tall trees of the Dalgeddie Forest, there was barely a whisper of wind. The Old Inn was a picture postcard. A dusting of snow had settled on the granite facade and red-painted window surrounds, and the warm glow of the open fire lit the windows bright against the sombre day. ‘Insta-ready’, her daughter, Becca, might say.

Shona found the landlord in the yard at the back. Not updating his socials but engaged in the more prosaic task of stacking firewood, something he looked born to do. Graham was big and bearded, standing nearly a foot taller than Shona herself. A fellow lifeboat volunteer, his substantial presence had made him a steady and well-liked member of the crew. She’d come to regard him as a friend, someone she could call on for a chat or a quick favour.

‘Morning. Someone’s prepared,’ she said, impressed by his foresight as much as the neat stacking of the woodpile.

‘Lucky guess wi’ the weather.’

Shona tucked her wavy brown hair behind her ears and pulled on her gloves.

‘We’ve still got a wood burner,’ she said. ‘But since Becca got her way on the eco front, it’s solar panels and the air source heat pump, so it’s just as a backup.’ Grinning, she indicated the layers of neatly stacked logs already in the store behind Graham. ‘But I’ve definitely got woodpile envy, now. The Norwegians probably have a special word for it.’

When he just grunted, she went on, ‘Want a hand shifting this lot?’

‘No, no, you’re fine. I’m sure you’ve a lot on your plate, and Maggie says I need the exercise. Cheaper than the gym.’

‘Everything okay?’ While never exactly chatty, he didn’t seem his usual self.

‘Aye. Fine,’ Graham replied, not looking up.

Shona wondered if Graham and Maggie had had a row and he wanted an excuse to be outside for longer. The woodpile was substantial, and it’d be quicker with two. Besides, they had their regular lifeboat training session in less than an hour, and she could see something was bothering him. Crew often lent each other a friendly ear. Although she certainly wasn’t qualified to give marital advice, she thought, ruefully – if that was the root of his discontent.

‘Maggie’s got the order ready for you,’ he added, his cheeks bright with cold or effort above the dark beard. He lifted his chin towards the rear door of the pub, and she had the distinct impression she was being dismissed.

Shona had arranged to pick up freezer dishes as an extra option for High Pines’ own guests. They used to do the works – dinner, bed and breakfast – but had been forced to convert to self-catering units, since her husband Rob was currently in HM Prison Brixton, with another two years before any hope of parole. He still claimed to be innocent of the financial crimes that had landed him there. As their relationship had disintegrated, she was no longer sure she believed him. They still spoke once a week but rather than retreading old ground, she preferred to keep the conversation to the business or their daughter Becca.

Five minutes later, Shona was back in the yard, having deposited the cool bag of meals in the boot of the Audi. Maggie didn’t seem keen to chat either, her gaze repeatedly straying to the vacuum cleaner standing like an impatient customer in the middle of the bar. Perhaps their mutual unresponsiveness was just down to the volume of work a place like The Old Inn must generate, even before bad weather potentially took slates off the roof and wiped out that month’s profits. Graham had been a shoulder to cry on over bad reviews and cancellations, and Shona wanted him to know she was there for him too.

‘I really don’t mind,’ she said, picking up a split log in each hand before Graham could protest. Her own bookings had hit the expected seasonal dip and, even with her busy days in charge of Dumfries CID, it had come as a surprise to Shona that she’d found the newly quiet High Pines unsettling rather than restful. Becca was away at university. And Shona was missing Freya, her usual cook, cleaner and all-round stalwart. She was currently on a trip to her home island in Orkney with her partner, the regular lifeboat helm, Tommy McCall, after she’d successfully prised him away from his boatyard and RNLI duties. I should enjoy the peace, Shona had told herself.

Being alone never used to bother her. But now every delayed invoice, dripping tap and unsecured window seemed like a ticking bomb about to set off a chain of domestic havoc. Perhaps she was turning into a mad old cat lady. Except she didn’t even have a cat.

Under the guise of a shiver, she shook off the feeling. The temperature was dropping and the tops of the nearby forest had begun to rock more vigorously. The wind was getting up even in this sheltered spot.

‘How’s business, Graham?’ Shona picked up another pair of logs.

‘So-so,’ he replied, but didn’t elaborate.

Normally, Graham could be relied on for opinions on everything, from the extortionate prices the breweries were charging to the impact of camper vans on the tourist trade. Shona took his reticence as conclusive evidence that whatever was eating her fellow crew member, she was unlikely to get it out of him before training.

Their sparse conversation dwindled to nothing, and they’d almost reached the bottom of the pile, when Graham checked his watch. Kirkness was less than a ten-minute drive away. Perhaps he was going to offer her a coffee before they left.

‘Guess we better get going,’ he said.

So, no coffee, then. Definitely a row if he didn’t dare go in the kitchen.

‘Och, five minutes more and we’ll clear this,’ Shona said, determined to jolly Graham up and help a mate out by finishing one job on his likely long list.

‘It’s fine, Shona,’ he snapped. ‘Honestly, I’ll do it when I get back.’ He zipped up his jacket and took his car keys from the pocket.

‘Righto,’ Shona said, with forced cheerfulness. They were friends, but asking him straight why that morning he had a face like a bulldog chewing a thistle seemed unlikely to generate a useful answer.

She was tidying the kindling scraps and shards of bark into the remains of the pile with the side of her boot, when she felt the jar of metal. Bending, she picked the object up. A hammer.

It looked fairly new but it was stained with rust-coloured blotches across not just the wooden shaft, but the otherwise bright metal head too. A cold sensation ran through her, lifting the hairs on her arms, despite the warmth of her exertions.

‘Yours?’

Graham shook his head.

She raised the hammer to her nose, but all she got was the overpowering smell of pine and a hint of engine oil. She frowned. ‘Looks like blood on it.’

‘It’s probably paint,’ Graham said, and reached out, fingers beckoning impatiently for her to hand it over.

She took an instinctive step back. She’d seen a similar patina on the blades of knives. Blood did that to metal – even corroding steel, if it wasn’t wiped off. ‘Where’d this wood come from?’

Graham was slow to answer so she raised her eyebrows in enquiry.

‘An online ad,’ he said, eventually.

But before she could say more, the urgent trill of their twin lifeboat pagers sounded. Graham pulled out his phone and angled the screen towards her.

A shout. Immediate launch.

Without another word, Graham turned and headed for his jeep.

Instinctively, Shona followed, hurrying through the slippery slush to her car. It was only when she reached it that she realised the hammer was still in her gloved hand. Immediate launch meant a threat to life. There wasn’t a second to lose. Should she just discard it back into the woodpile?

As the detective inspector responsible for a thousand square miles of southern Scotland, she didn’t believe in coppers’ intuition.

What she did know was that she couldn’t afford to miss something important.

Not again.

Quickly, she took an evidence bag from the boot, stuffed the hammer inside and set off for the lifeboat station.
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Chapter 2

The tasking from the coastguard said a kitesurfer, a twenty-two-year-old male, had been blown against the cliffs at Sandyhills and was seriously injured. Located ten miles down the coast from Kirkness, the area was characterised by racing tides and perilous stretches of quicksand. They’d need to extract the casualty by sea, as he couldn’t be reached from land. It was too windy for the helicopter. The D-Class Margaret Wilson, with its inflatable hull, shallow draft and manoeuvrability, was the best fit for the job. The larger Atlantic-class Kirkcudbright lifeboat would remain offshore with extra crew and medical supplies.

As Shona pulled on her immersion suit and white helmet, she channelled the rush of adrenaline into checking her personal kit and the lifeboat’s first aid bag. The incoming tide, the rough weather and the likely severity of the casualty’s injuries all pointed to a tough rescue ahead.

In Tommy’s absence, Graham was the first choice for helm. It was down to him who he picked as crew. There was the briefest flash of awkwardness as their unfinished conversation about the hammer hung between them, then it was gone as the training kicked in.

‘Callum,’ Graham said. ‘And Shona. With me.’

It made sense. Shona was one of the most experienced crew, having volunteered for nearly twenty years at the UK’s busiest RNLI station, Tower, on the River Thames, while she’d served with the City of London Police. And Callum, the fair-haired young village postie, was the kind of absolute unit Shona was always glad to have at her back. He matched Graham in height and heft. Sporting his recently grown red beard, grateful casualties might be forgiven for thinking they’d been hauled out of the Solway by a passing Viking.

Shona and Callum kneeled in the bows as the Margaret Wilson pulled away from the shore. The first few waves were like concrete, the reverberation travelling through the thin foam padding of the lifeboat’s floor into Shona’s knees as she gripped the anchor points and adjusted to the rhythm of the sea. Needles of spray hit the exposed skin of her face, making her wince, and she pulled down her visor to protect her eyes. Callum did the same.

Minutes later, he was the first to spot the casualty on the beach.

‘Target sighted, one hundred metres.’ He kept his arm out, indicating the position, as the lifeboat slowed and turned. The whipped-up waves mingled with the backwash from the cliffs, creating a boiling, foam-covered maelstrom. Ahead, a rock wall rose up several hundred feet behind the shrinking sliver of beach, and Shona wished they had the helicopter in their fight against the closing window of both time and space.

‘Depth, Shona?’ Graham called.

She was already leaning over the front of the lifeboat, scanning for hazards. ‘Sand is too churned up,’ she yelled back above the noise of the wind.

‘You’ll need to take it from here. Watch yourself.’

Shona went boots-first into the broiling sea, feeling for the bottom. The water had reached her chest before she found it. Callum had the bulky first aid bag held high and she’d grabbed the flexible rolled-up stretcher.

Here, the tide crept in beneath the sands as well as over them, creating an additional hazard. Shona struck out for the shore, an awkward amphibious motion, ready to pitch herself forward if she was sucked into a patch of quicksand and needed to spread her weight and swim out of it. She fought hard to banish the sensation that dozens of strong, ghostly hands were trying to pull her under. Relief flooded in when her boot struck the firmer ground of the beach.

Given his fall, Shona was surprised to find the casualty conscious. He had on a thick winter wetsuit and lifejacket. The kite had been wrapped around him as a makeshift blanket, probably by the lean man in his sixties who kneeled at his side, clutching a small labradoodle under his arm.

‘I’m Danny,’ the dog walker said. ‘The lad’s name is Billy Bain. I seen him collide wi’ the rockface. He hit it a few times on the way down. There wasnae a phone signal at the bottom of the cliff so I tied Brian to a big stone for a wee minute and walked out onto the sands to call it in.’

‘That was brave of you,’ Callum replied, and the man shrugged, though Brian, the shivering dog, seemed to agree with their rescuer. He looked up at his master and gave him a tail wag of approval.

‘Billy?’ Shona said, and the casualty groaned in pain. His helmet had saved him from a head injury, and it was only when Shona worked her way down that she saw how serious his condition was. When she’d tried to roll him over to check his spine, the left leg had moved, but the foot had stayed where it was. Billy let out a shriek of agony.

Callum pulled the Entonox canister from the bag and placed the mask over Billy’s face.

‘Couple of deep breaths now, Billy,’ Shona said and gave him a reassuring smile. His eyes were wide, the deep blue iris entirely surrounded by white as he struggled against the pain and fear that were threatening to overwhelm him.

She turned to Callum and said in a low voice, ‘We need to cut off his boot.’

Danny the dog walker, freed from the distraction of caring for Billy by the arrival of the lifeboat, was shooting glances at the advancing tide and pawing at the remaining strip of beach like a hungry beast, perhaps only now realising his good deed had cut off his own escape route.

‘It’s fine. We’ll get you all out of here.’ Shona held his gaze long enough to see by his expression that he believed her.

She enlisted Danny to keep Billy talking, then began cutting through the neoprene around Billy’s mishappen ankle while Callum held the leg steady. Though she knew it would be bad, she still had to suppress a grimace of shock when she saw the large white mass protruding through the skin. A compound fracture of both bones in his lower leg, his foot just hanging on by skin and tendons.

‘Gonna need the vacuum splint,’ Shona said. A dark bloom soaked the remaining fabric around his lower leg. ‘And we’ll need to cut that sock off and extend the ankle to ensure the blood supply, and stem what’s flowing out of the wound.’

While Callum got the inflatable orange boot, Shona gripped Billy’s hand and explained what they had to do. There was no point in sugar coating it. There was a risk of amputation if the blood flow was cut off or even just disrupted. No amount of pain relief would work on this.

She took Billy’s icy hand in her own, which was warm and steady. ‘We’ll be as quick as we can. Okay, darlin’?’

Billy gave a fearful nod.

‘Here,’ Danny said. ‘Hold on to Brian for us.’ He tucked the dog into the nook between Billy’s chest and arm. ‘He’s a wee bit cold and scared. Mibbaes you can help him.’

Brian licked Billy’s face, who looked if not totally reassured then at least distracted by the dog. Shona shot the man a grateful smile.

They worked fast, Shona willing her own rapidly freezing fingers not to seize up as she snipped away the blood-soaked sock and Callum applied dressings. She was aware the lad was suppressing his cries so as not to upset Brian the dog, but when they positioned Billy’s foot in the inflatable splint, he let out a scream of excruciating pain.

‘That’s the worst over. Well done,’ Shona said when they’d finished, squeezing his frozen hand again with her barely warmer fingers.

The tide that was eating the land beneath their feet had also brought Graham and the lifeboat closer, but it was still an effort to get Billy out to it. Callum climbed on board to help position the stretcher.

While the Margaret Wilson took the casualty out to the larger Kirkcudbright lifeboat, which would ferry him to an ambulance waiting further up the coast, Shona waded back to the dog walker and recovered the kite, as it was a danger to wildlife and shipping, stuffing as much of it as she could into the empty splint bag.

Faced with the churning sea, Danny shook his head in disbelief.

‘What was the lad thinking of, coming out in this?’ he asked her, as she fitted a lifejacket over his head.

‘You’ve had quite a shock, but you did a very brave thing today.’ She paused, weighing up what she was about to say, and deciding in the circumstances it was appropriate. ‘I reckon there’s a fifty-fifty chance the lad will lose his foot. But without your cool head, he’d have lost more than that.’

‘D’you not mind, though?’ Danny said, brushing off the praise and studying her face. ‘Putting your own life at risk for idiots.’

‘Never our place to make a judgement. We’re here for anyone who needs us.’

It might have sounded twee, but at that moment, exhausted and battered on that tide-gnawed beach, she was utterly sincere. And she knew, despite the sometimes heart-stopping danger, that every other volunteer felt exactly the same way.

‘Be proud of what you did.’ She smiled. ‘No greater buzz than saving a life.’

‘Aye, suppose.’ He smiled back. Then, picking up Brian, and with one last glance at the waves, he said, ‘If you could save these boots, I’ll avoid a telling-off from the wife.’

‘No helping that, I’m afraid,’ Shona replied. ‘Stuff them with newspaper and stick them in the airing cupboard. They’ll be grand.’

As the water began lapping at the base of the cliff, she saw the lifeboat returning.

‘Right, let’s get you and the wee man home.’

She bundled the kite more tightly to her, patted the dog, took Danny’s arm and prepared to face the sea once more.
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Chapter 3

The rescue, debrief and cleanup took most of the remaining daylight hours. Shona was halfway to the back door of High Pines when she remembered what had happened at Graham’s pub earlier. After a moment’s hesitation, she returned to the car and popped the Audi’s boot. The hammer lay in its plastic shroud.

Was she seeing shadows? The control room would’ve alerted her to any serious incident or missing person. But if it was blood on the hammer, it might relate to a case beyond her area. She’d be helping out another detective by getting a vital clue into the system. Send out some cop karma that’d pay her dividends later. She’d been there – times when a case turned on a single piece of evidence.

Shona rolled her shoulders, easing away the stiffness from the rescue. But there was also a familiar fluttering in her stomach she was sure hadn’t been there before, and that wasn’t so easily dealt with. Her hand trembled as she picked up the evidence bag. C’mon, Shona, hold it together. This wasn’t about Kate’s death. It wasn’t her grief that was driving her. This was about being a good cop.

The internal inquiry had rubber-stamped every decision she’d made. But losing Detective Constable Kate Irving six months ago to a killer who’d been right in front of her all along – who’d already killed another officer – still felt indefensible. Perhaps it always would, and she’d just have to live with that.

She studied the hammer, still convinced it wasn’t paint, as Graham had suggested. Whose blood was it, though?

As she dialled the number for the lab at Gartcosh Crime Campus, she focused on practical consideration of her budget and the number of tests she’d like carried out on the hammer.

‘So, full DNA?’ the young female technician said.

Shona could hear the tapping of a keyboard on the other end of the line, which brought to mind the image of an old-fashioned cash register racking up the costs. If the hammer was stained with the blood of a deer or a crow, then she was never going to live this down.

‘I think we need to confirm if the blood is human before we go any further.’

‘Just the HemaTrace for you, then?’ The technician made her sound like a particularly stingy restaurant patron counting the coins in her pocket to see what she could afford. When Shona agreed, the next question was, ‘Got a case number?’

‘Not yet.’

There was a pause on the line. Shona heard the technician take a deep breath. But the expected lecture on proper procedure didn’t come. Perhaps she was remembering DC Kate Irving’s murder and the loss Dumfries CID had suffered too.

‘How’s about we just stick it on your tab for now. And we’ve a van coming up from Loreburn police office tonight with a batch of seized drugs for analysis. It’s your lucky day.’

Shona paused to interrogate that statement. She was battered, bruised and exhausted. She was questioning her own professional judgement, and possibly sanity, for phoning this in. On the plus side, she was in possession of all her body parts, which might not be the case for the kitesurfer Billy Bain. So, on balance, perhaps it was her lucky day.

The weather forecast she’d seen at the lifeboat station said temperatures were dropping again, but the main road would be gritted, and the storm wouldn’t fully hit till after midnight. Dumfries was thirty minutes away. As long as there were no accidents, she’d have plenty of time. She pushed away the little voice that said she was just avoiding being home alone, filling her evening with a wild goose chase.

‘Okay,’ she told the technician. ‘Tell your driver I’m on my way.’



Later, the wind woke her. As Shona stood at the bay window, the old pines that gave the house its name thrashed their branches as if beating off an attacker. Her tower-like home, perched above the village and estuary, felt more than ever like a lighthouse. But it was no longer the haven it had once been. Becca had gone; her husband Rob, who she’d sincerely loved, was all but gone too. The brief sweetness when her old friend – the actor James McGowan – had returned to her life, and her heart, was gone too.

After she’d turned down his offer of a new life in LA, James had come back only once to Dumfries. It’d been three months ago, in the autumn, for a local premiere of his Robert Burns biopic, thankfully salvaged in the edits after his near-fatal attack. He’d stayed at High Pines with his family – nine-year-old twins, Dove and Beau, and ex-wife and fellow actor, Samira. Shona had been excited to meet them, though apprehensive about James blaming her for ending their affair. Could they go back to being friends? She was still trying to work that out.

It was on the garden terrace, where he and Shona had first kissed, that James had dropped his bombshell. He and Samira had agreed to give their marriage another go. Though Shona was still technically married to Rob, and James was single, her first, shocked, reaction was that he’d somehow deceived her. Samira, in addition to being beautiful, was intelligent and kind. At the premiere, it was obvious that she was adored by James’s Glasgow family, who Shona had got to know during his initial recovery and come to regard almost as her own. It all added jealousy, hurt and resentment to the mix.

She’d turned him down for all the right reasons – to help herself and her team recover from the trauma of losing one of their own, and because Becca was beginning university in Glasgow. Because her connection to this place and its people was just too strong. Because moving to LA wouldn’t be choosing him as much as running from the difficulties of her job and from the fear of the National Crime Agency investigation into her former boss DCI Harry Delfont’s death, which she’d helped cover up.

Now, she was far out to sea and alone. And she’d just have to accept it.

Shona shivered and looked down at Kirkness as, with a final flicker, all the lights went out.
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Chapter 4

Opening the kitchen door early the next morning, Shona gasped in shock at the altered landscape. By some miracle, the tree hadn’t hit the house. In a final show of selflessness, the old Scots pine had aimed itself, in the moment of its dying fall, down the steep terraced garden. It had spared not just the house and fence, but both its siblings – ensuring High Pines wouldn’t need to be rebranded in the singular.

When they’d first arrived four years ago, Becca had quipped that there was one tree for each of them – Mum, Dad, herself – so by the time Shona had gone back into the kitchen, she couldn’t shake the sick feeling that this was some kind of omen. She called a groggy Becca at her student flat in Glasgow, where her daughter said that it was windy, but she was fine, and could she go back to sleep now?

But Shona kept her on the line a little longer. ‘There’s no damage to the house, but one of the pines has come down.’

‘Oh no, that’s awful,’ Becca replied. ‘But everyone’s okay? You’re okay, Mum?’

‘Yeah, yeah. I’m fine.’

‘Sure? Want me to come home?’

Shona realised that although Becca was upset about the tree, she was more spooked by this out-of-character call from her mother over nothing that couldn’t be fixed quickly by a contractor with a chainsaw.

‘No, everything’s okay. How are your studies?’ Becca had taken a good deal of persuading to go to university, having practically taken over running the business when Rob was jailed and her mother was busy with cases. One term in, Shona didn’t want to start alarm bells ringing in her daughter’s mind that she wasn’t coping at home on her own.

‘Good.’ Becca paused. ‘Phone me tonight, Mum, yeah?’

Shona promised she would and ended the call, still not sure why she’d made it in the first place.

Below, the estuary was a stampede of white horses, and the sky looked ominous – as if Mother Nature hadn’t quite finished yet. There was snow already in the hills, but at sea level it was just a sleety drizzle. Shona rang around, and it was clear that local volunteers had storm cleanup matters in hand.

Her satnav showed an epidemic of little red triangles – numerous roads closed by trees down and localised flooding – but a circuitous route to Cornwall Mount police station was just about possible. Shona grabbed her keys and set off.



The CID office was quiet, with just a few of the civilian staff at their desks when she finally arrived nearly two hours later.

‘What’s the damage, then?’ Detective Sergeant Murdo O’Halloran said, as he rolled a telltale croissant bag into a ball and dropped it into the bin. He retained the heavily muscled shoulders of a former rugby player, but the greatest strain was now on the shirt buttons across his belly.

‘Power lines to the village are down,’ she replied, shaking the sleet from her navy wool coat. ‘I don’t know how long High Pines’ solar batteries will keep the fridge freezer and the kitchen sockets going.’

She’d had to ask Becca what would happen and was treated to a lecture on inverters and grid ties. Finally, she’d figured out that the upshot was that the kitchen sockets remained working to charge a mobile phone and run the Wi-Fi. The place might be freezing when she got back, but with more than ten thousand homes totally without power, she couldn’t complain.

‘Anyone vulnerable in the village has been brought to the Royal Arms,’ she added. ‘They’ve a back-up generator. The lifeboat station roof has lost slates, but the damage isn’t bad enough to take them out of service.’ Shona never carried her pager when she was at work, but she didn’t envy those who’d have to decide whether it was safe to launch if a distress call came in, and she fervently hoped it wouldn’t. ‘There’s damage to cars, fences, trees. Couple of yachts broke their moorings and are having a wee lie-down on the beach.’ That’d be a job for Tommy and the boatyard when he got back from Orkney.

After a brief pause, she asked him, ‘Any reports from uniform of fatalities?’ But he shook his head. ‘Let’s hope it stays quiet.’ Schools and public buildings were closed, bin collections suspended. ‘What about you?’

‘Joan’s got all the neighbours oot clearing up the street.’ Murdo and his wife lived in a neat bungalow on the outskirts of Dumfries. ‘You’ll no’ know Storm Francis had been by the time she’s finished.’ He smiled, pushing back his thinning fair hair. ‘There’s a few roads closed off around the toon, chimneys down, unsafe buildings. Uniform are dealing with all that. But I was wondering, your weekend DIY no’ go as planned, boss?’

When she looked puzzled, he said, ‘Nice lassie fae Gartcosh phoned just now an’ said the blood on the hammer is human.’ He raised his eyebrows enquiringly at her.

Shona pulled out the chair from the neighbouring desk and recounted what she’d found among the trailer-load of wood at Graham Finlayson’s pub.

‘You’ve no victim, then?’ Murdo made it sound like she’d somehow been careless, since this was generally a prerequisite to making any kind of case.

Murdo was ten years her senior, but they were evenly matched on experience. Shona had spent most of her career with the City of London Police, investigating everything from murder, theft, assault and rape to large-scale financial fraud and terrorism. Murdo, having risen from beat cop locally, had an encyclopedic knowledge of troublemakers, past cases and the networks, official and unofficial, that made Dumfries function, and the best bakeries in a fifty-mile radius.

Together they made a formidable team.

‘Not even sure we’ve a crime, never mind a victim,’ Shona admitted.

Murdo pressed his lips together. After a moment, he said, quietly, ‘If this is about Kate’s death… I mean, we all get the heebie-jeebies o’er things we should’ve done. Comes wi’ the job.’

Is that how it was going to be? Her actions open to question because none of them had got over Kate’s death? A spark of fury ignited in her chest.

‘This isn’t about Kate.’ She was on her feet again, her voice louder than she’d intended, but now she couldn’t stop. ‘This is about potentially getting justice, answering questions for some family out there who’d otherwise be stuck in limbo. This is not about the death of my officer and the mistakes I know I made.’

‘But that’s it. You dinnae know.’ He was out of his chair, facing her, hitching up his trouser waistband in a habitual gesture she normally found endearing, but now resembled a boxer squaring up. ‘Some wee piece of evidence. If you’d just seen the connections quicker oor Kate wouldnae be dead. That what you’re thinkin’?’

It was true. All she could think about was how the outcome could’ve been different. Billy Bain the kitesurfer was alive because the dog walker made an active decision to take the beach path and not the sheltered woodland. Why couldn’t she have made better choices?

‘Truth is, boss, you’ll ne’er really know if things could’ve been different for Kate. We all need tae forgive oursels. No’ just you.’

She saw the pain in Murdo’s eyes and instantly regretted losing her temper.

‘I’m sorry, Murdo. All I want is to learn every lesson possible from what happened. Save future lives. Catch killers before they destroy families and futures.’ She bit her lip, as regret for her outburst and regret for Kate’s death began to overwhelm her again. ‘And if the measure of cumulative grief is reduced by even the smallest amount…’

‘Aye, I know. Sometimes that’s enough to give victims’ families some relief, no’ just an existence of pain. But that goes for you too, boss.’ He pointed a finger at her. ‘I mean it. Stop beatin’ yerself up. Naebody here blames you any more than they blame theirselves.’

‘Thank you for saying it, Murdo.’

‘Och… well.’ He let out a long breath and sat down again at his desk.

‘You think we shouldn’t pursue this hammer?’

‘It’s no’ that. Just need a bit o’ proportion, that’s all.’

‘Agreed.’ She smiled. It was a measure of their close working relationship that neither bore a grudge against the other’s plain speaking. ‘Nothing come in over the weekend?’

He shook his head. ‘I can check the hospitals for you. A hammer attack needn’t be fatal.’

‘True,’ she replied.

A number of scenarios had already occurred to her – domestic violence, a mugging, even a gang-based punishment. It was just possible someone had inflicted injuries on themselves, as Murdo had suggested, by DIY gone wrong, but she didn’t think that was likely. Bruises and fractures, possibly, but accidents with power tools tended to be the bloody ones. Her husband Rob had once tried to free a stuck lock on their garden gate by swinging a hammer upwards, had missed his aim and given himself nothing more than a black eye.

The thought that someone might be out there, perhaps lying seriously injured, meant Shona couldn’t ignore her find. But where were they?

‘Where would you get a trailer-load of wood from?’

Murdo rubbed his chin. ‘Just about every farmer and smallholder has got a woodland they could clear and sell off.’

‘But this was big stuff.’ Shona held out her hands to approximate the diameter of the logs that the cut sections had suggested.

‘D’you know much aboot trees?’ Murdo said suspiciously.

‘Not much,’ Shona admitted. ‘But I’m sure they were pine logs, judging by the smell. I’ve a garden full of it now.’ At the thought of the fallen tree, a stab of sadness struck her, and she sought a different comparison. ‘I’ve also a Jo Malone Christmas candle that smells just like it.’

‘No’ sure that’d count as compelling evidence in a court of law.’ He got up from his chair and crossed to the map pinned on the wall. ‘Plenty of forestry aboot these parts. Up here you’ve got the Forest of Ae.’

‘Eh?’ Shona grinned.

Murdo shook his head. ‘You’re no’ the first person tae make that joke, ye ken. There’s a wee set of hooses built in 1956 by the Forestry Commission fae nothing, for the workers. Shortest place name in the UK. Keep that in mind for pub quizzes. Not all forestry folk now, and there’s a lot of felling and replanting going on, so that could be a source. They’ll be doing a lot more of that after last night, mind.’

‘Okay.’ Shona made a note.

‘And of course, once you get out west to Galloway, there’s plenty of forests there.’

‘If they’re advertising, they must have a decent supply.’

‘True,’ Murdo said. ‘But is this no’ a case of coals tae Newcastle situation?’

‘How d’you mean?’

‘Well, if you’re selling some wood on the side, you’ll no’ want tae burn your profits on diesel. I’d think yer man is probably local. Plenty of trees aroon your way. Five-to-ten-mile radius of the pub.’

‘You think Graham knows him and isn’t telling me?’

‘How well do you know Graham Finlayson?’

‘He’s lifeboat.’

‘Still.’ Murdo raised an eyebrow at her, and she thought of the odd way Graham had behaved when they’d been stacking the wood, and her belief that he’d had a row with Maggie. What if it was something more?

‘So, I’ll check the hospital,’ Murdo said. ‘Anything else?’

‘Missing persons?’

He grimaced. ‘That’s a pretty wide net.’

Shona had to admit he was right. And if a killer had buried a victim in a forest in Dumfries and Galloway, it might be years – decades, even – before anyone came across the body.

‘Concentrate on tracing the wood. That’s our best option. And your friend, the pub landlord…’ He paused, observing her. ‘D’you want me to do a bit of digging on him? I mean, there’s no chance he had a set-to with a customer and hid the weapon in the wood, meaning to dispose of it later, and you just happened to turn up at the wrong moment? Pub cellars are handy places to stow a body.’

‘Just as likely someone lobbed the hammer into the woodpile from the carpark,’ Shona replied. That widened the possible crime scene further. ‘How far would you drive with a bloody hammer in your door pocket? Probably not far. And why not just throw it in the sea?’

She leaned back in her chair, stretching, as the permutations tumbled like the wheels of a fruit machine but stubbornly refused to line up in a jackpot combination.

Graham might be fellow boat crew – on a shout she’d trust him with her life – but how well did she know him? He’d definitely been cagey when she’d asked where he’d got the wood from. It was by accident she’d even found the hammer at all. But perhaps he just had a good source of cheap firewood, and he didn’t want to share his contact with another business.

‘Aye, it’s a bit of a mystery,’ Murdo said, rousing her from her thoughts. ‘Seems to be the day for them.’ He indicated her office. ‘D’you want tae have a look at this? Didn’t seem right to stick it in the evidence locker. I’ve put it in there till we’ve worked out what to do wi’ it. Hope that’s okay.’

It was a bit late to ask her, since it was already there. But that wasn’t what preoccupied her now. Her sergeant was a former beat cop who’d seen everything. What on earth had come in that had left Murdo at such a loss?
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Chapter 5

Shona followed her sergeant, with some trepidation, across to the half-glass panelled room that served as her office.

‘Late last night,’ Murdo explained, ‘a uniform patrol stopped Gordie Bell, who’s well kent as a housebreaker, in the centre o’ Dumfries. He claimed to have found the packing case he was carrying blowing aboot in the street. Said he was returnin’ it to its rightful owner, but couldnae quite remember who that was.’

If Murdo hadn’t thought it fit for the evidence locker, then this wasn’t the usual Amazon delivery nicked off a doorstep. She hoped it wasn’t anything living. Her daughter Becca had talked about swarms of bees being sent by mail to farmers, to improve pollination of crops. Or, please God, not a consignment of snakes.

Shona gingerly hung her coat on the rack behind the door as Murdo lifted the shallow packing case onto her desk and removed the wooden front to reveal a pair of eyes staring back.

It wasn’t an animal. To her great relief, it was a painting of a woman in what she judged to be medieval dress, holding a toddler. Shona knew little about art, but even she recognised it as a depiction of the Madonna and Child.

‘Bonnie, isn’t it?’ Murdo said.

Though his Irish grandfather was Catholic, Murdo was firmly Church of Scotland, which didn’t hold with idolatry of any type, but he was looking at the image before him with a kind of awed reverence. Shona could see why.

The painting was about the size of an A4 sheet of paper, its colours muted by age or design. The child’s chunky legs had escaped a swaddle of purple, and he was grasping at the neckline of the Madonna’s red dress and the long spirals of her blonde hair, hoping to gain attention. But she wasn’t looking at her son. Instead, she regarded the viewer, with a caution approaching a frown on her perfect, oval face, as if framing a question. Who are you? And why am I in Dumfries CID? would be reasonable, Shona thought. The whole image had a freshness and a luminosity despite its apparent age.

‘Think it’s the real thing?’ Murdo murmured. ‘Valuable?’

‘We’d have heard, surely, if someone had lost an old master,’ Shona replied. ‘Is it on the list for those recent break-ins?’ There’d been a string of them, mostly isolated houses likely targeted by an out-of-area gang.

‘No – it’s all jewellery, cash and high-value electricals. Don’t seem tae be after art or antiques.’

They were both held in the painting’s gravity, unable to look away. For her own part, Shona thought she recognised why – the same simple tiredness that had fuelled her outburst at Murdo. Having been battered by Storm Francis, both on the beach yesterday and throughout the night, here in this painting was the stillness of ages to rest your weary soul upon.

Shaking herself slightly to break free from the sensation, she said, ‘Okay, get Ravi on this. See if he can trace it.’

Detective Constable Ravi Sarwar – or rather, his partner, Martin – liked to frequent galleries and they were regular visitors to Kelvingrove during trips up to Glasgow. ‘But basic checks. I don’t want him wasting time if it’s someone’s art-class homework dropped in the street. And see if Vinny Visuals can help.’ Vinny was one of their in-house data analysts, whose work mostly involved CCTV and seized phones, but he was adept at tracing anything with an online footprint. A teeny-tiny toe print, even. ‘And I’ll ring Gartcosh back and get a DNA test run on the hammer.’

Murdo was still staring at the painting, captivated by the woman. Shona took his lack of protest as final evidence that their earlier stooshie had been forgotten. She picked up her phone. ‘Then I’ll take Ka—’

Her hand went quickly to her mouth, as if she could recapture the escaped syllable.

Kate. She was about to say Kate.

She wanted to kick herself. Here was conclusive proof that Murdo had been right to probe whether she’d adequately processed her DC’s death.

But instead of circling back to their earlier conversation, he said, quietly, ‘Don’t worry. I do it too, boss. We all do.’

The Madonna met Shona’s eyes and this time her expression was less question, more understanding. Perhaps it was how these things worked, Shona thought: a painted figure with a neutral look onto which every viewer projected their own sin. What had Shona’s sin been? Whatever it was, Kate shouldn’t have paid for it with her life.

‘I’ll take Jess,’ Shona hurried on. Kate’s replacement, Detective Constable Jess Jamieson, had been with them for a couple of months. ‘We’ll get a statement from Graham Finlayson about the hammer and see what else he can tell us.’

Jess Jamieson was settling well into the team. Tall and poised, with long dark hair and pale skin, she’d moved to Dumfries from a posting in the Highlands, to be closer to her ageing parents in Northern Ireland. On those days off when she wasn’t riding horses bareback along the beach, she’d make the two-hour Cairnryan-to-Belfast ferry crossing. Her family were happy she was serving out of Ulster, believing she was safer in Scotland.

Murdo had been fond of DC Kate Irving but quickly approved of the new appointment. However, Shona’s other detective constable, Ravi, hadn’t warmed to her. He’d had a sibling-like relationship with Kate and enjoyed winding her up. Jess was proving to be a very different kettle of fish, immune to both his renowned charm and his baiting.

Phone to her ear, Shona looked out through the partition and saw that both her constables had arrived and were already in a stand-off. Kate’s old desk abutted Ravi’s and he’d resisted Jess taking it over. Jess had initially used a space among the civilian staff – not an ideal arrangement if her DCs were to work together – but Murdo had eventually put his foot down.

As Shona made her request to forensics, she watched them staring at each other. When she’d finished, she chapped the glass panel of her office. Ravi jumped, but Jess just turned her violet eyes towards Shona, who was struck once more by the unnerving thought that she’d appointed not just a new detective constable, but a Scots–Irish warrior princess to her team. She beckoned them both in.

It was clear Shona had interrupted a sartorial difference of opinion.

Jess was in boots, slim dark hiking trousers and a down jacket with a fur-trimmed hood. ‘I’m only saying it’s wise to dress for the weather.’

‘This is cashmere,’ Ravi’s replied, voice icy with sarcasm, and his silver bangles rang in irritation as he plucked at his bright purple sweater.

Shona stifled a sigh and exchanged a look with the Madonna. Maybe Ravi and Jess were on their way to a sibling relationship after all.
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Chapter 6

The wind had dropped. Fat, white flakes of snow were hitting the windscreen like doomed insects when Shona pulled up once more in the car park at The Old Inn. DC Jess Jamieson leaned forward in the passenger seat, peering out to give the place the once-over, then sat back, apparently unmoved by its picturesque setting.

‘Get much business out here?’ Jess had grown up on the family’s dairy farm in Northern Ireland, where her father had also been a serving Royal Ulster Constabulary officer. It had given her a pragmatic view of the countryside.

‘It gets packed in the summer,’ Shona said, feeling oddly protective of the area’s reputation, though she was also an incomer, having lived on a Glasgow housing scheme before moving to London as an eighteen-year-old probationer. It was her husband Rob who was from a local family. But her city-girl DNA didn’t stop her claiming the place as her own now.

‘We just after a statement from this guy?’ Jess asked.

‘Key objective is finding out who supplied the wood,’ Shona replied, unhooking her seat belt.

Graham Finlayson answered their knock. His wavy dark hair stood up at the back and his shirt was creased. If Shona hadn’t known how he’d spent his Sunday, she’d have thought his dishevelled appearance indicated a wakefulness born of a guilty conscience, or time spent hurriedly disposing of a body. Immediately, she could hear Murdo’s voice in her head: How d’you know that it doesnae? Jess eyed the pub landlord coolly, as if she’d had a similar thought.

He led them into the chilly bar and leaned his elbows on the countertop. She’d hoped their friendship would speed things along. But after Graham deflected her initial questions with shrugs, Shona felt her disappointment at his lack of co-operation harden into a more official approach. She outlined how if he failed to supply them with more details on the wood delivery, they’d have no choice but order a full search of the pub, with all its resultant disruption. She was bluffing, mostly. Unless she had suspicions of violence inside the building, she’d rather not blow her forensics budget unnecessarily. Graham responded with barely disguised disgust at the inconvenience she was subjecting him to.

Perhaps it was this threat of a search, or Jess’s unblinking stare, but he finally agreed to give up his supplier and reluctantly began scrolling through his phone, searching for the original Facebook posting.

‘Maggie around?’ Shona said.

‘She’s upstairs, asleep.’

‘Might she know something that could help us?’

‘She was inside. Didn’t see him.’

Shona remembered the vacuum cleaner in the middle of the bar room, the stacked dishes in the back kitchen. It was possible his wife had been too busy to notice what was just another delivery.

‘The post’s been deleted,’ Graham said, straightening up, his gaze flicking nervously between the two women standing on the other side of the bar, who were giving every indication that they weren’t going anywhere until they’d got what they came for.

‘How did you contact him to arrange a time? By Messenger?’ Shona said.

His eyes lit up. ‘Wait, I phoned him,’ he said. After searching his phone once more, he turned the screen towards them with an expression of sour vindication. Jess punched the number into her own phone and stepped away to make the call. A moment later she shook her head.

Sometimes, Shona’s hats were difficult to juggle – polis, landlady, lifeboat volunteer. But, ultimately, she didn’t want Graham to get the idea she was anything other than a friend, someone he could come to if he was in trouble.

‘Graham, this isn’t about some fly delivery of wood,’ Shona said, reassuring and de-escalating in response to his co-operation. ‘There are legal controls on the sale of firewood in Scotland but that’s not why we are here. The hammer I picked up did have blood on it. Human blood.’ She paused to let that sink in, but Graham’s expression was unreadable. ‘We’re concerned an injured victim could be lying somewhere in need of our help.’ To emphasise the point, she glanced towards the window where, outside, the snow was coming down heavily. She was appealing to the shared motivation that’d sent them both out yesterday, in worsening conditions, to save a life. Except this time, he didn’t need to risk his. All she was asking for was some CCTV.

Eventually, Graham nodded, though he still looked put out, beckoning them to follow him through to the tiny back office.

‘Cameras cover the car park, but not where the wood store is,’ he said, indicating a screen that fought for space with boxes of condiment sachets, branded Old Inn takeaway trays and paperwork. Jess stood in the doorway while Shona looked over Graham’s shoulder at the flickering images as he navigated to the relevant day and time.

‘That’s him,’ he said, pausing the action and pointing at the screen. It showed the rear of a black pick-up truck, the index number obscured by splashes of mud. ‘Best I can give you, I’m afraid.’

Shona squinted at the image, then turned to Jess. ‘Any idea of the make?’

‘Not new. Got square lights,’ Jess said, scrutinising the picture. ‘Old Ford Ranger, maybe? Didn’t you notice, Mr Finlayson?’ she added, as if any man who couldn’t immediately identify a car’s make and model was automatically suspect.

‘He dropped the tailgate, shoved the wood out. I gave him the cash. Wasn’t here five minutes,’ he replied, defensively.

‘Description?’ Shona said.

Graham blew out a long breath. ‘About my height. My age.’

He was early forties, the same as Shona, but it could be hard to pinpoint how old a stranger was.

‘So, potentially, late thirties to fifty?’ Shona said. Graham nodded; Jess made a note.

‘Puffer jacket, hoodie,’ Graham went on. ‘Wore a black beanie, but I’d say dark-haired. Blue eyes.’

‘And you didn’t recognise him? He’s never come into the pub?’

‘Nope.’

‘Accent?’

‘Not distinctive.’ Graham tipped his head on one side, thinking. ‘Not Glasgow. Not Highlands. Sorry, couldn’t place it.’

‘But Scottish?’

‘Maybe not.’ He didn’t look sure of anything.

‘How long before I arrived did he deliver the wood?’ Shona scrolled back through yesterday morning, but she couldn’t remember passing a black four-by-four on her way to the pub.

‘’Bout fifteen minutes or so.’ Graham seemed to pick up on what she was thinking. ‘You wouldn’t have passed him. He turned left when he went out of here.’

That road led away from the coast and up into the forest itself.

‘Okay, Graham. Thank you.’

‘No problem,’ he said, stiffly.

‘If you think of anything else—’ she began, but he cut her off.

‘Aye, of course.’

‘Got much clearing up to do?’ she said, hoisting her bag over her shoulder as she followed Jess back into the main bar. The pub was freezing, the cosy fire of yesterday just ashes in the hearth, but they hadn’t been affected by the downed power lines.

‘This place’s stood up to all weathers for two hundred years,’ he said with forced cheerfulness. ‘Hauled a couple of branches out of the carpark this morning. No point in us opening, with roads closed and folk staying home. I’ve been down with a tarp for the lifeboat station roof. Guess that’ll be the next job.’ He dipped his head to peer out the window. ‘Might have to wait till the weather improves afore we tackle that.’

Outside, as they made their goodbyes, Graham said, ‘Will you be able to find out whose blood it is?’

‘We hope so,’ she replied. It was the question he should’ve asked as soon as she’d said it was human. ‘We may have the individual’s DNA on record.’ She paused, inviting him to say more, but he just nodded.

‘Aye well, good luck with your search.’

Shona and Jess left Graham Finlayson – shoulders hunched, hands deep in the pockets of his jeans – and crossed to where the Audi sat, marooned in a sea of white. He raised his hand in a cheerful wave as Shona drove carefully out of the carpark. When she glanced in the rear-view mirror, she saw he was still watching them, his face now a brooding glare. It felt less like he was seeing them on their way than he was seeing them off the premises.



A little way back towards the main road, Shona pulled into an almost snow free lay-by sheltered below the branches of tall pines.

‘So,’ Jess said, when Shona cut the ignition. ‘Our mystery lumberjack is male, forties, with dark clothing and truck. No accent. Not going to get us far, is it, boss?’

‘Murdo gave me an idea about that,’ Shona said, taking out her phone and dialling the number she’d stored for the manager of Dalgeddie Forest Park. When he answered, she identified herself and Jess, and told him she was putting him on speaker.

‘We’ve no contactors working here… no’ legally, anyhow,’ the manager, Nick Cairns, replied, once she’d explained their interest. ‘Used to be just the odd Christmas tree, but ever since the pandemic, we’ve had trouble with folk taking firewood. Sales in wood stoves seem to have been matched by sales of chainsaws, and even whole trees are disappearing. To be fair, it’s not just here but Germany, America, Canada… It’s happening all over. But the cost-of-living crisis and the bad weather have definitely made it worse for us.’

‘Any idea who’s behind it?’

‘Some of it’s casual; they don’t realise it’s theft. But there’s been a few incidents where it’s definitely more organised. In Berlin they’re putting cameras up to track thefts, but we don’t have the resources here. Even if we did catch them, they’d probably just get a slap on the wrist. Not going to replace a fifty-year-old tree and its biosphere, is it?’

Shona felt this was a direct dig at the police, but she could see his frustration.

‘Come in soon and we’ll have a chat.’ Her remit as detective inspector for Dumfries also included wildlife and environmental crime, but it was usually designated uniform officers who dealt with day-to-day cases. It seemed to her that a multi-agency approach was needed here. ‘In the meantime, any evidence you bring us, I promise we’ll treat it seriously.’

‘I’ve told my rangers not to get involved in confrontations. Just to get vehicle details and registration number. John MacFarlane is the man to talk to. I know he’s had words with a few folk. I’ll give you his contact details. He might be able to help, though I haven’t spoken to him myself this morning.’

‘Is that unusual?’ Shona exchanged a glance with Jess.

‘Not at all. He’ll be out checking damage, and the signal’s not always great, even for the radios. Give him a call. I’m sure he’ll get back to you when he knows what it’s about.’

‘Okay, thanks. That’d be really helpful,’ Shona said.

‘Tree rustling?’ Jess said, when Shona ended the call.

‘Did you ever have any incidents in the Highlands?’

‘Must have done. I was mainly on county lines stuff. What are we looking at, d’you think? Can’t see there’s enough profit in it to interest an OCG.’

Shona couldn’t see it being an Organised Crime Group either, but at that moment, her phone pinged with the ranger’s details, along with some links to previous incidents, including one from a Lake District newspaper.


Pair Sentenced for 600 Tonnes Timber Theft from Public Forest.



‘Twenty-two lorry loads of timber,’ Jess exclaimed, when she’d read the article.

Another report from Dorset detailed the theft of £10,000 worth of wood from a Wildlife Trust site.

‘Okay, so the stakes are higher than we thought,’ Shona said.

‘High enough to kill for?’ Jess said.

‘Been done for less,’ Shona replied. ‘We’ve both seen plenty of evidence of that.’

She checked the ranger’s address and started the car. His phone had gone to voicemail, but his cottage wasn’t far from where they were now. ‘Let’s see what John MacFarlane can tell us. Maybe he’s got an index number and description that fits our guy.’

They headed inland through the forest, the hills rising steeply on each side. The snow from the previous week had accumulated, but there was just enough purchase on the narrow roads for the Audi.

Wren Cottage was even more picturesque than the pub. It sat up a short, steep access drive, and looked like a child’s fairy-tale drawing of a house – a white rectangle with a dark slate roof and chimneys at both ends, and square windows either side of the pale blue front door. Behind it, the Dalgeddie Forest rose up, dark and impenetrable. It had stopped snowing, leaving the tall Douglas firs sprinkled with a fine silver dust.

A green, forestry-branded pick-up sat next to the house, suggesting MacFarlane had popped back home, but no smoke rose from the chimney.

Shona didn’t trust the Audi up the incline of the rutted drive, so she pulled in on the roadside. She swapped her smart coat for waterproofs and fished her wellingtons from the boot. Jess, already wearing hiking boots and trousers, strode off towards the cottage. Her CV said she’d been part of Police Scotland Mountain Rescue unit, so no surprise she was at home in these conditions.

Jess reached the top of the drive, level with the pick-up, and stopped, stock still.

‘What is it?’ Shona called, catching up. The old snow was hard packed and the house sheltered, in much the same way as the lay-by had been, from the fresh fall.

‘Boss.’ Jess pointed. Shona had already taken in the vehicle’s door, which hung slightly ajar. But this wasn’t what had stopped her young DC in her tracks.

Shona’s stomach tightened as she looked down, struggling to make sense of the scene that greeted her.

A bloom of crimson, obscenely stark, lay on the white snow. Something, or someone, had been dragged down the path.

The trail stopped abruptly in front of them.

Until that moment, part of her had still questioned whether she’d over-reacted about the hammer. She’d no proof yet that it was connected. But the fleeting vindication she’d been correct to pursue it was swiftly replaced by a nausea of recognition that whatever had happened at Wren Cottage, it had ended very badly indeed.
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Chapter 7

Shona and Jess skirted the drive, avoiding the bloodstain. But preservation of life trumped preservation of any peripheral evidence, and they hurriedly crossed the front garden to the cottage door, which was unlocked. They searched the single-storey building but there was no sign of John MacFarlane, or anyone else, lying among the tidy rooms or in the ordered outbuildings. Forty minutes later, they’d just finished taping off the scene when Murdo arrived in the passenger seat of a BMW fourbie. A second uniform vehicle pulled up behind them.

When Murdo saw Shona looking at his turned-down wellington tops as he stepped through the deep snow, he shrugged.

‘Can never find any that’ll go o’er my calves. Think it was the rugby.’ He took in the remote cottage and the bloodstain and frowned. ‘What are you thinking, boss?’

‘My primary concern is: where’s John MacFarlane?’ Shona replied. ‘Did he have a confrontation with someone, and is he alive or dead? The bloodstain could indicate he was attacked behind his pick-up, then dragged into another vehicle, but it’s hard to be certain with the snow.’

‘What about our housebreaking gang? This place is pretty remote.’

‘Can’t rule it out at this stage,’ she said. ‘But there’s something else…’ She then relayed what the ranger’s boss had told her about the tree rustlers.

‘Aye, mibbaes.’ Murdo looked thoughtful. ‘And there’s another possibility.’

Shona nodded. ‘That MacFarlane wasn’t the victim, but the perpetrator. He discarded the hammer in the forest and the wood-thief picked it up. Find out if there’s anyone else living at the cottage. Partner? Children? We need to exclude any kind of domestic incident. The interior looks strictly male and single, but it’s worth checking.’

A forestry vehicle was approaching. ‘I think this is Nick Cairns, MacFarlane’s boss,’ Shona said. ‘Let’s ask him about family.’

Jess joined them, glancing up repeatedly at the heavy grey sky. The forestry manager quickly confirmed the ranger lived alone, tipping Shona’s opinion back towards MacFarlane as the victim.

Cairns looked younger and more corporate than Shona had expected – a neat side parting, and a collar and tie beneath his fleece. He kept craning over her shoulder at the squad car and barrier tape in front of the cottage. When she asked how well he knew the area, he said he’d grown up locally, though he didn’t sound it. He explained that MacFarlane had started work around the same time he had, two years ago, and they got on well. MacFarlane wasn’t answering his phone or radio, and none of the other staff had reported being in contact with him over the weekend.

‘Are there any valuables at the house?’ Murdo asked.

‘The vehicles are all fitted with trackers… but there’s bits of machinery, power tools,’ Cairns replied.

Murdo’s phone rang, and he stepped away to take the call.

Cairns looked thoughtful.

‘What is it?’ Shona said.

‘You asked me about the wood thefts earlier, but there was another incident John was involved in. About a month ago, a golden eagle was shot. Whoever did it chucked the tracker in a loch, thinking no one would find it. John broke the ice and waded in to recover the device. He was obsessed with catching the perpetrator.’

‘Did he know who it was?’

‘If he did, he didn’t share it with me.’

‘Okay,’ Shona said. She thought it unlikely that whoever had killed the eagle would escalate to killing a ranger. But this was an armed individual and, judging by the amount of blood on the driveway, a gun could’ve been involved, so she couldn’t immediately discount it. ‘Did John have another vehicle?’

Cairns shook his head.

‘So, with his pick-up still in situ, either he’s gone willingly, been taken or he left on foot, potentially to escape his attacker.’ The scenario of an injured man lying in the snow, which Shona had raised with Graham Finlayson, suddenly seemed too real for her to ignore.

‘If he walked out of here, there’s a chance he’s not gone far,’ Jess said.

Shona looked at Cairns for confirmation.

‘Aye, it’s possible. He’s fit. Grew up in the Cumbrian hills, and he’s at home in the forest. He would know to find cover.’

‘I can get some Police Mountain Rescue here to search,’ Jess said, pulling out her phone. The Southern Uplands could be just as dangerous as the Highlands, and local teams were kept busy with lost walkers and accidents. ‘There’s a few live in Galloway and over Moffat way.’

‘Do that,’ Shona said. Victim or perpetrator, everything rested on finding MacFarlane. ‘And I want you to go out with the search team.’ Uniforms could guard the crime scene. She took in Jess’s walking boots, down jacket, gloves and hat. ‘D’you need anything else?’

‘The guys’ll bring me waterproofs and poles,’ Jess assured her. ‘Mr Cairns, d’you have a map? Could you show me any buildings or tracks your ranger might have used?’

‘Sure. I’ve one in my vehicle.’ As he turned to go, he said to Shona, ‘This blood…? I mean, it’s not strictly allowed, but… could he have been butchering a deer or something?’

Behind him, Jess caught Shona’s eye and shook her head. Her DC likely had the knowledge from her days on the farm to back up that opinion. Cairns was searching for an alternative explanation, one that saw his friend and colleague MacFarlane appear any minute now from behind the cottage, wondering what all the fuss was about. It’d be a positive conclusion to this bitter winter day, one that they could all laugh about in the pub later. Somehow, Shona didn’t think Nick Cairns would get his happy ending, but she was determined to channel his desire to find one into useful actions.

‘We’re going to do everything we can.’ She smiled reassuringly. ‘Get your rangers here to help the search team. And we need a recent photograph of John.’

‘The one on the website’s pretty recent,’ Cairns said. ‘I’ll send you it.’

‘Thank you.’

Murdo returned, his face grim. ‘That was Vinny. Warrant arrived for MacFarlane’s phone. It last pinged a mast near to here on Sunday morning, but after that, nothing.’

‘Ask him to start locating ANPR data for the area from six p.m. on Friday until this morning.’

Murdo looked doubtful.

‘I know it’s a massive window but prioritise MacFarlane’s forestry vehicle, and if we can place it together with anything matching the dark pick-up driven by our wood rustler, so much the better.’



Thirty minutes later, the first of the mountain rescue volunteers had arrived. The team’s leader suggested establishing a command base at Dalgeddie Forest Centre, which Nick Cairns immediately agreed to. The searchers set out with the rangers just as the snow began to fall once more.

‘There’s an hour of daylight left,’ Jess told Shona over the radio. ‘We’ll do what we can.’

Murdo and the uniform officers had improvised a patchwork quilt of evidence bags as a makeshift cover for the bloodstained drive. But with the weather closing in, Shona would have to decide soon whether it was a good idea to remain at the cottage, flirting with hypothermia while the Audi was slowly swallowed by a snowdrift. An update from forensics said they were on their way, but it was anyone’s guess if they’d make it tonight.

Shona studied the headshot of John MacFarlane on her phone. He had light brown hair and blue eyes and looked in his forties. Nick Cairns said the ranger was six foot three and muscular. Was this the man who’d delivered the wood? Was he moonlighting, selling off the forest’s timber on the side? She called Murdo over.

‘I want to see Graham Finlayson’s reaction when we show him this. Get one of the uniform guys to guide us out to the main road, the other can guard the scene.’

Five minutes later, they were following the patrol 4x4 down the narrow road, Shona steering the Audi in the BMW’s tracks as it flattened the newly fallen snow. Murdo updated her on the background checks he’d already done on Graham Finlayson.

‘He’s from Gleneagles originally, did ye ken that?’

‘Not sure it ever came up,’ Shona replied. Now that she thought about it, her knowledge about Graham’s past was patchy.

‘Bit o’ a lad, till aboot ten years ago. That’s when he started running The Old Inn wi’ his wife. She’s local and the one with all the hospitality experience.’

‘What did he do before?’ It struck her that she’d never asked Graham that, assuming he’d been in the pub trade all his life.

‘Bit of everything. Worked offshore and up at Sullom Voe oil terminal doin’ maintenance jobs. Our Shetland colleagues had cause to speak tae him about breaches o’ the peace, and he was up afore the sheriff a few times. Never went tae jail, but he was fined.’

This maritime past explained why Graham Finlayson was confident in the lifeboat environment and useful when it came to station repairs. He’d have been asked to declare any unspent convictions on his lifeboat application form, and Tommy McCall, the lifeboat helm, likely knew his history, but wouldn’t have held it against him if he believed he’d reformed – and Tommy’s good opinion was valued by Shona.

When they arrived at The Old Inn, Graham gave them a tight smile and a half-hearted offer of coffee, which they declined.

‘It’s not the guy who brought the wood,’ he confirmed after the briefest glance at the picture.

‘But you do know him?’ Shona had caught the flicker of recognition. From the corner of her eye she saw Murdo shift, and knew he’d seen it too. She tapped her phone screen to indicate the green branded fleece. ‘John MacFarlane, one of the forest rangers,’ she prompted. ‘Does he drink in here?’ It was the nearest pub, so it’d make sense.

‘Aye, sometimes,’ Graham said, eventually.

‘Alone? With friends? When was the last time he came in?’

The landlord shrugged.

‘Can you remember any incidents? Did he ever get into an argument with anyone?’

Another shrug.

‘Get Maggie down, will you,’ Shona ordered, frustration building.

Graham stiffened.

‘Or are you telling me she wouldn’t have seen him either,’ she said, referencing their earlier conversation about the wood delivery.

Graham flushed an angry red. ‘She’s not here. Went up to her mother’s in Balmaclellan,’ he stammered. ‘Just to see if she was all right, you know, with the weather and all.’

‘She did well tae get there the day wi’ this snow, and the trees down,’ Murdo observed. ‘No’ many roads clear, up that way.’

The landlord’s blush deepened. ‘She left yesterday.’

‘So, you lied about her being asleep upstairs when I asked you this morning.’ Shona felt an indignation that went beyond her role as a police officer.

‘I thought she’d be back by now, but the weather…’ He stopped, pressing his lips together as if to prevent any further incriminating words escaping.

Shona took out her phone. ‘Let’s just ask her if she remembers seeing MacFarlane with anyone, shall we?’

But Maggie’s phone went straight to voicemail, and her mother’s landline was unobtainable, probably also lost to the storm.

For a moment, Graham looked so guilty that she wondered if Murdo’s initial assessment – pub cellars are handy places to stow a body – could be right. Was Maggie really at her mother’s? But it only took a fraction of a second to push the thought away. Seeing shadows again, Shona. Maggie had been alive and well when Shona had come to collect the frozen meals, and picked up the hammer, yesterday morning. That she could even entertain such thoughts about Graham, and they might be clouding her judgement, made her irritated at herself.

‘Is there anything you can tell me about John MacFarlane or where he might be?’ she said. Perhaps it was Graham’s previous brushes with the law that were making him nervous, but Shona couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to it than that.

‘I don’t know where he is.’

‘Okay. But have Maggie call me as soon as she gets in touch,’ Shona said, and Graham nodded.

‘Thon fella’s as jumpy as a hen on a hotplate,’ Murdo said when they returned to the car. ‘Something’s no’ right.’

‘I agree,’ said Shona. ‘I think he does know John MacFarlane, but I believe him when he says he doesn’t know where he is. Until we find a link between them, let’s not get distracted.’ They had a missing person, a potential crime scene at the cottage and a possible weapon, but nothing to connect them.

‘This is fair coming down,’ Murdo said, eyeing the snow. ‘I know Finlayson’s your mate, but I don’t fancy being stuck in a deserted pub wi’ him overnight.’

‘His range of malt whisky is legendary. I’m sure you’d make the most of it,’ said Shona, with a sly wink. It was an attempt to lighten the mood but, in truth, Murdo’s uneasiness only served to heighten her own. She might not fully trust her own judgement, but she trusted his.

She considered their options, and the worsening weather, then checked her phone, but there were no updates from Jess. ‘We won’t make it back to Wren Cottage. Let’s head for Dalgeddie Forest Centre. I’ll ask uniform to drive you to Dumfries.’ When Murdo looked rebellious, she continued, ‘I’m going to need someone capable at HQ. Get Ravi to track down the MacFarlane family in Cumbria. See if they can shed any light on what’s happened.’

‘What are you gonna do, boss?’

The overnight bag she always carried with her was in the boot. There was no one to go home to.

‘I’m staying with the search team, until there’s news.’
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Chapter 8

At Dalgeddie Forest Visitor Centre, camp beds had already been set up for the search team, placed incongruously between displays of geology, animal sculptures and common pests of the forest. Shona dumped her bag next to a large photo of a friendly looking red squirrel, and as far away as possible from the eight-toothed spruce bark beetle. It was unlikely she’d get any sleep, but she knew which one she’d prefer to find watching her in the night.

Her sergeant made a beeline for the cafe where the forestry manager, Nick Cairns, was behind the counter. He’d donned an apron and was busy helping a formidable-looking older woman – who called him Nicholas – make sandwiches. Murdo must’ve turned on the charm, because a moment later the woman smiled and handed him a thick packet wrapped in greaseproof paper, which he slipped into his pocket. Picking up two mugs of tea, he rejoined Shona.

Cairns’s office was now the search’s comms base. The team leader of the Police Mountain Rescue squad sat at the map-covered desk, phones and radios ranged around him. He got up and shook hands with Murdo.

‘This is PC Malcolm Todd, fae Galloway,’ Murdo said. ‘We trained thegether, way back.’

‘Pleased to meet you, ma’am.’

He was tall and lean, in a dark-blue base layer and trousers, and his serious, weathered face spoke of practical experience, which Shona found reassuring.

‘We’re standing down the search until the morning,’ he said.

She’d expected as much, with the weather and the coming night.

‘Any sign at all of John MacFarlane?’

He shook his head. ‘We’ve covered the quadrants nearest Wren Cottage.’ He pointed to coloured wedges marked on the map. ‘The weather and the terrain are tricky, but don’t worry, if he’s there, we’ll find him.’

In most cases, she’d be the one issuing reassurances and it felt incongruous to be on the receiving end. She had no doubt Malcolm was sincere, but it did little to quell her uneasiness over MacFarlane’s fate.

‘Any update on the last sighting?’ Murdo said.

Cell mapping for his phone suggested he was active on Sunday morning. The Friday night chat with his manager was the last confirmed contact.

A press release had gone out, stating a search was underway for John MacFarlane, a forest ranger, last seen three days ago and possibly injured. It asked farmers and those living in remote houses in the area to check outbuildings. The search team had been liaising with Dumfries control room to forward any possible sightings.

‘No update, sorry,’ Malcolm replied. ‘Nick Cairns is still the last person to have seen or talked to him.’

They all exchanged a look, clearly thinking the same thing. When the ranger was finally located, it’d most likely be a recovery operation rather than a rescue. Any hope of finding him alive was dimming almost to extinction with the snow and the darkness.

From the main exhibition hall came the sound of voices as the returning search team filtered in. Shona found the uniformed officer with the fourbie and told him to get Murdo back to Dumfries. Her sergeant still didn’t look happy, though conceded he was leaving her in good hands.

‘You’ll be fine with Malcolm Todd,’ he told Shona. ‘He’s a solid laddie. You’ll let me know if there’s news?’

Shona promised she would, before ushering the officers out of the door, anxious to see them on their way before the snow got any thicker. She was just searching among the bright red jackets of the mountain rescue team for sight of Jess when her phone rang.

‘If I get frostbite, I’m billing you for bionic hands,’ Senior Forensic Scene Examiner Colin Boyd said.

‘Colin, you made it,’ Shona replied, surprised. They’d worked together a few times and she found the fifty-something, Perth-born technician steady and cheerful. ‘What have you got?’

He agreed with Shona’s working hypothesis of serious assault, with both victim and perpetrator leaving the scene either on foot or in a vehicle.

‘The blood is definitely human. Hard to say how long it’s been there, as the snow’s acted to preserve it, but less than forty-eight hours. What about the cottage? Is that part of the crime scene?’

‘No evidence of violence, or that a third party has been inside,’ Shona replied. ‘But I’d welcome your expert eye.’ Unfortunately, there were no telltale used cups in the sink from which a DNA profile of the attacker might be harvested, or home CCTV cameras. ‘There was a laptop, but no phone. And any chance of footprints or tyre tracks? We’ve a suspicious vehicle, a black pick-up, possibly an older Ford Ranger.’

‘That’s gonna be difficult with the snow, but we’ll do what we can.’

‘Colin, I don’t want you there a minute longer than you need to be. With this weather, it’s not safe. You’ll not get home tonight. Come up to the forest centre.’

‘Aye, I hear there’s quite a party. We forensics guys are made of tough stuff, but I’ll no’ be hanging about. We’ll see you in a bit.’

Shona spotted Jess standing by the cafe counter, with her hands around a mug.

‘Anything?’ Shona said as she joined her.

Jess swallowed a mouthful of tea and shook her head. ‘The search didn’t turn up any sign of our missing man, or any more blood. But it’s possible his trail might’ve been covered by subsequent snowfalls, especially if he managed to patch himself up.’ She paused. ‘I did overhear something interesting: a comment from one of the rangers. When I asked him, though, he totally clammed up. Said I’d misheard.’

‘But you don’t think you did?’

‘Oh, I’m sure I didn’t.’

‘What’d he say?’

‘He made a crack about MacFarlane being missing – “maybe’s he’s got himself a different kind of lumber”.’

Shona frowned. Lumber was Glaswegian slang for a sexual hook-up, or possibly a longer-term illicit liaison. ‘A secret girlfriend?’ she asked.

‘Oh aye, it means the same in Belfast. Two peoples united by a common language, so we are. Is it possible MacFarlane’s with her?’

‘We need to check.’

‘That Cairns fella never mentioned anyone. D’you think he knows who she is?’

But when they questioned Nick Cairns, who’d paused between pouring out mugs of tea, his face was blank. ‘Sorry, I don’t.’

Shona reckoned that probably ruled out a workplace affair or the wife of another ranger, since gossip would surely have got back to him. But it was likely someone local, perhaps from one of the farms or nearby villages.

Cairns looked at Shona, suddenly hopeful. ‘You think the blood isn’t his? The woman could’ve picked him up? With all the power cuts, maybe John doesn’t even know we’re looking for him.’

The ranger’s full phone records wouldn’t arrive from his service provider for at least another day, but a new possibility had taken root in Shona’s mind that she couldn’t shake. Maybe she’d put two and two together and made five. She hoped she had, but the only way to find out was to make the call.

Shona stepped away from the others and dialled Maggie Finlayson’s number again, and this time it rang.

‘Hi, Maggie. Everything okay at your mum’s?’

‘Oh, Shona, hi. The power is still off, but we’re managing. Is that why you called? Snow must be keeping you busy.’

Shona hesitated. ‘I’ve got a wee query you can help me with. We’ve grave concerns for someone’s safety. Graham said he’d seen the individual we’re trying to contact in the pub. Maybe you remember when that was? I’m sending you his picture now.’

If she was right, it was a cruel trick to play, but Shona had to be certain. She couldn’t do it face to face. This was the next best thing.

‘Oh, God!’

The sob on the other end confirmed her suspicions. An affair.

Suddenly, Graham’s agitated behaviour was starting to make sense. John MacFarlane’s illicit romance was with the landlady of The Old Inn.

‘Maggie, d’you know where John is? Is he with you?’ Shona felt a spark of hope that Nick Cairns might get his happy ending after all, even if it meant wretchedness for her friend Graham.

‘No, he’s not,’ her quivering reply came down the line and Shona’s heart sank.

‘Maggie, we’re very concerned for John, and I need your help to find him. When did you last speak?’

‘A text on Saturday morning. We normally chat every day, but his phone’s been off since yesterday. I just thought he was busy wi’ the storm and everything. Shona, what’s happened to him?’

‘At the moment we just want to speak to him,’ Shona said gently, knowing Maggie would assume the worst, no matter how she phrased her reply. ‘But if he gets in touch, or you think of anywhere he might have gone, phone me.’

Maggie ended the call with repeated promises that she would.

Shona chewed the loose skin by her thumbnail and stared at her own reflection in the darkened window as she processed Maggie’s admission of the affair. The list of who might have meant John MacFarlane harm had just got longer. A tree rustler, the eagle killer, the gang of housebreakers and now a wronged husband.

Shit. There was no getting around it. It would have to be faced.

She took a deep breath and texted Murdo:


Check with forensics re. hammer and Graham Finlayson’s
fingerprints.



Graham had been in trouble with the police ten years before when he worked in Shetland. His details would be on file.

The hammer found at his premises put Graham Finlayson squarely in the frame for MacFarlane’s disappearance. Did he murder him in revenge for the affair with Maggie? She’d thought Graham’s recent behaviour out of character. If you’d told her two days ago that her lifeboat colleague was a violent, dangerous individual, she wouldn’t have believed it. Now she had the sick feeling that a man she trusted with her own life might just be responsible for ending someone else’s.
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Chapter 9

While she waited for Murdo’s reply, Shona returned to the comms room to discuss the options with Malcolm Todd. He might have been in charge of the search, but she had overall responsibility for the operation.

‘I’d welcome your input on this,’ Malcolm said. ‘I know you’ve experience with RNLI searches. And I saw the news yesterday wi’ thon kitesurfer. Murdo told me it was you that pulled the fella off the beach.’

‘Not all down to me. Team effort.’ Shona gave him a dismissive smile, keen to move on. She’d been too busy to catch up with Billy Bain’s exploits in the media and any memory of the rescue was now tinged with the possibility of Graham Finlayson’s guilt. Was it down to her lifeboat colleague that the mountain rescue team were now risking their lives? It felt like the worst kind of betrayal.

‘Still, a rescue like that took skill and experience… and some bottle,’ Malcolm said, admiringly, mistaking Shona’s reserve for modesty.

‘No more bottle than searching mountains in a blizzard for a walker.’

‘The sea, though.’ Malcolm gave a theatrical shudder. ‘I know where I’d prefer to be.’

‘Me too,’ Shona said, and acknowledged his well-meant praise with a final smile.

They got down to business, returning to the maps laid out on the desk.

‘Let’s assume,’ Shona began, ‘that someone arrives at the cottage, there’s a confrontation, MacFarlane is injured. If he wasn’t taken in the second vehicle, and instead escaped on foot, I think he’d avoid the roads, in case his attacker was still in the area.’ Remembering the lay-by she and Jess had pulled up in after they’d visited the pub, Shona went on. ‘There’s less snow under the trees, more cover. As a forest ranger, I think that’s where he’d head, maybe in the hope of finding a colleague or a visitor with a phone, ’cos there’s no sign he has his with him.’

Malcolm sat back and folded his arms. ‘If he’s tucked himself doon in the trees, you’d walk within five feet and no’ see him. When conditions improve, we’ll get the dogs oot.’

When all the protocols were in place, they agreed not much could be done until morning, unless there was new intel – a witness, or a sighting of MacFarlane, or perhaps a call from Maggie with something she’d remembered. And whatever Shona believed about Graham Finlayson’s involvement in MacFarlane’s disappearance, he wasn’t going anywhere tonight. None of them were. She kept one ear on the police control-room chatter and it was with no real surprise she heard the news that they were closing the main A75 road due to snow and the continuing high winds. Murdo would be home by now and it confirmed she’d made the right decision sending him back to Dumfries. No point in them both being stuck here. She checked her phone but there was no update from him.

Though it was still early, most of the team were grabbing some sleep, knowing it was possible they’d need to go out again at a moment’s notice. The lights had been dimmed, and the woodland creatures seemed to be watching over the sleeping searchers and rangers.

Shona thought of her own bed at High Pines and how abandoned the house must look now, with its fallen tree, unlit windows, and the rooms cold and empty. Less of a lighthouse than a dark tower. Any fairy-tale ending to the dreams she’d held when they moved north from London was long shattered.

She shivered and began walking around the room to banish such gloomy thoughts.

Jess was sitting on a camp bed, elbows resting on her knees, talking quietly to one of the mountain rescue team, a woman about her own age. Colin from forensics had made it to the visitor centre and found a corner where he was working through the crime scene paperwork on his laptop undisturbed. He’d retrieved MacFarlane’s work gear – a Dalgeddie Forest branded dark-green fleece and tactical trousers – from the washing machine, and a second set neatly folded in the bedroom, which seemed to back up Nick Cairns’s guess that the ranger would be wearing his off-duty favourites: jeans, a khaki fleece and Härkila winter jacket.

Shona was considering whether she might get some rest when Murdo called.

‘No results back on the prints, but I’ve had the Cumbria cops on.’

This must have been the background on John MacFarlane and his family in the area.

‘That was quick,’ Shona said, moving out to the porch so as not to disturb the sleepers. It was like stepping into a fridge, the glass side panels plastered white by the blizzard. ‘You must’ve given them a good prod.’

Since Shona’s friend, DS Dan Ridley, had transferred to the Met in London six months earlier, Carlisle CID had been less responsive with their colleagues north of the border. Shona missed his input, both professionally and personally. Their relationship had suffered enormous strain. Both had been caught up in the murder of Shona’s former boss, DCI Harry Delfont, who’d received justice at the hands of one of his victims. The fallout from the case, officially unsolved, haunted them both. Dan’s transfer had been a necessary career move, but she couldn’t help feeling that he was someone else she wished wasn’t missing from her daily life.

‘Carlisle CID were callin’ aboot a missing person report,’ Murdo said.

‘John MacFarlane?’ Shona said. If his family had filed one, that answered one question about his whereabouts – he wasn’t with them in Cumbria.

‘Not MacFarlane. They’ve no’ got as far as contacting his family,’ Murdo said, not bothering to hide his disgust. At this rate, they’d likely hear he was missing from TV or social media first, causing them even more distress. ‘This is something else, and you’re no gonna like it, boss. We’ve another missing person, last reported in our area.’

‘Who?’ Shona was already struggling to reorder her mental matrix to accommodate this new intel, and what it’d mean in terms of available resources.

‘His name’s Max Blake. He’s a poet. Have you heard of him?’

‘Rings a vague bell.’

‘He’s no’ bad. Quite famous.’ Murdo was a Robert Burns fan who measured every literary figure against this yardstick, but he still sounded impressed. ‘He was walking the Solway coast, wild camping an’ blogging a cycle of poems fae both sides o’ the firth. His wife reported he hasnae been in touch for two days. He’s got three wee lassies and they’re asking where he is.’

‘So, he’s not answering his phone?’

‘Voicemail, but he turns it off when he walks, apparently. As part of the process.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’ She’d told the dog walker on the beach that lifeboat volunteers didn’t judge, but she was having a hard time processing why even a wild-camping poet would ignore the blanket weather warnings that had gone out, then not have his phone on during the storm. ‘Do we know his route?’

‘Last blogged at Barrock Point. Could’ve been headin’ east tae Brandy Bay, but it looks like he’s been doubling back sometimes and, basically, going where the fancy takes him.’

It was a remote stretch with multiple small coves, steep cliffs and few houses, and difficult to access. Shona’s resources were fully deployed on the current search, and bringing in any more was impossible due to the blizzard. Even the constables guarding the crime scene had already been recalled to the visitor centre. As if to emphasise the point, a renewed blast hit the front doors of the porch, rattling them on their hinges. She had to put the safety of her officers first.

‘Right: at this time, he’s out of contact, but we’ve no indication that he’s come to harm. Without more specific information, I can’t divert officers from the search for John MacFarlane. Soon as the road is accessible, send a uniform patrol to Barrock Point and chap any doors in that area. And get on to the coastguard and let them know, in case Max Blake has been in touch with one of their volunteer officers.’

‘Will do. Do you want me to put out a public appeal?’

Shona thought for a moment. She didn’t want the focus to be pulled away from the search for MacFarlane by a minor celebrity. ‘Not yet. Get someone to ring around in the morning. Back-trace his route. See if anyone in the area knows where he’s gone.’

She ended the call and came back into the main hall, shivering from fatigue and cold, muttering to herself, ‘All I bloody need.’ Storm Francis had put the whole force at full stretch. Now that she had help from the mountain rescue team, the uniform superintendent was dropping heavy hints that he wanted his two constables and their 4x4 back. She might feel it, but she wouldn’t let her irritation show to the others. And Murdo was right. Max Blake had a worried family waiting at home. Any additional tasking would have to, somehow, come from the resources she already had.

When Shona’s phone rang again, she assumed it must be Murdo, but a glance at the screen showed another name. She went back out into the porch area so as not to wake the sleepers.

‘Becca. Hi, darling.’ She’d promised to call her daughter that evening, but with everything that had happened, it had completely slipped her mind. Shona was formulating her excuses when Becca spoke.

‘Oh, Mum, it’s Jack.’ Her voice was strained and she sounded close to tears.

‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Shona said, instantly on the alert. Jack Rutherford was a flatmate. Seemed nice. But if he’d hurt her…

‘He’s been stabbed. Jack’s been stabbed. Someone tried to take his phone.’

‘Oh my God, is he okay? Where are you?’

‘Queen Elizabeth Hospital. He’s in surgery. Seven times, Mum. They stabbed him seven times.’

Shona’s first reaction was to grab her car keys and set off for Glasgow, but the snow made that impossible. She forced herself to take a breath. ‘What do you need, sweetheart?’

Becca was gasping for air on the other end of the phone, but Shona put all her effort into staying calm, and the lack of hurry in her voice seemed to help her daughter.

‘I know the snow and the storm…’ Becca said. ‘Jack’s dad can’t…’

Roddy Rutherford was a Galloway-based solicitor and an RNLI volunteer at Portpatrick on the all-weather boat. It’d been a chance conversation about the difficulty of finding accommodation in Glasgow that’d led Becca and Jack sharing with another student.

‘I’ll call him and ring you back in ten minutes.’

Roddy Rutherford was understandably frantic. She immediately offered to find a traffic fourbie in Galloway to take him up there, knowing it would be a major ask and they’d likely all be tied up. But in the end that wasn’t his main problem.

‘Thanks, Shona, but I’ve a farmer friend who’s on his way with his Land Rover. We’ll try to get up the coast road to Ayr. I just can’t get any info from the cops or the hospital about what’s happening.’

‘Let me try.’

Her battery was running low so she went back into the exhibition hall and fished in her bag for a phone charger. Jess was lying down but opened her eyes and frowned at her boss’s expression.

‘It’s not MacFarlane,’ Shona said quietly. ‘Something else. Go back to sleep.’

Shona went to the far side of the cafe and plugged in her phone.

Twenty minutes later, she realised why Roddy, an experienced solicitor, was having such difficulty. Even routing through Glasgow’s main control room was no help. She couldn’t find a single person who could tell her what was happening with Jack Rutherford and the individual who’d attacked him.

Shona went back for her notebook, wondering if she might have a Glasgow DCI’s card tucked in the back of it.

‘Can I help, boss?’ Jess unzipped her sleeping bag, swinging out her long legs.

For a moment, Shona considered if Jess could help with a Glasgow contact. She needed to find someone capable on the ground, as much for Becca as for Jack Rutherford and his family.

But Jess had been stationed in the Highland division, not Glasgow, so was unlikely to have the close contacts called for. It might also necessitate explaining why Shona, a native of the city, had no friends or family there she could turn to in an emergency. A child of addict parents, she’d ended up being raised by her grandmother on one of the worst schemes in the city; she had escaped to London at eighteen and never looked back. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of her roots, it was just a story that naturally came with questions – the who, why, where and how – that she herself wasn’t able to answer.

‘It’s fine. Honestly, Jess.’

What she needed was someone competent and efficient. She thought of James McGowan’s family, whom she’d grown up with and were on the spot, but none of them trusted the police, or were comfortable pushing authority for answers.

Come on, what’s the matter with you, she said to herself. First you’re seeing omens in falling trees and now you can’t get the kind of answers an experienced detective inspector should have just by clicking her fingers. There had to be somebody she knew, in Glasgow, who could boot down a few doors and help Becca and the Rutherfords.

She scrolled through her phone contacts with increasing desperation. She was almost at the end of the alphabet when she stopped.

Simon Wallace, an inspector with the Ministry of Defence Police.

She’d met him on a previous case where a fisherman had been found dead from chemical burns on an army firing range. He’d told her he lived in Glasgow’s West End, in a flat near the university, where his son was studying. He’d offered her a job, and there’d been mutual understanding of the pressures their occupation put on them and their families.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she hit Call.

When she explained what had happened – including the hunt for MacFarlane and that she was trapped by the storm – his answer was immediate.

‘Send me contact numbers for Becca and the boy’s father. I’m on my way to the hospital now.’
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Chapter 10

Shona spent a restless night in a borrowed sleeping bag, her phone clutched against her chest as she dozed. In the wee small hours, the red squirrel took on a menacing air. The photo enlarged the creature to the size of a bear, and the caption told her that squirrels weren’t entirely vegetarian. But the true causes of her unease were the twin pressures of the search and her old friend maternal guilt, because she couldn’t be there to support Becca. She scolded herself, feeling like a child scared of the wallpaper when there were plenty of real dangers out there, as Jack Rutherford and John MacFarlane had recently discovered.

To Shona’s relief, Simon Wallace had taken charge of the investigation in Glasgow and was sending regular updates. Jack was out of surgery but in intensive care, his life hanging in the balance. Simon had finally persuaded Becca to go back to the flat for a couple of hours to try to get some rest. He’d also managed to set up a meeting between Roddy Rutherford and the senior investigating officer on the case for later that morning.

After her disturbed night, Shona felt like a layer of her skin had been peeled off. She had a coffee, then a perfunctory wash and change of clothes in the visitor centre toilets. The smell of bacon from the search team’s morning rolls only increased her queasiness, but she didn’t resent them stocking up on calories, knowing they had a tough job ahead.

It’d stopped snowing, and although it would be dawn in an hour, there was no glimmer of light anywhere in the impenetrable sky. Jess was already outside with the team, clearing snow from vehicles. In their bright mountain rescue jackets, they flitted in and out of the headlights like large crimson moths.

When Shona joined Malcolm Todd, he looked surprisingly fresh, though he’d only taken short breaks from his comms role overnight. She poured them both another coffee.

‘We should begin this morning’s search further out from the house,’ he said.

‘Agreed,’ Shona replied. ‘Any chance we can get a dog?’

Malcolm rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then shook his head. ‘If the wind dropped, we could bring one in on a helicopter. We’ve a couple of dogs trained for avalanches, so they’d locate him even under the snow.’

Shona pictured a pair of St Bernard dogs, complete with brandy barrels, ploughing through the Southern Uplands and recovering grateful walkers. Malcolm must have guessed her thoughts.

‘Border collie crosses,’ he said with a slight smile. ‘But they get the job done. Any update fae Murdo on MacFarlane’s phone?’

‘Still going to voicemail. It’ll be this afternoon at the earliest before we find out who he last contacted.’ The ranger didn’t seem to have a wide circle of friends. Shona suspected his last interaction was with Maggie, and she’d already explored that avenue. ‘Cumbria Police should be talking to his family by now, but Nick Cairns doesn’t think he was that close to his folks. The parents are still around, and a sister, but he didn’t mention them much.’

Through the open office door, Shona saw the search team stacking backpacks by the exit, although to her eye the sky didn’t look any lighter.

‘Where will you be?’ Malcolm said.

Shona thought for a moment. She was itching to join the team but recognised that her search experience, although considerable, was better suited to the sea than the forests and hills, and she couldn’t risk being out of touch. Hanging around the visitor centre also felt superfluous, with Malcolm there.

‘With forensics,’ she said. ‘I’ll go back to the cottage.’

They went out to the main hall and found Colin Boyd draining a mug of tea. Shona asked what his priority was now.

He ran his hand across his close-cropped dark hair and down his cheek, scratching the new growth of beard. ‘I’d say getting the blood samples I took from the driveway back to Gartcosh so we know what, or rather who, we’re dealing with.’

‘You’ll be lucky to get even a fourbie a’ the way up tae the main road, wi’ the drifts,’ Malcolm said.

‘Couldn’t help overhearing. What about a tractor?’ Nick was polishing mugs and lining them up on the countertop like an old-time barman in a saloon. ‘Mum’s asked one of the tenants to bring down food supplies.’ He nodded towards the smiling elderly woman who, after a night on a camp bed, had just served up breakfast for several dozen rangers and searchers, and was now washing up.

His mother, it transpired, was Lady Cairns of Dalgeddie. The forest had once been part of the family estate but had been sold some time ago to pay debts.

‘We can certainly get you up to the main road,’ Lady Cairns said in so decided a tone that Shona believed not even Storm Francis and three feet of snow would stand in her way.

Shona looked to Malcolm for confirmation that the plan was viable.

‘There’s two snowploughs – Robert Brrrns and Gritney Spears, if you’re interested – coming fae either end o’ the A75, but the wind’s undoing their work,’ he said. ‘I’d prefer to send one of the Police Mountain Rescue constables with any forensic material to rendezvous wi’ a patrol. They might have to walk part o’ the way if there’s trees down, an’ they’re trained and equipped to get themselves oot of any trouble.’ He looked at Colin. ‘If that’s okay wi’ you?’

‘Aye, that’s fine,’ Colin replied, looking relieved.

While the forensics officer went off to prioritise which samples needed to go, Shona took Malcolm and Jess aside. She’d informed them last night about their second missing person, the poet Max Blake, and Malcolm had agreed it was the right decision not to instigate a search that might put officers’ lives at risk until other lines of inquiry had been explored.

‘I’d like to talk to you again about Blake.’

Overnight, there’d been no update on his whereabouts, and she’d begun to worry there was a connection between MacFarlane and this second missing man. Had the poet stumbled upon the ranger’s assailant and also come to harm? Might the blood in the snow at Wren Cottage even belong to him? That would explain why he’d failed to update his blog or contact his family. MacFarlane was their priority, but she couldn’t ignore this possibility. Blake’s family would be worried sick, and it’d be some comfort to know the police were actively looking for him.

‘We’re stretched thin as it is,’ Malcolm replied. ‘That’s a job for another team,’ he added, and Jess nodded her agreement.

Shona beckoned them to follow her back into the office and the map on the table.

‘Coastguard volunteers have agreed to do a sweep along the beaches near Blake’s last known position.’ She indicated a strip of shoreline backed by high cliffs and multiple narrow inlets and caves. ‘The wee lanes will be impassable, but the coasties reckon they can access the shore at Rosmae village and cover a fair section from there. I’ve worked with them on the lifeboat. They’re reliable and they’ll do a thorough job. Now, MacFarlane’s place is eight miles inland, as the crow flies.’ The small square that marked Wren Cottage had been previously circled in red. ‘There’s no direct roads, but it’s just possible Max Blake could’ve made it to this area.’ She tapped a green shaded quadrant at the southern edge of the search zone. ‘If he was looking for shelter, he’d most likely head inland. What if we do a combined search, just for this section?’

‘No harm in killin’ two bird wi’ one stone,’ Malcolm agreed.

‘Do we have a description of his clothes and kit?’ Jess said.

‘He’s of slim build, five foot ten, shoulder-length dark hair and wearing a red and black waterproof jacket and trousers.’ Shona got out her phone. ‘I’ll forward what Murdo sent me. There’s a link to the blog and a picture of his tent.’ Since they were actively searching, she’d had a rethink on going public. ‘I’ve decided to ask the press office to do a public appeal. It’ll probably go out at lunchtime.’

‘Okay, boss,’ Jess said. ‘I’m with the green-sector team so I’ll circulate his details.’

Shortly after the search team set out, the tractor arrived with more food supplies. Shona helped to unload. When she’d seen off one of the Police Mountain Rescue constables, perched in the cab with the forensic samples, she made her way back to the cafe counter.

‘I apologise for not introducing myself last night,’ Shona said.

Lady Cairns waved it away. ‘Understandable. You were very busy looking for that young man. Your name’s Oliver, you say?’

A small curl of discomfort took root in Shona’s stomach. She suspected what was coming next.

‘You must be Robert Oliver’s wife.’

Most local people avoided mentioning Rob, but it wasn’t going to stop Lady Cairns.

‘I knew his mother, Isobel, you know. Cooked for us when we still had the Palnackie House Hotel. Wonderful woman.’

‘I never met her,’ Shona said, relaxing a little. Everyone had a good word to say about Isobel.

‘Force of nature, she was. Took on the council. Kept the school open. Left us far too young. And of course, the hotel has gone too. It’s what happens at my age. Life becomes a long list of departures.’

‘Mine feels like that too,’ Shona said, before she could stop herself. The lack of her strong, campaigning and empathetic mother-in-law’s presence in her life suddenly felt like another relationship she was missing out on. Seeing the older woman studying her, she added, ‘My daughter’s just gone to university.’

Lady Cairns nodded. ‘I was the same when Nicholas went to Edinburgh. Though he’d been away at school, so perhaps I shouldn’t have bothered so much. Best thing is to keep busy, but I don’t need to tell you that.’ She gave Shona a kindly smile. ‘And how long before Robert gets out of prison?’

Shona was so taken aback by the bluntness of the question that she failed to answer.

‘Oh, don’t worry, my dear. The second Lord Cairns was executed for treason, and my own great-grandfather served a sentence for bigamy. Every family has its trials, sometimes literally.’ She gave a little laugh at what was probably a favourite joke.

‘It could be a while,’ Shona replied eventually.

‘Well, as I said, best to keep busy.’



With two missing persons and Becca’s situation never far from her mind, Shona had no alternative but to follow Lady Cairns’s advice. At Wren Cottage, it seemed every detail had been obliterated by snow and even locating the edge of the fenced garden and the driveway took considerable effort with shovels. MacFarlane’s forestry pick-up had disappeared beneath a white burial mound. At least the digging fended off the cold for Shona, Colin and the two constables drafted in to help.

‘What are we looking for now?’ Shona said to Colin, stretching her aching back.

‘Any traces of the attacker,’ he replied. ‘Discarded or dropped clothing, cigarette ends, further blood spots, any physical trace.’ He tapped his shovel on the drive. ‘There’s a layer of frozen ground beneath this snow. I’ll try and recover tyre marks.’

‘We haven’t located MacFarlane’s phone. D’you think it could still be here?’

‘Only one way to find out,’ he said, and resumed shovelling.

The snow had stopped falling, but the wind was whipping up columns of powder like icy ghosts that vanished as quickly as they’d appeared. Shona caught their movement in the corner of her eye, like a spectral army advancing on the cottage and bringing with them the confirmation of what she knew in her heart must be true. No one could’ve survived outside in these conditions. John MacFarlane must’ve already joined their ranks.
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Chapter 11

Frustratingly, there was no sign of a phone or any other item that might have been dropped by either victim or attacker. After an hour of digging, Shona and Colin left the two constables searching the snow around the driveway and went to look in the sheds at the back of the cottage.

‘That might be where your hammer came from,’ Colin said, pointing to an empty shape on a marked-out tool board. ‘I’ll send Nick Cairns a picture, see if he can confirm it. Nothing else looks touched in here, but I didn’t have time to go through the cottage thoroughly last night. I’ll take the bedroom if you want to do the living room.’

Outside, the sky was ominous with thickening cloud. The sooner they were finished, the better, if they didn’t want to risk spending a night trapped at the crime scene.

They went inside and Shona pulled on a forensic suit and a pair of blue nitrile gloves.

The cottage came with the ranger’s job and the interior was comfortable but dated and oddly impersonal. A built-in bookshelf by the chimney was filled with hardbacks – guides to birds, insects, plants – which looked like they’d been there since the 1950s. A pair of faded red armchairs sat on either side of the fireplace – one more worn than the other – indicating to Shona that the ranger’s job had probably been occupied by a succession of single men. There were landscape prints on the walls, their mounts foxed with age. The only recent addition to the décor was this year’s wall calendar with a picture of a golden eagle.

Remembering what Nick Cairns had said about the eagle-killing incident and MacFarlane’s reaction to it, she checked the calendar for any written notes, but there was nothing. She began opening drawers in the old-fashioned sideboard. They were filled with curling envelopes, balls of twine, rolls of sticky tape, jam jars full of odd screws and walking pamphlets at least twenty years old, judging by the clothes in the pictures. But in the cupboard below she found two large black plastic cases stacked on top of each other. She hauled one out and kneeled on the floor to open the chunky clasps.

An assortment of small GPS tracking devices, receivers, signal finders and associated leads and micro batteries were held securely in the formed foam interior.

Colin came up behind her and whistled. ‘Fair few thousand there. I found this notebook. There’s receipts tucked in the back.’

He tipped open the scuffed blue cover to show the neatly clipped paper rolls, then handed the book to her.

Shona checked the listed items, which seemed to match the case contents.

‘He bought this himself?’

‘Guess he must’ve,’ Colin said over his shoulder, as he returned to his search in the bedroom.

Shona crossed to one of the armchairs and totted up the receipts. More than ten thousand pounds. The vehicle aside, these cases contained the most valuable items on the property and even a cursory search by housebreakers would’ve uncovered them. This confirmed her earlier belief that theft could safely be ruled out as a motive.

The notebook also contained a record of birds of prey sightings, with dates recorded up until a fortnight before. These were interspersed with beautiful sketches in pencil – portraits of eagles’ heads, and wings showing feather markings. Holding this journal, Shona glimpsed an image of John MacFarlane himself, perhaps an even clearer one than his missing phone would’ve revealed. A loner who didn’t have much contact with family or friends and immersed himself in nature through his work and his free time. She pictured him walking the hills, his beloved eagles soaring above. In his drawings she saw the pleasure and purpose it must have given him. This was a man so committed to nature that he was willing to donate serious amounts of money to protect it. She didn’t know how much forest rangers earned but she bet it wasn’t much. It was little wonder he was so devastated by the shooting of an eagle he likely considered one of his own. Had he tracked down the individual responsible and been prompted to take the law into his own hands, with tragic consequences? It was beginning to feel like a valid line of inquiry.

She was considering this when her phone rang and Detective Chief Superintendent Clive Davies’s name appeared on the screen. She steeled herself. As a boss, he was broadly supportive, but his nitpicking of her operational decisions sometimes made her feel like she was a profligate housekeeper in a Victorian novel, accused of squandering his money.

‘What’s happening, Shona?’ he said without preamble.

She updated him on the search and the possibility that the hammer she’d found stained with human blood was connected to MacFarlane’s disappearance.

‘DNA profile for the weapon and the blood on the driveway should give us some answers soon,’ she said.

‘And the poet…’ Davies began. She could hear him shuffling papers on his desk. ‘Max Blake. He’s done a few TV programmes, so of course the press have jumped on this as soon as the appeal went out. And I think they’ve talked to his wife. Are we concerned for his well-being?’

What he really meant was: how much is this costing us if he’s just gone off poeting somewhere? For once, she had some sympathy with that view, but she also had her answer ready.

‘The search areas overlap, so we’re not bringing in an extra team. And the coastguard are handling the shoreline for us. I’ve asked Murdo to get patrols out to the houses in the area, when the weather makes door-to-door viable. With the public appeal, he’ll likely turn up.’

‘Good,’ Davies said. ‘And that other matter… Any news?’

She could feign ignorance, attempt to sweep his question aside, but what would that achieve? They both knew what he was referring to – the sword dangling over her head, hung there six months earlier by the National Crime Agency.

The NCA’s investigation into her former boss DCI Harry Delfont, at the City of London Police, had broadened into institutional corruption. Since he was dead and could not be made an example of, they’d turned their attention to Shona. At present, they’d not a shred of evidence that she was involved in his blackmail, planting or destroying evidence, or torpedoing investigations into money laundering for criminal gangs. So far, his death had been chalked up to a gangland hit. A falling-out of thieves. Only Shona, DS Dan Ridley from Cumbria and Shona’s former colleague and fellow sexual assault survivor DS Thalia Brookes knew the truth: it was the latter who’d put the three bullet holes in his skull and tipped him into Derwentwater. They’d all hoped that would be an end to it, but Delfont and his crimes had come back to haunt Shona.

She sighed. ‘The NCA haven’t been in touch since they last interviewed me.’ Whether or not they would in the future, she had no way of knowing, but it seemed to satisfy Davies for now.

‘Good,’ he said briskly. ‘Keep me updated on the search.’

Her disquiet over the call must’ve been evident on her face, because moments later, when Colin came into the room, he stopped to look at her.

‘Everything all right, Shona?’

‘Yeah, fine,’ she replied, making an effort to smile. ‘What is it? Have you found something?’

He held out a top and some underwear. ‘You said earlier that MacFarlane was involved with a woman, and that you know her. D’you think these belong to her, or someone else?’

Shona got up and took the pale-pink, V-necked top, a navy-blue lace bra and two pairs of matching silky knickers from him. She checked the sizes. The clothes would have fitted Maggie. She was a petite blonde and Shona had seen her dressed in similar colours. So, she must’ve been visiting the cottage. MacFarlane could hardly come to the pub she shared with her husband. It still felt deeply intrusive to be going through her clothes.

‘I’ll check, but I think these do belong to Maggie Finlayson.’ Shona handed them back. ‘Can you send me a couple of pictures?’

The conversation would be awkward, whatever way you looked at it, but it had to be done. If they weren’t Maggie’s clothes, the possibility MacFarlane had been playing a wide field opened up more potential assailants.

They worked on. An older-style iPad was added to the laptop, but the tally of electricals remained low – bird-tracking kit aside. A cardboard folder contained his passport and other personal documents, including a surprisingly healthy portfolio of investments which, to Shona, pointed once more to a frugal, careful lifestyle focused on the local area. No gambling. No apparent drug or alcohol issues. No stash of unlicensed firearms. No threatening letter shoved through his door. It was always possible the laptop and iPad might reveal some hidden perversion for child pornography, which she hoped for Maggie’s sake wasn’t the case, but otherwise, Shona could see no criminal or chaotic behaviour that would’ve made him such a fatal enemy.

They were packing up when Jess called her with an update. Nothing had been found in the green zone towards the coast – no body, discarded clothing, bloodstains or a weapon – and the team were heading back inland.

When her phone rang once more, volunteer coastguard Davey Watson’s name flashed up, and she felt a chill that had nothing to do with the unheated cottage. He’d only call her direct if he’d news. A moment later she was proved sickeningly right.

‘Shona, I’ve just informed control but I wanted to tell you myself – we’ve found the body of a male.’

Shona swallowed. Hearing news like this never got easier. ‘Where?’

‘St Monenna’s cave.’

It was a tourist hotspot and just off the coastal path. It looked like their lost poet, Max Blake, hadn’t made it to safety after all. She felt a sharp pang of sympathy and regret for his family and his children. The smallest crumb of comfort was that at least they’d know his fate, and his body had been recovered.

But by delaying last night, had she sealed his fate? From what her Super had said, the press interest would only increase at the news he’d been found dead. Perhaps it was the reminder she’d just received about the NCA that was making her feel her actions would come under scrutiny. She’d done all they could in the conditions, hadn’t she? Put bluntly, it was Max Blake’s own reckless pursuit of his art that had played the greatest part in his death.

‘Any idea what happened to him, Davey?’ Shona said. Colin had come back to the living room door, alerted by her tone, and was watching her expectantly.

‘That’s a question for your lot, but he seems to have discarded or lost his gear. There’s no backpack or tent with him. Maybe confusion brought on by hypothermia and he eventually stumbled into the cave for shelter.’

‘Thank you, Davey, and thank your team for me. It’s a miracle you found his body at all. With the storm surge, he could’ve been washed out into the Solway.’ If that’d been the case, it would likely have been one of the lifeboat crews who’d have had the unenviable task of recovering Max Blake’s remains, if he was found at all.

‘The poet?’ Colin mouthed, and she nodded.

‘Aye, well, he’s not the first fatality we’ve had here,’ Davey said. ‘Be nice if he was the last.’

She knew what he meant. The lifeboat had rescued plenty of people in that cave before, usually cut off by the tide. Shona felt a surge of frustration at the pointlessness of Blake’s death. He had a phone, so why didn’t he call for help? Perhaps a flat battery, or no signal. Or maybe he hadn’t heeded the warnings about Storm Francis and thought it’d blow over quickly. Whatever the cause, it felt like an unnecessarily tragic loss of life.

‘He had a fall at some point,’ the coastie added. ‘But he looked peaceful. For all the world like he’d just lay down and gone to sleep. There’s a head injury, so maybe he wasn’t thinking straight. We didn’t see it at first.’

‘Understandable, Davey. His long hair would have made it difficult to spot the injury,’ Shona said. And Max Blake’s apparently peaceful end might be some comfort to his family.

There was a beat of silence. ‘No, your man’s hair’s cropped short. The wound on the back of his head was obvious when we turned him over.’

It was possible the poet had shorn his head, but the description from his family and the images on his blog were clear – shoulder-length dark hair.

A knot tightened in Shona’s gut. ‘Just to confirm, what’s the casualty wearing?’

Colin came further into the room and frowned.

‘Jeans and a dark-blue fleece,’ Davey replied. ‘No sign of his waterproof.’

‘And there’s no ID in his pockets? No driving licence or wallet?’

‘None.’

‘What kinda build would you say he is?’ Shona’s heart was pounding in her ears. Colin had crossed the room and perched on the arm of a chair.

‘He’s a big guy. But don’t worry, we’ll get a Landy along the beach for the stretcher before the tide comes in.’

‘Davey, I’m sending you an image. Can you double check it against the casualty?’

Shona picked a full-face shot with no hat and held her breath.

A moment later, Shona’s stomach dropped as their fears were realised.

‘Aye,’ said Davey. ‘That’s him.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘No doubt about it.’

She tilted the screen towards Colin so he could see the picture she’d just sent, and his face registered the same shock she was feeling.

The dead man in the cave wasn’t the poet Max Blake. It was John MacFarlane.

Questions crowded in on her like a flock of gulls. Despite the coastguard’s efforts, Max Blake was still missing. So where was he? And could MacFarlane really have made it that far, seriously injured and through snow drifts? She doubted it. St Monenna’s was beyond their widest possible search area.

So how exactly had the forest ranger ended up lying dead there?
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Chapter 12

They’d never get a pathologist down from Glasgow before the tide came in and potentially washed away the body and any associated evidence. She looked at Colin and he gave the barest nod.

‘Davey, the casualty you’ve found isn’t Max Blake but our other missing person, John MacFarlane, who may have been the victim of a serious assault. I’m coming down. Can you get the Landy to Rosmae to pick us up? I’ll have a forensic scene examiner with me, so leave the body in situ, if it’s safe to do so. We’ll be there as quick as we can.’



In a little over an hour, a relay of police fourbie, tractor and coastguard Land Rover brought Shona and Colin the eight miles to St Monenna’s cave.

‘We’ll need to work fast,’ she said, zipping up her fresh forensic suit against the biting wind, one eye on the tide.

‘You’ll get no argument from me on that score,’ Colin replied. He hoisted his kitbag over his shoulder and they set off up the steep shingle bank to the mouth of the cave, where five coasties in blue overalls and white helmets stood sheltering, a stretcher ready.

‘How long have we got?’ Shona asked Davey Watson as they shook hands.

‘Couple of hours by the clock, but with this onshore wind, I’d say ninety minutes maximum.’

It tallied with what she’d been thinking. Colin always did a thorough job and resisted pressure to be hurried, knowing any subsequent court case might rest on the strength of the evidence he collected. But when she looked at him for confirmation, he nodded. No one could argue with the tide.

‘Okay, Davey,’ Shona said, accepting a spare helmet and headtorch from one of the coasties. ‘Show us where you found him.’

Shona had previously rescued tourists from the spot but had never been inside the cave. The possibility that the tide would overtake them and necessitate calling in the lifeboat for support filled her with apprehension. With Tommy McCall away, Graham Finlayson might be the first helm to respond to the pager. Maggie’s affair with the ranger gave Graham a potential motive and she didn’t want him anywhere near the crime scene.

She wondered if her decision not to instigate a full search of the pub had been the right one. The link between MacFarlane and Maggie hadn’t been established at that point, but in hindsight it looked like a procedural misstep that might come back to haunt her.

A steady stream of water dripped from the overhanging vegetation on the rounded archway of the entrance. Inside, she stopped for a moment, adjusting the light on her helmet. This had once been a place of pilgrimage, back when the tide hadn’t come in as far as it did now, and on either side of the opening were the remains of low walls which must have formed part of the old chapel. The floor sloped upwards and was littered with loose rocks, driftwood and rubbish swept in by Storm Francis – plastic bottles and bags, drinks cans, food containers, lumps of polystyrene and tangles of fishing gear – in all, a forensic nightmare.

The cave widened out into a space like the interior of a small church, the striations of the roof above resembling stone vaulting, so Shona understood why pilgrims might find it a suitably holy destination.

‘Just through here,’ Davey said, leading them forward. ‘Watch your heads.’

The rock walls closed in on all sides, and the slight curve of the passage meant the weak winter light from the entrance dwindled to nothing. Out of the wind, the cave had initially seemed warmer, but now the cold dampness of this underground tomb felt like it was seeping into Shona’s bones.

Ahead, a battery lantern had been wedged in a niche, and she could see, by the light it shed, a pair of legs sticking out from behind a rock. Close by, another coastie sat on the floor, keeping guard over the dead man. The volunteers were made of stern stuff, but it couldn’t have been pleasant, alone here in the dark with John MacFarlane’s body.

‘Just watch your footing here.’ Davey angled his headlamp to show where two rough steps had been cut into the bedrock. Shona did the same for Colin, who was following behind, cursing quietly under his breath as he manoeuvred his kitbag through the narrow space.

A moment later, they were able to stand fully upright again. The sound of cascading water was loud and Shona could just see its source – a waterfall which poured from a cleft high in the rock into a pool at the rear of the cave. She shone her torch around the cavern and gasped. The walls were covered by hundreds upon hundreds of crucifixes carved into the rock, all of which seemed to shimmer as the light passed across them.

‘Incredible, isn’t it,’ Davey said. ‘Pilgrims have been carving them for more than a thousand years. And collecting water from the holy well.’

Without daylight, the noise of the water in the confined space was disorientating, something that would’ve been heightened for earlier visitors whose only illumination would have been the leaping flames of pitch-soaked torches. No wonder stories and legends had grown up around this place.

Shona turned her attention back to John MacFarlane. ‘Is this how you found him?’

He lay on his back, arms by his side, his head close to the wall of the cave. He wore the fleece and jeans that Nick Cairns had predicted in his description, both now soaking wet from the damp conditions.

‘This is pretty much how he was,’ Davey confirmed. ‘No personal stuff we could see.’

Colin had begun taking photographs, the blinding camera flashes tattooing the carved crosses on the walls into Shona’s retinas until she turned away, blinking. When he’d finished, he took plastic bags and carefully fitted them over the victim’s hands to preserve any defences injuries and traces of his attacker’s DNA.

‘What d’you think, Colin?’ Shona asked as he examined the wound on the back of MacFarlane’s head. ‘Could he have made his own way here?’

‘I’d say he died here.’ With a gloved hand, Colin pulled up MacFarlane’s fleece and T-shirt to reveal the purple marbling of lividity – a clear indication where the blood had settled after death, and that he’d not been moved.

Davey sat back, his white suit glowing in the darkness and combining with the religious marks around him to give him a priest-like air.

‘But I don’t think he could’ve made it here on his own, even without the storm. I can feel a depressed fracture to his skull which likely led to a traumatic brain injury that would’ve significantly impaired his function.’

‘We didn’t find his coat at the cottage, so he may’ve had more protection from the weather than he’s wearing now,’ Shona said. ‘Is the head injury the cause of death?’

‘I’m not a doctor,’ he reminded her. ‘You’ll need the post-mortem to tell you that. Who knows… He was a fit guy. People in extremis can travel a long way with fairly serious injuries.’ Colin paused and looked up at the crucifix carvings. ‘Are you thinking he came here on purpose, because he thought he’d be safe?’

‘We’ve found nothing at his home to suggest he was religious,’ Shona said. Or superstitious, she thought, but couldn’t bring herself to say out loud, with all the little crosses pressing in on her. ‘And if he walked from Wren Cottage, he’d have passed farms and houses. Why not crawl into the shelter of a barn or ask for help?’

‘With an injury like that he’d not be thinking straight.’

‘So, it’s possible he walked here,’ Shona concluded, ‘but not likely?’

‘That’s a fair assessment,’ Colin agreed.

As he continued to make his examination of MacFarlane’s body, Shona stepped carefully away and began to survey the rest of the cave.

‘Is that the only entrance?’ she asked Davey, indicating with an outstretched arm the way they’d come in.

‘Aye, I believe so.’

‘And you didn’t see anyone else when you came along the beach?’

‘Not a soul.’

‘Or anything unusual when you came into the cave?’

Davey spread his hands and shrugged. She could see his point. What could be classed as unusual in a place like this? She wasn’t sure herself what she was looking for. But if he hadn’t come here alone, the idea that the placing of John MacFarlane’s body had some ritualistic element, which may in turn lead them to his killer, was hard to ignore.

Even the storm surge hadn’t brought the tide all the way to the back of the cave, so anything found here had a stronger possibility of being linked to MacFarlane’s killer. But even as she thought it, she knew it only made the haystack a little smaller. The carvings were evidence of how many other people had been here. She wasn’t concerned with those from antiquity, but even in the depths of winter plenty made the fifteen-minute trot along the beach from the village, some locals with their dogs, others as tourists or walkers, drawn here, like the missing poet, by the search for stories, history or some connection with nature.

There were other marks carved into the cave walls – circles, initials – but they appeared historic enough for her to discount them as significant to her inquiry. She bagged a glove, a beer bottle, a small plastic cup. On a stone ledge by the pool, she found a small, tattered book of religious icons which someone had left as an offering. It reminded her of the painting still sitting in her office and, on impulse, she flicked through the pages in case her Madonna and Child was represented there.

‘Shona,’ Davey called, over the noise of the waterfall, and tapped his wrist.

Without daylight or the advancing tide, she found it hard to estimate how long they’d been there and was surprised to see half their allotted time was gone. She placed the book in an evidence bag and returned to their victim.

Colin was bagging items from around the body – a paper napkin, a scrap of a wool scarf. ‘Help me turn him over.’

Davey and the other coastie lent Shona a hand and they rolled MacFarlane on his side so Colin could photograph beneath the body before the stretcher was brought in and the resultant operation erased any potential evidence.

‘Right. Let’s get him out of here,’ Colin said.

Though the space was awkward, the coastguard team were quick and efficient. They loaded the body bag onto the stretcher and Shona accompanied them to one of the Land Rovers while Colin made a final sweep of the area around where their victim had lain.

A line of white breakers driven by the wind had advanced while they’d been inside, and the long, wet tongues of the foremost ones were stretching almost to the shingle that marked high tide.

Shona hurried back into the cave. ‘Colin. Time,’ she shouted into the darkness, and a moment later the last coastie appeared with the forensics officer in tow, stumbling into the failing daylight.

‘All right?’ she said to Colin when they were in the back of the Landy, heading for the village. He looked grey and exhausted, and she realised she probably looked much the same. ‘Can’t say we don’t make things interesting for you here in Dumfries and Galloway.’

He jumped as a wave struck the side of the vehicle. ‘Next time I’ll settle for boring. Warm, safe and boring.’

‘Can’t promise.’ She smiled.

‘Somehow I knew you were gonna say that.’
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Chapter 13

That night, Shona headed home to High Pines. She drove cautiously through the ancient woodland and forestry that cloaked the hill and ran down the steep side of the estuary, avoiding fallen branches and banks of cleared snow. The village was a long strip of habitation on the shoreline, as if the homes, hotel and old boatyard were permanently caught between twin forces of nature – sea on one side, towering trees on the other. But everything about the place – and especially High Pines – looked outwards towards the open sea, so Shona had never before been that conscious of the green wall of the forest that pressed back against the human encroachment.

She’d only been gone one night, and the mains power had been off for less than forty-eight hours, but the house was freezing and had developed a stillness that implied abandonment. She’d offered Colin the use of one of the guest suites, but he was anxious to get back to Gartcosh with the forensic material and, she suspected, away from any additional jobs she might find for him to do.

A rendezvous had been arranged with a pathology van, and John MacFarlane’s body was transferred from the coastguard vehicle in a lay-by off the A76 and taken on to Glasgow for the post-mortem. Shona had gone back to the visitor centre to give them the news personally, and thank the search team, and Nick Cairns and his mother, for their help. Nick and the forest rangers had all looked devastated by the news and she realised then how strong their collective assumption had been that MacFarlane would turn up alive and well.

She got the log burner going and managed a tepid shower, before wrapping a duvet around herself and hurrying back to its glow. She’d lit candles and the room had such a calm and cosy glow that she felt she might drift off to sleep on the sofa. She wasn’t hungry – Lady Cairns had insisted that she eat a ham-and-cheese toastie before she set off from the visitor centre – but she was dozing when Simon Wallace called, jerking her fully awake.

‘What’s Jack Rutherford’s condition?’ Shona asked immediately.

Becca had messaged her a few hours ago that he was still in intensive care, but that she was heading back to the flat to sleep. Shona steeled herself in case this was a heads-up from Simon that Becca was about to receive bad news.

‘Critical but stable.’

She exhaled quietly at this welcome news. ‘How’s Roddy holding up?’

Simon sighed. ‘Hard to say.’ His accent was familiar but indeterminate, somewhere between middle-class Edinburgh and southern England, a souvenir of well-educated beginnings and a life spent constantly on the move, first in the army and then with the Ministry of Defence Police. ‘Roddy is being fairly stoic. Did you know Jack’s mother died of breast cancer five years ago?’

‘It was before I knew him, but yes, I’d heard. Roddy comes from a big family in Galloway. They’ll support him, but they must all be frantic.’

‘His brother’s on his way. But it might be a while before they know the likely outcome for Jack.’

‘Thank you so much for doing this, Simon.’ She’d had a text from Roddy Rutherford, praising Simon’s efforts. Becca had also been reassured by the Ministry of Defence cop’s presence, though Shona still felt a stab of guilt over not being there herself.

‘I’m glad I could help.’

‘How did the meeting with CID go?’

‘It went fine. Once we had the SIO in the room, Roddy was able to get all he needed.’

Shona felt a little sorry for the detective handling the case. It couldn’t have been pleasant, facing the combined forces of a father who was a solicitor and a highly experienced MOD cop.

‘They’ve got the kid who did it. Fourteen years old… Thought Glasgow was one city that’d got on top of knife crime.’

‘Must’ve been desperate, or scared, to pull a knife,’ Shona replied, wondering what the street rate for a stolen phone was. She’d heard a couple of hundred for the latest models but nothing if it was older or damaged. Grabbing and running was one thing. Stabbing the phone’s owner seven times was another.

‘It seems it was your daughter Becca that prevented a worse outcome.’

‘How d’you mean?’ Shona said, the hairs rising on her arms and neck with foreboding. Becca hadn’t said much, other than how fast it had all happened, and that Jack hadn’t done anything to provoke the boy who’d stabbed him.

‘Becca pulled the kid off, knocked him to the ground. Then she stepped on his wrist so he’d let go of the knife. Shouted at a couple of passing students, who kept hold of the kid till the cops came.’

‘She did what!’

‘Chip off the old block.’

Shona could hear a touch of admiration, of merriment, in his voice, but all she felt was horror. Horror at her daughter’s recklessness. Horror that she could’ve been the one lying in a coma, her life in the balance.

‘I don’t think it’s a joking matter,’ she said flatly.

‘I’m not making a joke. I know how I’d feel if this was Gabriel. I think Becca showed courage and quick thinking. Congratulate yourself on raising a brave daughter. Remember, I’ve worked with you. That qualifies me to say where she gets it from.’

For a moment she was speechless. In the spark of anger at his comments, she’d forgotten all about the son he had with his American-based ex-wife. Gabriel was a recent graduate of the university Becca was now attending. It was the main reason Simon Wallace, a formerly globe-trotting military police officer, was even in Glasgow.

‘Well…’ she said as calmly as she could. ‘I’ll be having a wee chat about that when I see Becca.’ She paused. ‘I’ll come up as soon as I can. And I mean it. Thank you so much for your help, Simon.’

‘No problem. You can buy me a coffee. A nice one, mind.’

He said it so casually that Shona couldn’t understand why she felt a small pulse of pleasure at the prospect.

‘Deal,’ she replied before she was overwhelmed by questions of what her feelings might herald. Somewhere in the exchange they’d just had, they’d crossed from the professional to the intimate, but she couldn’t put her finger on exactly when it had happened. She liked Simon, but it was clear they were two very different people.

She was still thinking about what he’d said, and about Becca’s foolish actions, when she picked up one of the lanterns and went down to the kitchen. She opened the freezer and took out a lasagna, then stopped and stared at it. It was one of Maggie’s ready meals that she’d collected from The Old Inn the morning she’d found the hammer.

Shona’s call this afternoon had gone to Maggie’s voicemail. Her phone was probably out of charge. Balmaclellan was still cut off and it’d be tomorrow before anybody got up to the village, but it was possible Maggie would hear a body had been found on Radio Scotland, or from a neighbour. Shona would need to question both her and her husband about their whereabouts over the weekend. She wasn’t looking forward to it.

Sometimes it was hard to distance herself. But she needed to do the best job she could, because someone had to be held accountable for this, and there had to be justice for John MacFarlane’s family, but it wasn’t going to be easy.

She put Maggie’s meal back in the freezer and closed the door. Her appetite had gone. And the more she thought about it, so had any hope she was going to clear up the mystery of John MacFarlane’s death, or Max Blake’s whereabouts, quickly.
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Chapter 14

Next morning, the CID office in Dumfries was slowly coming back to full function after the disruption of the storm. Murdo was phone bashing in his corner. Jess sat opposite Ravi, at the desk once occupied by Kate Irving, and was also making calls. Both seemed to be getting on with their work, though she saw Ravi give Jess the side-eye now and again. He was a team player, but he was also ambitious. Shona suspected he’d decided to keep a close watch on the competition until he figured Jess out.

When Shona had arrived four years ago, Ravi was the officer with whom she’d fallen most quickly into a rapport, mainly due to their shared Glaswegian roots. Becca got on well with him too, and his partner Martin – a maths graduate turned addiction counsellor – had been central to her home schooling, so Shona was prepared to cut Ravi some slack. But if his working relationship with Jess didn’t improve, she’d have to have words.

He was currently sitting back in his chair, ankle on one knee and twirling a pen through his fingers as Vinny Visuals stood next to him, pointing out details on an iPad.

‘Ravi,’ Shona called from her office door, then held up her hand, spreading her fingers to indicate five minutes till the briefing and that he should start gathering folk around the interactive whiteboard in the main office.

Storm Francis had thrown a massive spanner in the works, delaying the discovery of John MacFarlane’s body and potentially complicating the forensic evidence from the crime scene. It already felt like they were playing catch-up and she wanted to get things rolling.

‘Good morning, everyone,’ she said, once they’d all pulled chairs forward or perched on desks. ‘Thank you for coming in. I know many of you had a tough journey and I appreciate the effort you’ve made, even if it is just to get out of the clearing up at home.’

There was a ripple of polite laughter around the room.

‘Yesterday afternoon, a coastguard team found the body of missing forest ranger John MacFarlane in St Monenna’s cave.’ Shona pressed the headshot onto the board. MacFarlane stared out, his cropped dark hair and blue eyes giving nothing away. ‘The cave is approximately eight miles as the crow flies from his home, Wren Cottage, a tied property in Dalgeddie Forest. It’s been confirmed this morning that blood traces on a hammer, which belonged to the victim but was recovered from The Old Inn carpark, match the blood on the drive of Wren Cottage.’ She added photographs of the small white house with its surrounding pines, and the hammer.

She gave them all a moment to absorb this, then continued.

‘One scenario is that MacFarlane was attacked as he got out of his vehicle, possibly by a tree rustler who then delivered wood to The Old Inn. Ravi, any news on the pick-up?’

‘Without a complete index number, we’re still compiling a list of any potential vehicles within a fifty-mile radius. It’s gonna be a big list.’

‘Keep at it.’ Shona had guessed as much. They could only hope they caught a break. ‘The victim had a substantial head wound, but we can’t rule out he got to the cave under his own steam. If he didn’t, his attacker could’ve transported him in his own vehicle, potentially our black pick-up.’ She tapped the fuzzy CCTV image from the pub. ‘As you’ll appreciate, there was already snow and high winds before Storm Francis arrived. If we accept this scenario, how and when did his assailant get him into the cave? Given the wide timeframe for the attack, the tides would’ve washed away any footprints or tyre marks.’

‘Do we know if he was already dead?’ Ravi said, turning a page in his notebook.

‘We’ll need to wait for the full post-mortem. However, Colin from forensics believes MacFarlane was alive when he entered the cave. We were hoping to get house-to-house to Barrock Point to search for Max Blake, but the weather has slowed us down. So, in addition to checking for the poet, I want officers asking if anyone saw MacFarlane, or any strange vehicle, particularly one accessing the beach, over the forty-eight-hour timeframe for the attack.’

Ravi nodded and made a note.

‘While we’re here… Max Blake? Any updates?’

Vinny shook his head, and the others followed suit.

Shona had a very bad feeling about the poet, but until they had a lead on his movements from the house-to-house, she couldn’t let herself be distracted from a murder case.

‘So, if our victim didnae walk to the cave, why attempt to hide the body there?’ Murdo asked. ‘There’s forest all aroon, and he’s a big guy tae transport.’

‘That’s a key question,’ Shona said, and took a deep breath. ‘Given the location, we have to consider whether John MacFarlane’s murder has a ritual element.’ She felt an internal shudder using that word. Most murders had no ritual about them, even the most unconventional. They were chaotic, messy affairs in which a lack of impulse restraint in one person resulted in the death of another. ‘Someone took great pains to bring our victim to the cave.’

She turned as always to the man with the local knowledge, her walking Wikipedia, as she often called him.

‘Murdo, how significant is the location, d’you think?’ she said, tapping her pen against the whiteboard. ‘Why St Monenna’s cave? What might that mean?’

‘Well St Monenna was the daughter of an Irish king,’ Murdo began.

‘Fergus mac Rudra,’ Jess added, and Murdo looked impressed.

‘Her father promised she could devote her life tae the church,’ he went on, ‘but he betrayed her by arranging a marriage wi’ a powerful Viking prince. When she refused, she was forced intae a boat to be taken to him. A storm swept them up the Solway. Everyone who’d betrayed Monenna was drowned, but she came ashore riding in a cockleshell an’ lived in the cave. Men were sent tae bring her back, but they drowned. Then the king himself came, an’ he drowned. Monenna lived in the cave for many years wi’ a swarm of holy bees an’ performed many healing miracles, including saving the locals from the plague an’ curing the paralysed only son of the Lord of Galloway. Later, a chapel was built an’ it became a place of pilgrimage, as the well at the back was reputed tae heal sick children.’

‘It might’ve been the honey,’ Jess said. ‘We’ve beehives on the farm. Known to cure all sorts.’

‘Thank you, Murdo,’ Shona said. ‘I want you all to keep that in mind in case anything comes up in your enquiries that highlights an association with the place.’ She didn’t think holy bees would figure in this, but you never knew. ‘Now, forensics. Even in winter, tourists come, so it’s a mess of fingerprint and DNA from items left by them or washed in, but tide times might help us narrow down the time of the attack. Nick Cairns confirms he talked to MacFarlane on Friday night, and the hammer was found at 9:30 a.m. on Sunday. Between those times, the beach was accessible for four windows, totalling roughly twelve hours, so I want you to concentrate on those when talking to potential witnesses or viewing digital evidence. Hannah, can you circulate precise tide times?’ she said to her office manager. Hannah Crawford was the fifty-something anchor of the civilian operation; she was wearing a knitted dress and knee boots and was currently taking copious notes.

‘Now let’s look at our victim and why someone might want to kill him. Jess, d’you want to take us through it?’

Jess got up from her seat and clicked a file that’d appeared on the screen of the interactive whiteboard. It listed John MacFarlane’s upbringing in Cumbria and his two years as a forest ranger at Dalgeddie, as well as previous stints at other forest and wildlife projects in England.

‘He retrained about ten years ago, taking a degree in arboriculture and conservation management at Bangor University in Wales.’

‘What did he do before that?’ Ravi said.

‘A saturation diver. He worked in Dubai, the United Arab Emirates and the North Sea.’

Shona looked up sharply. ‘Any indication he could’ve known Graham Finlayson?’ The landlord had been offshore and at the Sullom Voe terminal, so perhaps it was more than the affair with Maggie.

Jess shook her head. ‘I wondered that. Bad blood. Previous encounters. But they weren’t there at the same time.’

‘And divers tend tae keep themselves tae themselves,’ Murdo added. ‘I agree Graham Finlayson reacted when we asked him if MacFarlane came intae the pub, but in light of what was happening wi’ his wife, I’d put it down to that.’

‘You’re probably right,’ Shona agreed. A considerable percentage of the male population of Scotland had worked in North Sea industries at some point, so it was likely a coincidence. ‘Thanks, Jess,’ she said as her constable retook her seat.

‘Which brings us to suspects.’ She tried to keep the heaviness she felt out of her voice. ‘Graham Finlayson has a strong motive, in that his wife Maggie was in a relationship with our victim, but forensics have confirmed this morning that his fingerprints are not on the hammer.’

She paused to let the significance of that sink in. A link between Graham and the murder weapon would’ve been a massive step forward and she saw the flashes of frustration in her colleagues’ expressions. Her own feelings were more complicated. She needed a break in the case, and Graham had already proved an unreliable witness, lying to her about Maggie’s whereabouts initially, but still, she didn’t want it to be him. If he turned out to be the killer, the fallout would spill from her professional life into her lifeboat family. They could only operate by trusting each other with their lives. How would the other volunteers feel about his crime, and how would they feel about her arresting him for it? Shona couldn’t begin to unpick the repercussions.

‘Of course, he could’ve been wearing gloves.’ Shona remembered he wasn’t wearing any when they were stacking the wood. Was that because he’d had to dispose of them some time before she turned up at the pub on Sunday morning? It was possible.

‘Maggie herself has confirmed the affair,’ Shona went on. ‘In fact, she may have been the last person to talk to him. Vinny, where are we with phone records?’

Vinny was chewing the cord on his hoodie and gave her one of his habitual blank looks. Experience had taught her, however, that this wasn’t a sign he hadn’t been paying attention – he’d merely been running several complex problems in his head and it would take a moment for him to recalibrate.

Ravi was sitting next to him and tapped his box-fresh trainer against Vinny’s battered one. ‘Where are we with the phones, pal?’

‘Maggie Finlayson was the last contact,’ Vinny confirmed. ‘A text exchange at 8:05 on Saturday morning. Mast location suggests he was at home. Phone went offline soon after. I’m tracing the other numbers but they seem to be work-related.’

The lack of useful phone data in both MacFarlane’s death and Max Blake’s disappearance was unusual these days, when folk constantly carried and checked their devices. Mobiles gave the impression that no one is isolated now, no one is lonely. She thought of MacFarlane’s lack of friends or family – perhaps they made us lonelier, a constant reminder that they never rang.

‘Okay, one last thing you need to know about Finlayson is he had knowledge of the deposition site through previous lifeboat rescues.’ She’d considered whether or not to say this, but she wanted her team to know she was being scrupulously fair about declaring the special knowledge she had.

‘Does that mean he could’ve accessed St Monenna’s by boat?’ Murdo said.

Shona thought for a moment, then shook her head. ‘I don’t believe it was viable with the sea in that state, but he certainly knows of the cave’s existence, so it may or may not turn out to be significant.’ She turned to the others. ‘As of this moment, however, all we have is circumstantial and it’s not enough to bring him in. Murdo and I will be interviewing Maggie Finlayson as soon as we can get up to her mother’s house at Balmaclellan. If MacFarlane was being threatened by anyone, she’s the most likely to know.’ Shona got up and began writing her next point on the whiteboard. ‘Because a second, separate line of inquiry concerns the trophy killing of a golden eagle.’

She explained what Nick Cairns had said about MacFarlane’s state of mind and told them about the wildlife tracking equipment at the cottage.

‘We need to ask ourselves: was the attack on MacFarlane planned? This individual is someone who’s prepared to use violence and go to considerable lengths to cover it up.’

‘If you’re commissioned tae take an eagle as a trophy, you’d need planning skills,’ Murdo said. ‘Bashing someone o’er the head wi’ a hammer feels like a chaotic act.’

‘I agree,’ Shona said. ‘But until we can rule it out, we need to pursue it. Jess, can you have a look at that?’

Jess nodded.

‘So, to finish up… Someone killed John MacFarlane because…’ Shona stabbed her pen down the list. ‘He confronted a tree rustler – and we still need to trace the black pick-up that delivered the wood. Or he confronted a trophy hunter, or in response to an affair, or…’ She drew a question mark at the bottom. ‘Or something we don’t yet know about.’

‘What about the housebreaking gang?’ Ravi said. ‘Could he have disturbed them?’

‘Good shout, but nothing of value was taken and I don’t think MacFarlane’s tied forestry cottage fits the profile of other targets. But that reminds me, come and have a quick chat about that painting. The rest of you, the weather has cost us time on this investigation, but that’s no excuse. John MacFarlane’s family and friends and the media are all looking to us for answers. We need those ASAP. So, everyone, get out there and find me the evidence.’
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Chapter 15

Murdo lifted the painting from the locked cupboard in Shona’s office while she cleared a space on her desk. Outside, in the main room, Ravi was gathering up his papers. He saw Shona watching him and gave a quick thumbs-up to indicate he was coming.

She’d need to head up to Maggie’s mother’s soon. The road would be slow going, if it was passable at all, and she wanted to be back before dark. Questioning Maggie in her grief would be gruelling. There was also a hypothesis Shona hadn’t shared with the team. Maggie hadn’t returned any of Shona’s calls. A flat battery perhaps? Or did she already know what Shona had to tell her? Maggie had been the last person to speak to John MacFarlane. Had she followed up their text exchange with a visit that somehow led to a violent argument? It was an alternative explanation as to why the hammer ended up back at the pub. She couldn’t see the petite Maggie getting MacFarlane to the cave. But if she’d somehow persuaded her husband Graham to help her… Shona tried not to dwell on how neatly that scenario fitted with the evidence they currently had. The post-mortem tomorrow might tip the balance either way. And she needed to make progress for a whole host of reasons, not least because the sooner she did, the sooner she could get up to Glasgow and Becca.

Her daughter wouldn’t think of coming home while Jack Rutherford’s life hung in the balance, and Shona had begun to question whether they were more than just flatmates. If that was the case, then the trauma of the attack would be even greater. She was determined to be there for Becca, and whatever happened next. When it came to family, they only had each other.

Murdo was holding the painting at arm’s length, drinking it in.

‘Murdo, you didn’t tell me the woman who slipped you the sandwiches at the visitor centre was Lady Cairns.’

‘Oh, aye. D’you no’ know her? Lady Jane. Belle of the ball in my father’s day.’

Shona bit her lip. ‘She asked me about Rob and when he was getting out.’

It had struck her afterwards that if Lady Cairns knew, then her son Nick did too. And if Nick knew, then all the rangers and therefore the Police Mountain Rescue team did as well. Given how they’d gossiped about John MacFarlane’s love life, she bet that her circumstances had been a hot topic of conversation too. Wee Shona, the DI with the jailbird husband. She should be used to it by now, but here was the shame tripping her up once again.

Murdo gave her a severe look. ‘Someone say somethin’ tae you?’

Shona shook her head, her gaze fixed on her cleared desk.

‘Naebody judges you for Rob’s doings, naebody that knows you, anyhow. Lady Cairns wouldn’t have meant anything by it, and Malcolm Todd isnae one to tolerate chitchat among his troops about a senior officer.’

He set the painting reverently on her desk, propping it against a heavy-bottomed glass vase that would have once held flowers from Rob, but was now filled with paperclips, rubber bands and other desk debris.

Shona felt the steady gaze of the Madonna settle on her and knew the gossip wasn’t what was really troubling her.

‘When I go up to Glasgow for the post-mortem tomorrow, I might look in on Becca.’

‘Aye, no problem, boss. I can cover anything that comes in. She all right?’

Shona hadn’t shared what had happened, knowing what Murdo’s reaction would be. She outlined the events – sparing him Becca’s actions – and detailed Jack’s injuries and the local police’s shabby response.

Murdo looked outraged. ‘That’s shocking. Should have called me,’ he said, sounding a little hurt. ‘Go now, boss. We’ll cope.’

‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want to upset you. And Becca is safe. Jack’s in the best hands. His father is with him. I called Inspector Simon Wallace from the MOD, since he lives near the university.’

Murdo didn’t immediately reply but looked mollified by the apology. ‘I mean it. Anything you need.’ He paused. ‘I mind Simon Wallace from thon fisherman’s death at Kilcatrin. Fella’s steady enough.’ This was high praise indeed. ‘An’ I suppose he was on the spot.’

‘Thanks for understanding, Murdo. Simon has done a great job supporting Jack’s family, and Becca, and dealing with the cops.’

The Madonna gave her a knowing look. And the only reason you’re meeting Simon for coffee is to thank him?

Yes, Shona thought. Definitely.

They were interrupted by Ravi opening the office door, a wide smile on his face. ‘Hello, gorgeous.’

Shona started at this piece of absolute cheek, until she realised he wasn’t talking to her but to the painting. The Madonna had cast her spell on them all, it seemed.

‘So, what’ve you got?’ Shona said, glad to move on, and remaining standing to emphasise this would be a swift chat.

‘Our lost lassie seems to be identical to a painting sold recently.’

Ravi brought up an image on his iPad, showing an auction listing. Shona studied it.


Lot 150. Sandro Benedetti (1500–1569) The Madonna and Child. Tempera on wood, probably 1546. Provenance: The collection of the Armstrong-Barry family since the 18th century, gifted by Celia, Lady Armstrong, to the convent of St Mary, Thornhill, Dumfriesshire, 1865.



It went on to state the painting’s dimensions and that the auction had now closed.

Shona checked the image on the screen. The clothes, hair and even one or two patches of surface damage looked the same. ‘Seems like our mystery lady.’

Ravi grinned, shaking the silver bangles so they slid further up his wrist, a familiar tell that he was just getting started.

‘Go on.’ Shona humoured him. ‘What else?’

‘It was put up for sale by a convent last month. The place is a big, old gothic pile and I think they’ve been in financial difficulties. I called but they don’t want to talk to us.’

‘What about the auction house?’ Shona said.

‘Bower and Brookes in Glasgow. Pretty much the same story. They’ve not reported a break-in or any of their works going missing, so their view is that the matter doesn’t concern them.’

‘But the sale went ahead okay?’ Shona said.

‘Aye. Went to a buyer in France.’

‘How much?’

‘They won’t release details without a warrant, but the estimate was eighty to one hundred thousand.’

Shona nodded. Not small change but not millions either. ‘Suppose that’ll go some way with roof repairs. So, what’s she doing in my office?’

‘I’ve got an idea about that.’ Ravi smiled. ‘Vinny and I did some digging and, apparently, it’s not unknown for sellers to commission a copy to hang in place of the original, to cover any embarrassment. Most folk never see the sale catalogue, and if it’s still hanging on the wall, it’s business as usual. Happens in grand houses, apparently.’

‘And this is the copy? Did you ask the convent about that?’

‘Aye, I did. Sister Agatha categorically denied it, then put the phone down on me.’

Shona raised her eyebrows. ‘Is that right? I mean, what’s their problem? The sale isn’t a secret, exactly. Do they think we’ll give the media the story if they admit this is theirs?’

Ravi shrugged.

‘Well, she can’t stay here.’

It occurred to Shona that she knew the perfect spot for the Madonna at High Pines – the top of the stairs, where she’d glow in the soft illumination from the north-facing skylights. But she couldn’t add the theft of even valueless lost property to her sins. Her boss had made it clear he was allowing her to remain in post during the NCA’s investigation into historic corruption because, officially, she’d been interviewed as a witness, not a suspect. To Shona it was obvious they had her in their sights. Any hint she was anything other than squeaky clean would be the end of her career.

‘If the convent say it’s not their painting, we cannae force them to take it,’ Ravi said.

‘She belongs to someone,’ Shona replied, frustrated that she cared so much about a bit of wood and paint when she had one man dead and another missing, and an impatient Superintendent Davies breathing down her neck. Three calls since yesterday, and that wouldn’t be the day’s final tally, she was sure of that.

‘What about your brother-in-law, Sandy?’ Murdo said. ‘Would he help us out?’

This was another of Shona’s family connections that had come unstuck in the aftermath of her husband’s arrest. Sandy had inherited the family auctioneer’s business, which dealt with everything from land to fine art, meaning he would be a useful contact in the current situation. However, he and his wife, Caroline, unfairly put the blame for Rob’s incarceration squarely on Shona. They’d doted on Becca, having no children of their own, but they’d cut her completely from their lives, which seemed to Shona like the pettiest form of cruelty. Becca, however, claimed she wasn’t fussed. She hadn’t minded her boisterous, fun-loving Uncle Sandy, but would bolt out the back door of High Pines if she spotted her formidable Aunt Caroline approaching.

When Shona didn’t immediately reply to his question about Sandy, Murdo appeared to notice her reluctance. ‘I could take it if you’d rather not,’ he said. ‘I mean, you’ve got your hands full with this John MacFarlane business and wi’ Becca.’

‘What’s happened to Becca?’ Ravi looked alarmed.

‘She’s fine.’ Shona shot Murdo a see-what-you’ve-done-now look. ‘Well, not fine exactly. Her flatmate was stabbed. He’s in a bad way.’

‘Fucksake, boss. That’s awful. Want Martin and me to go up there? Where’s her pal? Is he at the Royal Infirmary?’

‘Queen Elizabeth,’ Shona replied, naming the newer teaching hospital on Glasgow’s south side. ‘It’s the Galloway solicitor Roddy Rutherford’s son, Jack.’

‘Right, I’ll call Mina. She lives ten minutes away. She can look after Becca till we get there.’

Mina was the oldest of Ravi’s four sisters and a force to be reckoned with.

Shona was about to protest but found she couldn’t swallow the lump that’d come into her throat. How had she ever thought she was alone? Suddenly, she felt a wave of shame that she’d shut out Murdo and Ravi, who’d only ever showed her total support, both professionally and personally. It was as if with Kate’s death, their work family had been fractured, leaving each of them alone in their grief and guilt. And with James’s departure from her life, it was easier not to feel anything rather than the pain she herself had been the architect of.

‘No argument, boss.’ Ravi folded his arms in a determined stance. Murdo, on her other side, raised his eyebrows, signalling agreement. ‘Outnumbered and outgunned.’ Ravi grinned.

Shona couldn’t help but smile back, acknowledging the relief that swept over her. She put out her hands and touched both men lightly on the shoulder.

‘Up to you, boss,’ Murdo said. ‘What d’you need?’

Shona took a deep breath. ‘I appreciate your support, but you can both help me most by making progress on the cases.’

Ravi looked set to protest but Murdo cut in. ‘Boss is right. Be a load off her mind.’

‘And thank you for offering to call Mina,’ she said to Ravi. ‘But the Rutherford clan are at the hospital, and Becca’s flatmate is with her.’ She didn’t feel it was necessary to mention Simon’s name again, although she wasn’t sure why she wanted to keep his involvement low-key. ‘You can leave the painting to me. Sandy Oliver might know of anyone local who could’ve made the copy, perhaps for free if the convent was so strapped for cash that it was selling off its valuables.’ Sooner or later, she needed to build bridges. Sandy was a man who was flattered by female attention, especially when one was asking his opinion, so she’d likely get round him eventually. Caroline would be the harder nut to crack, but she could tackle her later. ‘Might save us some time.’

She checked her watch. Time was something they were all short of.

‘Ravi, ping me the auction details. I need you to get started with the door-to-door at Barrock Point. Murdo, get uniform to take us up to Maggie Finlayson’s mother’s place in a fourbie. I’m not risking another night on a camp bed.’

Or – if Maggie was somehow mixed up in MacFarlane’s death – a night in a cottage with a murderer.

‘Okay, boss. I’ll get on to it,’ Ravi said.
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Chapter 16

It took two hours to get through the drifts to Balmaclellan, in a police Land Rover driven by PC Lewis Johnstone. Shona had known him since he’d first volunteered as a special. He’d always proved dependable and enthusiastic, and she was glad to see he’d fulfilled his ambition to join the regular force.

The cottage was small and sturdy, with granite walls under a new slate roof. To one side, the red paintwork of Maggie’s car was just discernible in a thick bank of snow. Maggie herself stood on the doorstep, arms folded, watching them pull up. Her shoulders were hunched beneath a thick wool jumper as if the grief, and perhaps guilt, was folding her in upon herself. Her pretty face was ashen and she looked as if she hadn’t eaten in days.

Shona had considered whether to remove herself from the investigation, but in an area where almost everyone knew everyone else, it wasn’t practical. Perhaps their previous equable relationship would make this interview easier on Maggie, and more productive for the inquiry. But as Shona stepped out of the vehicle into the deep snow, the hardening expression on Maggie’s face said her hope was unlikely.

‘I know he’s dead. I heard on the radio you’d found a body. It’s John, isn’t it?’

‘This is DS Murdo O’Halloran and PC Johnstone.’ Shona indicated her companions then added, ‘I’m so sorry, Maggie. I understand this can’t be easy for you.’

The woman only shrugged and turned away.

‘You’d better come in,’ she said, over her shoulder.

They followed her down the hall and into a snug room that looked over the fields at the back of the house and was crowded with family photographs. A tiny white-haired woman sat by the log stove, a blanket across her knees. She smiled at the visitors as they approached.

‘This is my mum, Catherine Kennedy,’ Maggie said as she shot them a warning look. It was clear she didn’t want her mother upset by the arrival of the police. ‘This is Shona, Murdo and Constable Johnstone. They’ve come to see we’re all right after the storm.’

‘Oh, that’s nice of you,’ Mrs Kennedy said brightly. ‘The power’s still off but we’re doing fine. Maggie always looks after me well.’

‘I’m sure she does.’ Shona smiled back.

‘Power’s still off,’ she repeated, ‘but we’ve bottled gas. Maggie can heat you up some soup. And we’ve rolls.’

In the face of such hospitality, Shona suddenly felt a little ashamed that they’d arrived empty handed, given the devastation Storm Francis had wrought.

‘That’s very kind o’ you, Mrs K,’ Murdo said, stepping in. ‘But we’ve just had our dinner an’ my wife says I’ve tae watch my waistline.’ He patted his stomach and grinned at her.

‘Get away. You’ve nothin’ tae worry about.’

‘I’ll tell her you said that.’

‘Don’t you be gettin’ me intae trouble.’ Mrs Kennedy giggled. ‘Maggie, make the man a cuppa. You’ll no’ say no tae a wee biscuit?’

‘It’ll be our secret.’ Murdo winked.

Mrs Kennedy turned pink with pleasure and Maggie gave him a grateful look.

‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ Shona said quietly. ‘This is an informal interview at this stage, but we’ll take a statement later. We really need your help.’

Maggie hesitated but eventually nodded. ‘We’re just going through to the kitchen, Mum,’ she said, switching on the battery radio that sat next to her and tuning to a folk music station.

‘I’ll keep you company for a bit, Mrs Kennedy,’ PC Johnstone said, sliding off his police beanie to reveal his burnished red hair. ‘Who’s your favourite singer? Is it Kenneth McKeller? My gran says there’s no one to beat him.’

The woman’s eyes lit up and Shona thought her afternoon had been made.

As soon as they reached the kitchen, the calm face Maggie had presented to her mother was utterly gone. ‘What happened? Tell me what happened to John.’

‘We found him in St Monenna’s,’ Shona said, watching the woman’s face carefully. ‘We believe he was attacked and either taken there or somehow made his own way into the cave.’

Maggie blinked at her. ‘In St Monenna’s? Why was he there? That doesn’t make any sense.’

To Shona, Maggie’s reaction seemed like genuine shock.

‘The place doesn’t mean anything to you? John never mentioned it?’

‘No. Nothing.’ Maggie’s resistance dissolved in the face of her bewilderment and grief. ‘Shona, who’d do this to him?’ She put a hand to her mouth, stifling a sob.

‘That’s what we’re trying to find out,’ Shona said, gently. ‘Can you think of anyone who could’ve harmed John?’

‘No… no.’ She shook her head as if dazed by the question.

Maggie had picked up the kettle but stood frozen in the centre of the small kitchen. Murdo came forward, eased it from her grasp and began filling it from the tap.

‘When did you last have contact with him?’ Shona said, taking Maggie’s unresisting arm and guiding her to one of the two chairs tucked on either side of an old, yellow Formica-topped table.

Maggie took a breath, forcing herself to be calm. ‘On Saturday morning. I sent him a text, he replied.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘Just the usual stuff.’ Maggie coloured. ‘Hi… How are you today? Miss you. That sort of thing.’

Shona took out her phone and opened the photos of the top and underwear recovered at Wren Cottage. She turned the screen towards Maggie. ‘I’m sorry to have to ask, but do you recognise these items of clothing?’

Maggie’s colour deepened and she shot Shona a look of fury. But then she nodded. ‘They’re mine.’

At least that ruled out the ranger playing the field and other potentially vengeful husbands.

‘Thank you,’ Shona replied, tactfully closing the image and turning the screen face down on the table.

‘When was the last time you saw John in person?’

‘He came into the bar on Friday, about one o’clock. We don’t do weekday lunches in the winter, but I make sandwiches for anyone who asks. John sometimes dropped in.’

‘Was he on his own?’

‘Aye.’

‘How did he seem? Was he worried about anything?’

‘No, he seemed fine. His usual self.’

‘Was Graham there?’

‘No, just me serving. It’s never busy. He’d gone to pick up some stuff from the cash and carry.’

‘And you didn’t see or have contact with John after Saturday morning?’

Maggie shook her head.

Murdo set two mugs of tea down on the table, then poured another two.

‘Does your mother take milk an’ sugar?’ he asked Maggie.

‘Just milk. There’s a biscuit tin on the side.’

When he’d gone through to the living room, Shona leaned closer.

‘Did Graham know about the affair?’

Maggie hesitated. ‘Maybe. He never said anything, but I’d catch him watching me sometimes and he’d ask where I was going, even if it was just to the shops, or up to Mum’s.’

‘And was your relationship with John serious?’

‘I don’t know.’ Maggie sat back, twisting her hands so that her wedding ring slid around on her finger, as if it had already worked loose. ‘Running a pub together puts a huge strain on your marriage.’

Shona thought about what it’d been like when she and Rob had the B&B together. Officially, it’d been his business, but she’d often end up serving guests and helping out. They hadn’t been in each other’s pockets the way Graham and Maggie were, but they’d frequently bickered over small things like the washing-up, or where things went in the kitchen.

‘John and I cared about each other,’ Maggie went on. ‘But I don’t know if he wanted us to get married or anything. He liked his own space and I think I was okay with that.’

Murdo had come back into the kitchen and was standing quietly at the sink, looking out over the fields and drinking his tea, but Shona knew he was taking in every word.

‘How long have you known John?’ Her tone was light, conversational; she wanted as much as she could get from Maggie about the victim before she had to ask the hard questions – did you kill him? Do you know who did? – at which point Maggie might shut down completely or tell them to get out.

‘Since not long after he arrived. He came into the pub asking about the nearest post office, and if there were any local shops.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘He was nice. Quietly spoken, but funny and kind. I guess I was a bit lonely. I do support Graham volunteering with the lifeboat, even those rare times we’ve managed to go out for dinner and there’s been a shout. But it seems like he’s either working in the pub or down at the station doing maintenance jobs.’ She glanced at Shona, worried she’d be judged. ‘Makes me sound selfish. I guess I just wanted something for myself.’

Shona only carried her pager at weekends, when she was in the village and could respond to a call, but that had been a point of contention with Rob too.

‘It’s okay. I think everyone on the crew understands the strain it can put on people’s relationships.’ She gave Maggie a reassuring smile. ‘When did you and John find time to meet up?’

‘Weekday mornings, mostly, when we could both get away.’

‘Tell me about him,’ Shona said softly. ‘Did he get on with the other rangers?’

‘He got on with everyone, as far as I know. I think he saw Nick Cairns the most. They’d both been to university. Before that John worked as a saturation diver. The money was really good, but he got fed up living in a box for weeks on end and never seeing anything green. And he wanted to do something to make the world better, not pollute it.’

‘And his family?’

‘He said he’d never been married and didn’t have any kids.’ Maggie paused, waiting for Shona to confirm she hadn’t been hoodwinked by someone with a secret wife and children.

‘We haven’t been able to find anyone except his parents in Cumbria, who’re quite elderly, and a sister. Did he ever mention them?’

‘Yeah, but not much. There’s a plant nursery – a garden centre, sort of thing – started by John’s great-grandfather. He was expected to take it over, but he wanted to travel. I think he was considered the family black sheep, so he stayed away.’

‘And he never told you about anyone threatening him?’

‘Never.’

‘What about whoever killed the golden eagle?’

Maggie’s hands went to her curls, as if she didn’t want to hear any mention of the bird, then slid back to her lap before she answered.

‘John was obsessed with finding who did it… But how was he going to do that in hundreds of square miles of moors and forest? I told him to let it go, but he wouldn’t.’ She fixed Shona with a stricken expression. ‘You think that’s what happened? This person found out John was after him and killed him? But why? It’s not like you lot would do anything if John had told you who it was.’

Shona felt the sting in the comment. ‘I’d do my best to see a case brought if there was sufficient evidence.’

If Maggie knew how high the stakes were, she might think differently, and Shona decided to explain this to her.

‘Recent changes in the law mean a maximum twelve-month jail term or a £40,000 fine, or a combination of both. If it can be shown the culprit committed multiple offences, they’d almost certainly receive a custodial sentence and have their guns confiscated. And if this was a gamekeeper or estate worker in a tied cottage, their family would lose their home and they’d never work on the land again.’

But Maggie’s doubtful expression said that while she’d warned him against his mission, she believed neither Shona nor John had any hope of tracking down the eagle killer.

‘So, you argued about this?’

‘No, not argued. I asked him to stop, but I knew he wasn’t going to.’ She sighed.

‘Do you know what John was planning to do this weekend?’

Maggie put her elbows on the table and rubbed her eyes. ‘He often went out walking, but there was so much snow, and the storm was coming… so I think he was planning to sort out some stuff in the shed, then work on a piece he was writing for a wildlife magazine.’

‘Talk me through what you did on Saturday, after you texted John,’ Shona said.

The Old Inn had been open from noon, and Maggie had been busy in the kitchen until eight p.m., with Graham behind the bar.

‘You were both there the whole time?’ Shona said. They’d be each other’s alibi, but the pub had CCTV and at this time of year the drinkers would be mostly local, so their story could be checked. The wide window for MacFarlane’s death made it harder to pin down crucial timings, but perhaps the post-mortem would help.

‘Yes, we were both working all day.’ Maggie nodded. ‘Wait… no.’

Murdo turned his gaze from the window to Maggie. Shona held her breath.

‘Graham went out just after eight to the big Tesco. He’d forgotten to fill the car with petrol and said he was worried he might get snowed in. I’d already topped up mine ’cos I was coming up to Mum’s.’

‘How long was he gone?’

‘About an hour and a half. Said there was a queue. I was a bit mad at him, if I’m honest. Said he just wanted to get out of the bar for a bit, but that left me to manage on my own after being in the kitchen all day. We had a row about it on Sunday morning, just before you arrived. It’s why I left him to it and came up here early.’

The beach would’ve been accessible to a vehicle between roughly four p.m. and ten p.m. on the Saturday night. Once it was dark, and with the coming storm, there’d be few people about.

Graham drove a six-year-old black Volvo XC90, which had been in the pub’s carpark when Shona arrived on the Sunday morning. Had he attacked John MacFarlane with the hammer at Wren Cottage, taken him to the cave and finished him off, then returned to the pub? There’d been a lot of blood at the scene. Maggie couldn’t have been with him without closing the pub, but if he’d come back and confessed what he’d done, she could’ve helped cover the murder up.

‘Maggie, is there anything you want to tell me about what happened to John?’

‘Why would I know anything?’ She looked puzzled, shaking her head. Suddenly, her eyes widened, a realisation dawning. ‘You think Graham killed John?’

‘Do you?’

‘No! You’re on the lifeboat with him, and you believe he’d do something like that?’

Maggie looked horrified, but there was doubt in her tone.

Shona edged forward in her seat. ‘I know this is hard, but I want you to think back. What was Graham’s demeanour when he came back that night? Was he upset or angry?’

‘I… I didn’t see. He went upstairs and didn’t come down until last orders.’

‘And his clothes?’ Shona was sure Maggie would hear her heart thumping from across the table.

‘He’d got wet, had to change his jeans.’ Maggie stared at Shona. ‘But that doesn’t mean—’

‘Maggie? Maggie, dear?’ Her mother’s trembling voice came from the other room.

‘I’ll go,’ Murdo said, but Maggie was already on her feet.

‘No, it’s fine. She just needs a bit of help getting to the bathroom.’

When Maggie had gone, Murdo raised his eyebrows at Shona.

‘Well, boss?’

A mix of emotions surged through Shona. There was the elation that always came with a break in the case, but also a sense of betrayal and a deep grief at Graham Finlayson’s actions. If it was true he’d killed MacFarlane in a fit of jealousy over the man’s affair with Maggie, like a pebble dropped in a pool, the ripples would go on touching Maggie, John MacFarlane’s family and the lifeboat for years to come.

There was nothing she could do now to prevent that.

PC Johnstone had appeared in the kitchen doorway next to Murdo. She looked at their expectant faces.

‘Graham Finlayson. Bring him in.’
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Chapter 17

A half-mile down the road from the cottage, Shona’s phone picked up a reliable signal and she called Jess at the CID office and updated her on what Maggie had said.

‘Murdo and I are on our way to the pub now. I need as full a team as you can get on this. I want his vehicle seized, the pub searched and any clothing recovered, particularly jeans, coats and gloves. I want all his devices – phones, laptops – and CCTV for the period from Friday lunchtime to Sunday morning. And get someone over to the big Tesco for their CCTV on Saturday night. Vinny needs to chase up any ANPR – I want to know where Graham Finlayson’s Volvo has been, starting with the previous two weeks.’

When they arrived at The Old Inn, PC Johnstone pulled up by the front door. No lights showed through the low windows. The carpark was empty of both customers’ cars and fresh tracks, so it looked like Graham hadn’t bothered opening up.

‘Lewis, go in with DS O’Halloran,’ Shona said, unclipping her seatbelt. ‘I’d like us to maintain Mr Finlayson’s co-operation at this stage, but if he doesn’t agree to come voluntarily, cuff him.’ She looked at Murdo and he nodded his confirmation that the plan was an appropriate one.

Putting a professional distance between herself and Graham was the first step in the interview process. A man was dead. It was her job to ask questions. It was nothing personal, but it might seem that way to Graham if she was the one slapping him in irons.

While the two men went inside, she stepped carefully through the snow to the back of the building. Graham’s car was there, as was the stacked wood, pretty much as they’d left it on Sunday morning.

She’d always thought of Graham Finlayson as a scrupulously honest person, rather reserved, verging on the aloof and, possibly, a bit judgemental. By comparison, their regular lifeboat helm, Shona’s friend Tommy McCall, was utterly trustworthy but pragmatic about the reasons people made poor decisions, having made a few himself in his youth. But Tommy wouldn’t have tolerated Graham on the crew, even less as a helm in charge of an operation, if he thought the man wasn’t in full control of his emotions, or potentially violent. Which all suggested that if Graham had killed the ranger, it wasn’t through some momentary loss of control. It was worse. He’d planned it. This fitted with the strange Saturday-night dash for petrol, unnecessary in Shona’s view, since Storm Francis wasn’t due to hit for another twenty-four hours. He could’ve gone to Tesco on the Sunday. More damningly, in Shona’s eyes, was the timing of this excursion. He’d know the tide times off by heart – most of the lifeboat volunteers did – so he’d have been aware precisely when it was possible to drive along the beach and deposit John MacFarlane’s body in the cave.

Shona stared at the neatly stacked logs. They already had the murder weapon but couldn’t link it directly to Graham. If they took this woodpile apart, and the pub with it, what else might they find?

She retraced her steps just as the front door of the building opened and the landlord was led out in handcuffs. As Lewis put him in the back seat of the Land Rover, Graham said nothing, only scowling at her before turning and staring straight ahead.

Murdo hoisted up the waistband of his trousers and shook his head.

‘Everything okay?’ Shona said.

‘He isnae doing’ himsel’ any favours. Thought he was gonna go for me.’

Shona was taken aback. Did Graham think he had so little to lose that he could take a swing at an officer? She’d been puzzled by Graham’s behaviour, ever since she’d arrived at the pub on Sunday morning. She’d thought it out of character, but in her heart she’d not expected this.

‘Let’s get him back to Dumfries.’ She beckoned the young constable over. ‘Lewis? I’m going to need you to stay here until DC Jamieson arrives. Don’t let anyone in the place before she gets here.’ Shona didn’t think Maggie would leave her mother, even if she could dig her car out of the snow, but she wasn’t taking any chances. This all had to be done by the book, given Shona’s past association with their suspect.

Murdo sat in the back with Graham. Shona glanced repeatedly in the mirror as she drove them back to Dumfries, hoping for some sign that Graham had come to his senses and was moderating his attitude, but there was nothing. He sat tight-lipped, staring out the side window, and merely nodded when Murdo asked if he was okay.

When they arrived at the custody suite, Shona left Murdo to book him in and went upstairs to her office. The packing case containing the painting still sat on her desk. She wasn’t looking forward to the conversation with her brother-in-law, but he was her best chance of progressing the case quickly. The more work she got through, the sooner she could see Becca.

She dialled Sandy’s mobile. The phone rang twice, then the call was declined. She repeated the exercise with the same result. She called the office number. A secretary said she’d find him but returned to say he wasn’t at the auction house and could she take a message. The secretary was jumpy, and Shona was pretty sure Sandy was in the building.

‘No problem,’ Shona said. She considered how best to hook Sandy into calling her. ‘Tell him I just need a quick word about a case.’ His curiosity would be piqued if nothing else, and he’d be likely relieved it wasn’t a social or family business call.

Murdo joined her soon afterwards and they brainstormed an interview strategy while they waited for Graham’s solicitor. Despite recovering the victim’s body, and having both the crime scene and the murder weapon, they were painfully short of hard evidence. Shona could’ve waited for forensics, but in the light of what Maggie had told her about Graham’s trip out, she daren’t risk leaving a potentially violent individual on the loose. She called her boss Clive Davies and had a brief discussion to that effect, and he had no hesitation in backing her up.

Murdo took a call from the custody suite to say the solicitor had arrived twenty minutes ago and he and Graham Finlayson were ready to proceed.

‘Let’s get on with it, then,’ Shona said to Murdo, picking up her files. There was anticipation tinged with dread at what she might learn in the next hour. A successful outcome to a murder inquiry was never a wholly happy affair, but her emotions were already more mixed than usual. As they came through the office, Vinny stood up, phone in hand.

‘No CCTV from Tesco’s filling station.’

‘What? How come?’ Shona frowned. ‘They’ve got the sheriff’s warrant. If they’re playing silly buggers, get Ravi over there and rattle their cage.’

‘Not that. Software issues. Blaming the weather.’ His look said he didn’t believe them and he could’ve fixed it in five minutes, which was probably true. ‘Pretty sure operational CCTV is an insurance requirement. System went down at six p.m., but they stayed open as a service to the community so folk could fill up. Ahead of the storm.’

Shona shook her head in frustration. ‘Find a workaround with the traffic cameras. Place him as near as you can.’

‘There’s something else,’ Vinny said.

‘Don’t tell me ours were down too?’

Vinny gave her a patronising smile. ‘No. Course not.’

‘Then what?’ she said, not bothering to disguise her irritation. It was easier when his colleague Chloe was around to act as a buffer, but she lived out in the hills and, due to the snow, they were having to manage without her.

‘Detailed call records from the suspect’s phone should arrive soon.’

‘And?’ Murdo prompted, as Shona took a deep breath, the precursor for an explosion.

‘Mr Finlayson switched his phone off at 20:06 and didn’t turn it back on until eight o’clock on Sunday morning.’

‘You’re sure?’ Graham would’ve been on call for the lifeboat.

‘Obviously,’ Vinny said. Then, finally alerted by something in Shona’s expression, he added, ‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Who turns their phone off these days?’ Shona asked Murdo as they hurried downstairs.

‘I put mine ontae silent in church, but naebody I ken turns it off.’

‘Me neither. Unless they’ve something to hide.’
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Chapter 18

In the interview room, Graham sat examining his hands. He’d opted for the duty solicitor, a young, thin-faced man wearing a blue lambswool jersey under his grey suit, who Shona already knew, and who nodded a greeting as she sat down. Murdo set the tape running and identified those present.

‘What can you tell me about the death of John MacFarlane?’ Shona said.

It was only then that Graham looked up at her. At that moment she was sure he’d go ‘no comment’, but he just shrugged.

‘Nothing. I can’t tell you anything.’

‘When did you last see John MacFarlane?’

‘Like I told you when you came into the pub on Monday, I don’t know the guy.’

‘But you knew about his affair with Maggie, didn’t you?’

Graham stiffened, the blood rushing to his cheeks as he closed his mouth in a firm line.

‘How long have you known?’ Shona pressed on.

For a moment, Graham stared at the table in front of him. ‘Couple of weeks,’ he muttered.

More recent than Shona was expecting. By Maggie’s admission, she’d been seeing John MacFarlane for nearly two years. She’d claimed never to have discussed the affair with her husband, but if he’d worked out how long it’d been going on for, then the betrayal must have seemed even greater.

‘On Saturday night you left The Old Inn around eight o’clock, saying you were going to get petrol. You were away for around ninety minutes and when you reappeared in the bar, you’d changed your clothes.’ She paused. ‘Now, it only takes fifteen minutes to reach the filling station. What were you doing for all that time?’

‘I needed a break from the bar. I just sat in the car, thinking and listening to the radio.’

‘What was on?’

‘Dunno. Some classical stuff. Is that when you think the guy was killed?’

He couldn’t even bring himself to say MacFarlane’s name. Shona ignored the question.

‘Why change your clothes?’

‘I’d splashed petrol on my jeans, and they were wet from the rain.’

‘And why did you turn your phone off? Is it because you knew we could track your movements?’

‘I didn’t want anyone calling me. I needed a break.’

‘It was off for over twelve hours.’

‘I forgot to turn it back on.’

‘You were on call for the lifeboat,’ Shona shot back, not bothering to hide her accusing tone. With Tommy away, they were dependant on Graham responding to coastguard taskings on the app.

‘I still had my pager,’ he countered.

It was true she carried both when on call, but that was out of long habit, and most of the others didn’t.

‘Tell me about the hammer found in your carpark.’

Her recollection of what he’d said when she’d found it was annoyingly hazy, overlaid as it was by their pagers sounding moments later and the resultant adrenaline of the kitesurfer’s rescue. She thought he hadn’t reacted much; she did remember that he’d tried to take it from her, passing off the bloodstains as probably paint.

‘I don’t know anything about it. You picking it up from the delivered logs was the first time I’d seen it.’

‘When I visited The Old Inn to ask about that hammer and the possibility that the man who’d delivered the wood had dropped it, you told me your wife couldn’t answer my questions because she was asleep upstairs when, in fact, she was twenty miles away at her mother’s house. You lied to me then, why should I believe you now?’

‘It’s not the same,’ he said, jabbing a finger on the table hard enough to make his solicitor frown. ‘I didn’t know the guy. He came into the pub sometimes, but so do a lot of folk. Yeah, I’d just found out what was going on and of course I was angry and upset. I hadn’t confronted Maggie because I was trying to decide what to do, how to talk about it without her walking out on me. I can’t run that place by myself – Maggie is the licensee.’

Shona hadn’t realised this, but if anything, it just reinforced his motive.

‘So, it was a business decision?’ Shona said.

He looked at her uncomprehending.

‘You took a business decision to remove a rival for your wife’s affections?’ she said, driving her point home.

At that he shook his head, sat back and folded his arms. She could see the effort it was costing him to stay in control by the muscles in his jaw working under the skin.

‘Graham, I believe you had the means and the knowledge to carry out this attack. You had a motive in the shape of the victim’s affair with your wife, and you’ve no alibi for the crucial time period when John MacFarlane ended up in that cave. What happened? Did you go up to Wren Cottage to ask him to leave her alone? Did it become a scuffle and you lashed out, then panicked and tried to dispose of his body? Because if that’s what happened, Graham, now is the time to tell us. Let me help you. This isn’t going to go away.’

She never failed to be surprised by how many otherwise intelligent people thought the police would eventually get bored and forget about everything, if they just kept their mouths shut.

He put his elbows on the table, staring hard at her.

‘I didn’t kill him, Shona. I’ve never even been up to his place.’

‘But you knew where he lived?’

‘Everyone knows where the ranger’s cottage is.’ Graham’s voice was rising again.

His solicitor leaned forward and raised a hand to silence his client.

‘DI Oliver, you’ve put your questions to Mr MacFarlane and he’s answered them. But beyond this circumstantial speculation, you haven’t presented any evidence linking him to this crime. I’d like some time to consult with my client about how he wishes to proceed.’

Shona nodded to Murdo, who paused the recording. They both left the room to pace the corridor outside. Ten minutes later, they were back.

The solicitor had his laptop open in front of him. ‘My client won’t be answering any further questions, but has asked me to read a statement.’

It was a rehash of what Graham had just said: a categorical denial that he was involved in the death of John MacFarlane or could offer the inquiry any useful information that might lead to the apprehension of whoever was responsible. Mr Finlayson was a lifeboat volunteer, who’d put his youthful mistakes behind him and was now a respected member of the community.

That was a nice touch, pre-empting any questions about his previous character and the short temper that had seen him up for breaches of the peace before the sheriff in Shetland.

In hindsight, it was as much as she could have wished for. If he’d gone no comment, they wouldn’t have his account against which they could test the forensic evidence from his clothing, his movements and his assertions that he’d never been to the cottage or had contact with the dead man.

Shona closed her file and pushed back her chair. ‘Thank you.’

‘So, can I advise my client that you’ll be releasing him immediately?’

Graham had answered her questions and provided a statement, but he hadn’t, in her view, met even the bare minimum for gold-standard co-operation. He’d been evasive and churlish, and she had no sense he was willing to aid her enquiries. Since they’d been friends, she considered this an even greater betrayal and felt it was further indication of his guilt.

‘Oh no,’ Shona said. ‘On the contrary. I’m not satisfied at this point that your client doesn’t have a case to answer. He’ll remain in custody for the next twelve hours, pending the results of a forensic search of Mr Finlayson’s property. Should enquiries not be complete in that time, I’ll be authorising his detention for a further twelve hours. You should advise your client to make himself comfortable.’



Shona left Vinny and the team searching for anything that could place Graham at the key locations for John MacFarlane’s murder. Even though she’d an early start in the morning for the post-mortem in Glasgow tomorrow, she’d rather have stayed in the office, driving them on. But she needed to be at High Pines. Her regular Wednesday night call with Rob in Brixton Prison was booked for eight p.m. and, though she’d come to regard it as a chore, she didn’t feel it was fair not to be there when he rang.

The heavy snow that had fallen two nights earlier still lay in deep banks around the house. When she pulled into the parking area, the branches of the fallen tree loomed like grasping arms in the darkness as her headlights swept across them. When she got out of the car, she found the wind had dropped away and in the sudden silence she could hear the waves on the beach below. The scent of woodsmoke from neighbouring chimneys hung sharp in the air. Wrapping her coat more tightly around her, she was tempted to linger, to take a moment for herself. But she knew Rob would call soon and she needed to get her own fire going.

‘And Becca’s okay?’ Rob said, when she told him what had happened to Jack.

‘I’m seeing her tomorrow. She’s upset but not hurt.’

‘What about High Pines? I saw there was a storm.’

She told him about the tree coming down in the garden.

‘Fucksake. Has it done much damage? Are you cancelling bookings? You’ll need to get up and running again as a priority. Margins are tight at this time of year, with fuel costs.’

Don’t bother asking if I’m okay, will you. ‘It’s fine. I’ll sort it. Tell me what you’ve been up to.’

He spoke about some projects he’d been involved with and the plans he had for others, and listed his usual complaints about the poor organisation of the prison. Their time was almost up.

‘I’m going to talk to Sandy in a minute,’ Rob said.

‘Oh,’ said Shona, surprised. It was no secret that Sandy had been a rare caller and an even more infrequent visitor. Rob insisted they were still close in the face of what Shona deemed overwhelming evidence to the contrary. ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’

‘Probably wants some free financial advice,’ Rob joked, but Shona could tell he was pleased his big brother had got in touch.

‘I need Sandy’s advice, actually,’ Shona began. ‘I called him, but I guess he’s been busy and it slipped his mind.’ She outlined the story of the found painting that no one had claimed.

‘Sandy knows the local art market,’ Rob replied, eager to claim kudos for the family auctioneers.

‘Could you maybe ask him to call me?’ Shona said.

There was a beat of silence, then Rob said, ‘Aye, sure.’ There was another pause. ‘Are you still coming down for a visit?’

‘I’ll try. There’s Becca, and I’ve a murder and a missing person case on at the moment. You might’ve seen it on the news?’

‘I don’t get the local news here.’

She was pretty sure he did. And MacFarlane’s murder and Max Blake’s disappearance had both made the national media.

‘I’ll try,’ she repeated.

‘Well, if you’re too busy, Sandy can have your visitor’s pass.’

The line went dead. Their time was up and Shona was left wondering why she even bothered.
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Chapter 19

Shona got on the road to Glasgow early the next morning. The forensic pathologist Professor Sue Kitchen was booked for ten a.m. at Queen Elizabeth University Hospital on the city’s south side. Shona intended to visit her daughter at home first, for an update on Jack’s condition, and to see how she was coping. Becca wasn’t allowed in intensive care and there was no need for her to go to the hospital, but if she insisted, Shona could take her.

Sue Kitchen was a former épée champion – speed with blades in and out of the post-mortem suite had earned the professor the nickname ‘Slasher Sue’. She had cherished a hope that, since Becca had inherited her father’s height and broad shoulders, she’d join Glasgow University Fencing Club. She’d failed to persuade Becca on fencing, but had succeeded, much to Shona’s surprise, in signing her up for the rowing club.

In the pre-dawn light, Shona glimpsed the white giants of the Lowther and Moffat Hills slipping past, the snow lending them a disorientating uniformity. Only the transition from the local Dumfries radio station to Clyde 1 confirmed she was heading north.

The former was still broadcasting her appeal for information about the poet Max Blake. The longer he was missing, the more a niggling possibility was growing in Shona’s mind that his disappearance was somehow linked to John MacFarlane’s murder. What if Max Blake had stumbled across Graham Finlayson on the beach that night and become his second victim? It made sense, due to the proximity of their disappearances, but her heart still rebelled at the idea. Graham might have lashed out in anger at MacFarlane, then attempted to cover up his crime. But the idea he’d also murdered an innocent bystander was too shocking to contemplate. The point at which they’d need to move from concerned enquiries over Blake’s whereabouts to a full-scale manhunt was fast approaching, but it made sense to get answers over one murder before she went looking for a second. Hopefully, the post-mortem, and the fast-tracked forensics from The Old Inn that she’d been promised for today, would supply some.

The morning traffic was coming to the boil as Shona pulled off Dumbarton Road in the city’s West End and into a cul-de-sac of blonde sandstone tenements. Becca was at the door of the three-bed, top-floor flat that she and Jack shared with another girl from Galloway. Shona thought her daughter looked thinner, though there was no denying the new muscle around her shoulders. She was just relieved her daughter was making friends and that Sue was around at the rowing club to keep an eye on her.

It was only then that it struck her. The professor should’ve been the obvious choice to call when Jack was attacked. The university’s pathology department held the contract for post-mortems with Police Scotland. Her authoritative, six-foot figure would’ve cut a literal swathe through any obstacles with both the hospital and the cops. Why hadn’t she called Sue? Though the Madonna was seventy-five miles away, locked in a cupboard in her office, Shona felt her piercing look. I panicked, okay? she thought irritably. You’re just paint. Stop questioning me.

As Becca came forward to hug her mother, Shona saw the dark circles under her eyes, and her concern for her daughter’s well-being eclipsed everything else.

‘What were you thinking, tackling a guy with a knife?’ she scolded, once they were inside.

‘You’d have done the same,’ Becca shot back. She might have her father’s build but for Shona, it was like looking at an earlier version of herself – the heart-shaped face, dark brown eyes, the long curls and the defiant look – and she winced at the ring of truth.

‘I just did what Ric and Ben showed me,’ Becca continued. The two bodyguards had stayed at High Pines in order to protect James when a stalker got too close during the filming of the Robert Burns biopic. At the time, she’d been happy for them to keep a close eye on Becca, since she believed she might also become a target. Both men were ex-special forces and now she wondered if their easy expertise had given her daughter false confidence.

‘They’d have said the same thing as me – de-escalate and keep out of range,’ Shona said, more harshly than she intended. ‘Promise me that’s what you’ll do if you ever find yourself in that situation again, though I hope to God you don’t.’

Becca looked rebellious, then her lip trembled. ‘Oh, Mum, it was horrible,’ she said, and dissolved into tears.

Shona leaped forward and hugged her, fighting tears of her own.

‘I didn’t realise Jack had been stabbed…’ Becca began, her voice muffled against her mother’s shoulder, ‘till the boy was on the ground and I saw the knife in his hand. I wasn’t being brave. It was just instinct I stepped on his wrist. He was just a wee kid.’

‘A wee kid that could’ve killed you both,’ she replied, gripping her tightly. There’d been times before – Becca deliberately knocked from her bike in a hit-and-run, both of them caught up in a hostage situation at the lifeboat station – when Shona had believed she might lose her only child, her only blood relative in the world. She’d drilled into her daughter the importance of personal safety and good home security. But the mugger wasn’t anyone Becca knew. This was fickle fate, a prospect so terrifying that Shona felt her heart rate climbing even in the safety of the sunny kitchen.

Becca made tea and they sat at the table. The other flatmate, Emily from Newton Stewart, had gone out to get some shopping.

‘Is there any news about Jack?’ she said, in a bid to distract herself from the lingering images of her daughter lifeless on a pavement.

Becca shook her head. She wiped her eyes and gave a shaky laugh. ‘Stabbed seven times. Might change his mind about working in youth justice.’

As a law student, Jack was following in his father’s footsteps. Roddy Rutherford likely intended his son would take over the busy and profitable solicitor’s practice he’d built up in Galloway, so would probably have had something to say about that plan.

‘Is that what he wants to do?’ Shona said gently, careful not to drop into the past tense and emphasise the uncertain future that lay ahead.

Becca nodded. ‘Better outcomes for kids who end up in the system.’

‘That’s a very laudable aim.’

‘It is,’ Becca said quietly. She gave a shy smile. ‘He’s pretty cool.’

Shona had only met Jack Rutherford a few times. He was Becca’s height, with dark wavy hair and a polite manner. He wasn’t part of the rowing club, preferring hockey. She hadn’t observed any noticeable spark between them. Jack had obviously been pleased to see Becca when he’d picked her up from High Pines on his way back to Glasgow after the Christmas break. But Emily had also been in Jack’s car. Shona had assumed – erroneously, it now appeared – that it was Jack and Emily who were romantically involved.

‘So, you and Jack…’ Shona began.

‘We’re just friends, Mum.’

‘And Emily?’

‘We’re all friends. I don’t know why you older people want to put labels on everything.’

‘Less of the older, young lady,’ Shona quipped in an attempt to lighten the mood. ‘I’m only asking ’cos when Jack comes out of intensive care, the hospital will restrict access to close contacts only, and if Jack has a girlfriend…’

‘Roddy has said I can see him as soon as he’s awake.’

This was an answer of sorts to Shona’s question. Roddy Rutherford considered his son’s relationship with Becca close enough to warrant priority. But establishing this only heightened Shona’s anxiety over how her daughter would cope with what was ahead.

Becca must’ve read something in her mother’s expression. ‘You’ve seen stab victims. Jack’s not going to get better quickly, is he?’

‘You’d be surprised.’ Shona gave her an encouraging smile. ‘But I think you need to prepare yourself. His recovery might be very slow.’

‘Like James, you mean?’

Shona was momentarily blindsided by the comparison, but then it made perfect sense. Becca had been in contact with James in LA on the joint project to update High Pines and perhaps witnessed more of his eight months of physical rehab than Shona had appreciated.

‘Yes, darlin’.’ James’s outcome had been positive. While Jack’s life hung in the balance, it seemed wise to focus on a similar trajectory for the student.

Becca nodded. ‘What about the kid who did it? I’ll be the main witness, won’t I?’

‘Don’t worry about that now. It’ll be a while before it comes to court.’

The age of criminal responsibility in Scotland was twelve years old, but most cases under the age of sixteen were dealt with at children’s hearings or with a warning. This was far too serious for those options, and the pre-trial report gathering would be extensive.

‘And you’ll have lots of support,’ Shona reassured her.

‘I’ve already been offered a counsellor.’ Becca got up and gathered the mugs, depositing them in the sink. ‘A woman came to see me when I gave my statement.’ She turned on the taps and began washing up. ‘I remember Jack talking about the power of restorative justice. Victims meeting their attackers. Something about young people understanding the severity of their actions and helping the victim find closure.’ She turned and gave her mother a pleading look. ‘I won’t have to meet the kid who stabbed Jack, will I?’

‘God, no.’ Shona was on her feet in an instant and pulled Becca once again into a fierce hug. ‘But I do think counselling would be a good idea. You’ve been through a terrible experience.’

‘No.’ Becca pulled away. ‘I’ve done it before. I don’t need it.’

‘But this is different,’ Shona reasoned. They’d both undergone post-trauma counselling after being held hostage, and she was convinced it would help her again this time.

‘I’m not the one who was stabbed.’

‘By luck more than judgement.’

Becca’s eyes widened in appalled disbelief and Shona knew she’d gone too far. De-escalate and keep a safe distance. She should heed her own advice.

‘Look, all I’m saying, darlin’, is take any help that’s offered. Jack is going to require your support and you need to be in the best shape, physically and mentally, to give it. Any trauma counsellor will take into account your past experience. And if Jack’s as knowledgeable about youth justice as you say, he’d want you to do it.’

Becca folded her arms and regarded her mother with suspicion. But then the fight seemed to go out of her. She slumped back against the sink. ‘I’ll think about it.’

Shona had been trying not to look at the kitchen clock. The minutes until she’d have to leave had sped by.

‘I’m sorry. I’ve to go. You could come with me, but I think you should rest while you can.’ She wanted Becca to have the appearance of choice, but was prepared to argue for her to remain at the flat. ‘How about I talk to Roddy if he’s at the hospital—’

‘He will be,’ Becca interrupted. ‘He never leaves.’

‘Right, so I’ll get you the latest and call you? Spend some time here with Emily. She must be upset too.’

To Shona’s relief, Becca accepted the proposal, and, after another hug, she left the flat and headed south of the Clyde.



Shona was walking through the main foyer of Queen Elizabeth University Hospital when she remembered her promise of coffee to Simon Wallace. There was a chance he’d check in with Roddy Rutherford or hear from Becca that she’d been in town. She didn’t want him to think she was ungrateful for his help, or that she was avoiding him.

She composed a message, deleted it. Composed another and deleted that too. Then she started typing once more.


In Glasgow for PM. Sorry, can’t do coffee. Next time.



She pressed send before she could change her mind again.

Her phone rang immediately and his name was displayed on the screen.

She hesitated, then answered.

‘Standing me up for a dead man, then?’

‘Technically, we didn’t make firm plans, so I’m not standing anyone up.’

‘Tell that to the judge, DI Oliver. I may require reparation. Coffee just became lunch.’

She could hear the good-natured amusement in his voice and found she didn’t object to this additional call on her time. No big deal. It’d be mostly shop talk.

‘Where are you, anyway?’ she said. He had a flat not far from Becca’s and the MOD offices were in the city centre. A quick lunch might just be possible. He was a cop too, so he’d understand she couldn’t hang about with an active case.

‘It’s a secret,’ he teased. ‘But I can trust you. I’m at Fort George. New recruits’ induction day.’

‘Sounds fun,’ she replied, striving to keep the disappointment out of her voice. Inverness was at least a three-hour drive north.

‘It’s minus three, barely light and I’ve half a dozen twenty-year-olds for company, so yes, happy days.’

She laughed. ‘I’d better go.’

‘Yes, duty calls. You have fun too. Ring me when you’ve time.’

And just like that, Shona felt something shift between them. They were no longer merely colleagues, but friends. Just friends, she told herself as she searched out the signs for pathology with more spring in her step than the destination and the freezing winter day warranted.
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Chapter 20

When Shona arrived at the pathology suite, she changed into scrubs before heading to the anteroom of the dissection lab. Professor Kitchen took her by the shoulders. It was like being seized by a bear. Shona felt the woman’s imposing physicality through the heft of her hands alone. When they’d first met, googling produced coverage of the pathologist taking Commonwealth Silver in the Women’s Épée, so Shona knew that power could be matched by speed.

‘You okay?’ Sue said, her grey eyes sharp behind her glasses.

It was half-question, half-statement, and Shona’s spirits lifted further, as though her friend was pouring some of her own strength into her. She smiled and patted one of the gloved paws on her shoulder.

‘You heard about Becca and what happened to her flatmate, Jack, then?’

‘I did. But Becca – cool headed. Brave. If I could put a sabre in that lassie’s hand, she’d be national champion in a year.’

‘Please, no. Becca armed is too much for me to contemplate. I think she got a fright, though. Said she didn’t see the knife until it was nearly over. It’s lucky neither of them died at the scene.’

‘Let’s hope her friend is out of danger soon.’ She patted Shona before letting her hands drop. ‘Someone who wasn’t so lucky was your victim. D’you want to have a look?’

Shona always dreaded the first sight of the body. Despite having been present when MacFarlane was recovered from the cave, the view of the dissecting table was like the final, official confirmation that the victim was really dead. Other officers had told her they experienced this too. She doubted it was something she could explain to Sue, or any of her colleges at the University of Glasgow’s Department of Forensic Medicine and Science, who each performed over three hundred of these procedures for Police Scotland every year, and had never experienced any hope the victim would be found alive.

They pushed through the swing doors. A young man was opening a fresh pack of surgical instruments on the worktop. He was a new face to Shona. There was no sign of the professor’s regular mortuary assistant, the tattooed and multiply pierced Ciara Newburgh, whose thrilling level of self-expression and ever-changing hair colour Shona found fascinating.

‘No Ciara?’ Shona said, trying not to sound disappointed.

‘On holiday,’ Sue replied. ‘This is one of my students, Barnaby Bruce. Barnie, this is Becca’s mum, DI Oliver.’

‘Pleased to meet you.’ He smiled and held up his gloved hands to indicate he wouldn’t shake. He had sandy hair and a ruddy complexion, and it was obvious by his stature that he was also a recruit to the rowing club. Shona couldn’t help being amused that her status as Becca’s mum now trumped that of SIO on their autopsy case, at least in the dissection room. She took a deep breath and turned to look at the table.

At first sight, John MacFarlane appeared much as he had when she’d seen him in the cave. But as she approached, the harsh lighting revealed the damage to the back of his head as a stark, ugly mass distorting the curve of his skull.

Sue, with her reputation for speed as well as experience, immediately pulled back the sheet and began circling the body. His clothes had been sent over to the police forensic lab at Gartcosh. The marbling of his skin was more advanced, despite the chill of the cave and subsequent refrigeration, and was evident in the intermittent streaks of green and black beneath the surface.

‘This is the body of John Brian MacFarlane, a well-nourished, adult male with good musculature,’ Sue announced for the recording that Barnie had set running. She paused and examined his right hand, turning the palm outwards. ‘Evidence of manual labour.’ She looked to Shona for confirmation.

‘He worked as a ranger at Dalgeddie Forest. Before that, he was a saturation diver.’

‘Interesting,’ Sue said, and went on with her assessment. ‘There are no visible signs of disease.’ Pulling back his lips, she added, ‘And the deceased had access to dental care. Signs of trauma on his front are limited to minor injuries to his hands perimortem. Barnie, help me turn him over.’

When they’d completed the manoeuvre, Sue continued. ‘Principal injury is to the rear of the skull: blunt-force trauma causing lacerations, abrasions and a depressed skull fracture with the likelihood of an underlying traumatic brain injury. Radiographs please, Barnie.’

Her assistant put the digital X-rays he’d taken on the large wall-mounted screen and Sue beckoned Shona closer.

‘The blow was clearly to the occipital bone, low at the rear of the skull. It was hard enough to cause the depression, and the resultant force travelled along the lambdoid suture, prompting additional secondary small fractures.’

‘Is that what killed him?’ Shona peered at the screen.

Sue held up a finger. ‘We’re only at the halfway point, but this is the most significant visible injury. I’m not seeing much in the way of defence wounds, so if he wasn’t rendered unconscious by this, he wouldn’t be far off.’

To Shona, this was the final nail in the coffin for the theory that MacFarlane had made it to the cave under his own steam. She was glad. The thought of him seriously injured, staggering thigh deep through snow over the eight miles to the cave, wasn’t one she wanted to contemplate.

She watched as the professor completed her external assessment, pointing out areas of interest for Barnie to photograph.

When he’d finished, she said, ‘Right. Let’s open him up.’

Twenty minutes later, the internal organs had been removed, examined and weighed – a process Shona was always glad to see completed and out of the way.

Sue leaned back on the countertop. ‘You were there when he was found? Tell me about the crime scene.’

Shona described the body’s position, on his back, at the rear of the cave.

‘St Monenna’s is a pilgrimage site, and there was lots of debris present that had been brought in by the storm and by previous visitors.’

‘Could the victim have been washed in or was he placed there, d’you think?’

‘I’d say he was placed.’

‘I’d agree. There’s none of the extensive soft tissue damage to the body you’d expect from rocks.’

‘It’s an odd, creepy kind of place, covered in carved crosses.’ Shona glossed over Murdo’s origin story of St Monenna and her bees, which seemed ridiculously superstitious in this clinical setting. ‘For centuries, the particular area of the cave where the victim was found served as a church, so it’s reliably above the highest spring tides, even with a storm surge. There’s a freshwater pool at the back, a kind of holy well.’

‘Is there, now?’ Sue’s eyebrows shot up. ‘And the victim’s clothing was wet when you found him?’

‘Yes, but he’d likely been there for a few days. Whole place was dripping. The forensics officer thought he’d died in the cave. Would you agree with that?’

Sue rocked her head from side to side. ‘It’s likely. I can’t give you a precise time of death, but rigor had passed when he was found. So even allowing for the low temperatures, I’d say he died there, or very shortly before he was brought in.’

‘And cause of death was the head injury?’

‘No.’

Shona stared. ‘His heart gave out?’

‘Well, obviously his heart stopped. Brain activity aside, it’s the general definition of death.’

Shona felt like a particularly dim student. From the corner of her eye, she saw Barnie smirk and guessed he’d been on the receiving end of such barbs before.

‘So, if it wasn’t the hammer blow that killed him, what did?’

Sue crooked her finger, and Shona followed. The recently removed heart sat in one shallow tray, and the lungs in a second on top of a set of weighing scales.

‘You’re right about his heart,’ Sue said, and Shona felt slightly mollified. ‘There are signs of endothelial disfunction – that’s damage to the cells that line his blood vessels, a classic indication that someone has been a saturation diver. There’s also evidence of wear on his joints – ribs, neck – due to compression arthralgia from the high rates of ambient pressure during descent. It would have given him pain and ultimately shortened his career.’

‘But those wouldn’t have killed him,’ Shona offered, cautiously. ‘So, what did?’

‘The lungs, Shona. Look at the lungs.’

After the initial glimpse of the body, Shona’s least favourite part of the process was the internal assessment and the removal of organs. This long after death, despite the chilling in both the cave and the pathology lab, there was a noticeable whiff of decomposition, and she wasn’t keen to get any closer to the specimens.

‘Look,’ Sue said, pointing to the weight showing on the scales, her tone verging on the exasperated. ‘Much heavier than they should be.’ She took a probe and teased back the surface of the lungs, revealing the small air sacks within. ‘Alveolar oedema?’

Shona peered uncertainly at the specimen. Suddenly, it came to her, and she kicked herself for not picking up on Sue’s clues immediately. As a lifeboat volunteer, it should have been obvious.

Sue smiled, gratified at Shona’s expression of understanding.

‘That’s right,’ she said with satisfaction. ‘It wasn’t the hammer blow that killed him. John MacFarlane drowned.’
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Chapter 21

Shona only had time for the briefest chat with Roddy Rutherford. Jack’s condition was unchanged. She apologised profusely that she couldn’t stay longer, but he only blinked at her, as if his only measure of time now was the steady pulse of his son’s life-support machine. Shona updated Becca from the carpark, assuring her that no news was good news, a platitude which her daughter thankfully accepted.

As Shona retraced her route south to Dumfries, she was aware that the custody clock on Graham Finlayson was running out like a punctured hourglass. She made repeated calls to forensics but only received promises that the updates would come as soon as was humanly possible, and that wasn’t fast enough. Past the halfway point of her journey, evidence of Storm Francis’s destructive powers became visible once more and she was forced to cut her speed. The nearside lane of the motorway was closed, as road crews worked on the felled forestry, stumps of snapped trees sticking out from the verges like broken teeth.

As she’d left the post-mortem, she’d asked Sue if there was anything that might indicate who was responsible for John MacFarlane’s death. The pathologist had raised an ironic eyebrow – she could tell her how he’d been killed, but catching the killer was Shona’s job. She would run toxicology and other tests in the hope of giving her more information, though. Now, stuck behind a lorry labouring up a steep incline, Shona felt the pressure to find answers increase with every passing minute and mile.

She revisited the basic question she’d asked herself before Graham Finlayson’s arrest – did she believe he was capable of overpowering John MacFarlane? Both men were tall and physically fit. It would’ve been difficult, but she now knew the hammer blow likely knocked the victim unconscious. Graham had the weight advantage, and lifeboat experience and training in handling casualties in tricky conditions. A complex cocktail of emotions surged up, leaving her both angry and bereft. She clung to the one small flicker of hope that there was a plausible explanation for Graham’s evasive behaviour, and a more likely suspect, if only she could find them.



When Shona finally arrived at Cornwall Mount, heads lifted expectantly as she swept through the busy CID room and into her office, calling for her sergeant to follow.

‘Slasher Sue give you anything?’ Murdo asked, as she was rifling through her handbag.

‘Oh, yes,’ Shona replied with emphasis.

‘Want me tae get the troops thegether?’

‘Please.’ She checked the wall clock. Less than an hour before they had to charge or release Graham. ‘And coffee. Send someone out for the good stuff.’ She thrust a twenty-pound note into Murdo’s hand and shooed him out the door.

Ten minutes later, carrying a triple-shot Americano, Shona greeted her assembled staff, who’d hurriedly pulled chairs up into a semicircle. She perched on the table by the whiteboard where Murdo stood, holding a marker pen.

When she revealed that the cause of death was drowning, and that Sue had found finger marks indicating MacFarlane had likely been held under the water, there was a collective gasp.

‘Why would Graham Finlayson drown him?’ Ravi said. ‘Even if he gets to the cave, finds his guy is still alive but he’s dropped the hammer somewhere, there’s plenty of big rocks to finish him off with.’

‘Everything was frozen,’ Murdo offered. ‘If you really wanted tae drown someone you’d need tae find a burn or something like the holy well.’

The thought that her lifeboat colleague, who would’ve witnessed the full horror of drownings, might go out of his way to dispatch his rival like this made Shona’s stomach turn over.

‘Perhaps he was torturing him?’ Jess suggested.

‘Why not just do that at Wren Cottage?’ Ravi said, turning to give her a withering look.

‘Might be disturbed by one of the other rangers, or even Maggie Finlayson if she guessed where her husband had gone when he did his disappearing act from the pub. And he’d leave evidence, no matter how careful he was.’

‘But why torture him?’ Ravi said, beginning to shift uncomfortably under Jess’s cool gaze.

She shrugged. ‘He wanted him to suffer, or to say he was sorry. Or beg for his life. Or perhaps he wanted information?’

‘What sort of information?’ Ravi said. ‘I mean, it’s no’ like MacFarlane was a frail elderly person who he could torture to give up his PIN number or the combination of his safe, is it? Even if he wanted details about the affair, there’s a big shed full of power tools that’d do the job.’

‘That’s the thing about murdering your rival,’ Jess said, her unblinking gaze on Ravi. ‘You get to choose the method. Perhaps the drowning made him feel in control.’

Ravi was staring at Jess with a furrowed brow, as if searching for any alarming subtext. Shona saw Jess’s mind had hit on a similar rationale as hers and gave an involuntary shudder.

‘What are our thoughts on this?’ Shona opened the topic to the floor. ‘Vinny? Hannah? Anything like that come up?’ She could ask Maggie if she thought the drowning aspect was significant, but she wasn’t keen to go into the distressing details unless there was no alternative.

There was a shaking of heads all round.

Shona’s phone rang. Forensics. She jumped up from her perch by the whiteboard and walked quickly to her office, closing the door behind her.

‘Shona.’ Colin Boyd’s voice was even but she felt her mood drop. The wall clock told her she had thirty minutes. In the custody suite, the duty solicitor would be pacing and looking at his own watch.

‘Getting close to the wire here, Colin, so headline stuff. Do any of the forensics link Graham Finlayson to the crime?’ she said, desperate to end the agony, even if the news was bad.

‘There’s no trace of the victim in his car, or the pub, or on the clothes we bagged.’

Shit.

‘Nothing at all?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What about the crime scene at Wren Cottage?’

‘Same.’

Shit, shit, shit.

‘So, it wasn’t him?’

‘Oh, I’m not saying that. He didn’t enter Wren Cottage. He could have had access to a vehicle that we don’t know about. It’s possible he washed himself in the holy well, changed and disposed of his clothes before coming back to the pub. We’re still going through the stuff we bagged in the cave but it’s not the most pristine of crime scenes, and if we get a DNA hit it’ll be second division stuff. The defence will argue it’s not linked to the murder and was carried in, or blew in or was washed in. I’m sorry I can’t give you better news.’

Shona sank into her chair. Outside, she could see the animated movements of others still gathered round the whiteboard as they tried to fit together what they had into something that would stick.

‘Thanks for calling me anyway, Colin. I’m happy to hear updates if anything changes.’

She stood up, straightened her shoulders and pushed back her hair.

‘Right, folks,’ she said as she rejoined the others. ‘Forensics can’t give us anything, so we’ll need to work with what we’ve got.’ She saw the disappointment and ploughed on before it could take root. They had literally minutes to come up with something to give the fiscal. ‘Ravi? The Barrock Point door-to-door? Anything?’

‘Nobody reported seeing or hearing a strange vehicle, but it was pretty noisy with the wind all weekend, and most folks were hunkered down. The houses nearest the beach access have home CCTV, but it points into their drives, so not a useful angle for us. They all seemed more concerned about the poet Max Blake. I had to keep telling them it wasn’t him who’d been killed.’

‘The best way to end that confusion is to charge Graham Finlayson for MacFarlane’s murder and hope the press get their story straight,’ she snapped.

‘I know. It’s only ’cos he’s been staying there, doing stuff in the school. I mean, that’s what’s foremost in their minds. They’re taking the fact he’s still missing personally and have been going through their sheds and thinking back to last weekend, so I’m betting if anyone did see something unusual, they’d be saying so.’

Shona held up her hand, acknowledging Ravi’s point. ‘You’re right. Sorry.’

‘No worries, boss. Knowing the guy is tough for you.’

From anyone else, that would have been overstepping the mark, but from a fellow Glaswegian it was a simple statement of fact, and no shortcoming on her part was implied.

‘And if you hadn’t picked up that hammer,’ Ravi went on, ‘we’d have no one in custody.’

It all came back to the hammer. It was true Graham had means, motive and opportunity, but the only evidential link between MacFarlane’s death and Finlayson was that the hammer had been found in the woodpile at the pub.

Shona tapped the whiteboard. ‘Which brings us back to our as-yet-unidentified tree rustler in the black pick-up.’

‘He hasn’t come forward yet. This fella could be a witness and no’ know it,’ Murdo said.

‘Exactly,’ Shona said. ‘In the absence of forensics, he’s our priority. We’ll list him as a yet-untraced witness. Vinny, how many potential vehicles are on the list?’

‘There are 235.’

‘Well, get that number down as far as you can,’ she said, trying not to wince at the size of the task. She glanced at the wall clock. ‘We’ll just have to hope the fiscal sees the need to charge Finlayson and get him in custody to stop him destroying any evidence we haven’t recovered yet.’

‘Your man still has the best motive,’ Jess said. ‘As you say, boss, he knows that location, when and how to access St Monenna’s, and his alibi is weak. He’s been clever, covered his tracks, but it needed planning. I bet if we go back further, a month or so, plot his movements, we’ll find he’s been scoping out both John MacFarlane and that cave.’

‘Absolutely,’ Shona said, with more confidence than she felt. Much as she was conflicted about Finlayson as a fellow volunteer, the stark truth was they had nobody else in the frame for the ranger’s death, and little prospect of adding to that list. ‘Everyone, send me what you have.’

As the last minutes of the custody clock ticked down, Shona was back from her call to the fiscal, once more scanning the whiteboard, when her phone rang. The rest of the team turned to watch her, and a hush descended on the CID room. Murdo chewed a thumbnail. Ravi was pushing his silver bangles up and down a bare forearm. Jess sat perfectly still, her violet eyes resting unnervingly on her DI.

Shona nodded calmly and ended the call, relaying the words they always dreaded.

‘Does not meet the charging threshold for evidence.’

It was a bitter blow.

She was going to have to let Graham Finlayson go free.



Shona could’ve let the custody sergeant and Graham’s solicitor deal with his release – and in almost every other circumstance, that would have been the right decision. But she didn’t want her next meeting with Graham to be at the lifeboat station when a tasking had just arrived. Critical decisions would need to be made with the stakes – and emotions, however well controlled – running high.

Here on the Solway, there wasn’t the anonymity a big city might provide. This was the price you paid for living in the heart of the community you served, and never had Shona’s two roles felt so conflicted. Whatever the outcome of this case, she wasn’t prepared to step back from the lifeboat.

When Graham came to the custody desk, she was waiting. He signed for his possessions without looking her way, but the solicitor took more notice.

‘My client has co-operated fully with this investigation and hopes he won’t be troubled again.’

‘Of course.’ She smiled politely. ‘Thank you, Graham, for your help. I hope you understand why we had to question you.’

But he continued to ignore her and merely looked at his solicitor. ‘I’m free to go?’

The solicitor nodded. ‘You’re on police bail, but yes, you’re free to go.’

Graham headed for the door.

Up until that point, there had been a small part of her that hoped Graham would offer up a concrete alibi or at least that he had some explanation or mitigating circumstances – a fight, self-defence then panic. He’d told her that he didn’t do it, but as he finally turned and met her eye, all she saw there was a look of triumph, and now she wasn’t sure of anything.
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Chapter 22

Shona sent everyone home. There was little more they could do tonight, and some of her staff still had difficult journeys due to the disruption from the storm. Outside her office window it was already dark, and she knew she should go too. Have a bath and a glass of wine. Unwind, reset for a case review tomorrow. Much as she hated to admit it, what Rob had said on the phone last night was true. She needed to call someone about the felled tree taking up most of High Pines’ garden. There were guests arriving next week, two couples on a walking holiday, though as things currently stood, it’d be a clambering-through-branches holiday if they wanted to get into their accommodation. The trees were at least 150 years old, and she couldn’t imagine how much one weighed. This was the reality of having a husband in prison, she told herself, trying and failing to inject her situation with dark humour; you got all the fun jobs. She began scrolling through her contacts. Asking the forest rangers for help was a no-go, though a call to Lady Cairns would likely result in Nicholas being dispatched with a chainsaw. But he’d want to know why she’d released Graham Finlayson and that wound was too raw. There was nothing she could say to justify why they’d failed to find sufficient evidence. Saying they were working on it sounded half-hearted and would only be another barb in the grief Nick must feel at the loss of his friend.

‘Derek,’ Shona said brightly when her regular handyman answered.

‘If it’s about thon pine of yours, it’s too big for me, and tree surgeons are at a bit o’ a premium the noo.’

‘I don’t need a surgeon; a vet would do. Or even someone with a saw and enthusiasm, who’d like immunity from speeding tickets for the next six months.’

‘Aye, that’s tempting.’

She could see him now, lifting his cap and rubbing at his bald head as he worked out how to play the situation to his advantage.

‘I just want some branches off to clear the side access to the guest suites. The tree itself can stay. It’ll be a talking point,’ she improvised. ‘And maybe Tommy will take the pine for the boatyard when he gets back.’ There was something comforting in the thought that, one day, the tree would have a new life on the firth it had so long stood sentinel over. ‘And you can leave what you cut back at the bottom of the garden. Come in the summer for a couple of extra days to chip it. What d’you say?’

Derek made a noise, considering. She thought of the tree rustler they’d so far failed to catch, and Nick Cairns’s assertion that firewood was at a premium.

‘Tommy might just want the main trunk for planks. You can have the rest of the logs for free.’

‘Think the bottom’s dropped oot o’ that market since the storm. Cannae gie the stuff away.’ He paused. ‘But I suppose I could swing by the morrow and have a look. Just access cleared?’

‘That’d be perfect, Derek. Thank you so much. How’s Alison?’

‘She’s grand. Still finding jobs for me around the house.’

‘I wish I had her energy.’

‘Well, she’s yours anytime you want her. I’d be happy wi’ some peace.’

At least that was one thing off her mind. Shona leaned back in her chair, easing out the tightness in her neck. Her gaze rested on the locked cabinet containing the painting. Murdo’s idea of showing it to her brother-in-law had been a good one. But despite her appeal via Rob, Sandy still wasn’t answering her calls. She consulted the wall clock. His office was ten minutes away in the town, and he might still be there.

She took out the packing case and checked the painting was still inside.

‘Right, missus,’ she said. ‘Let’s see if we can get you home.’



The office and sale room of Oliver and Co., Auctioneers and Valuers, was in a side street near the river where Alexander Oliver, provost of Dumfries, had first set up over 150 years ago. The building looked ancient – half-warehouse, half-church. Alexander had made his fortune selling livestock, before moving on to antiques and the contents of country houses. The business still ran along those lines, with everything from paintings and silver to stamps, coins, toys, whisky and other collectables featuring in their fortnightly sales.

Sandy was something of an expert on paintings, as Rob had reminded her, particularly the Glasgow Boys and Girls, who’d flocked to the area in the nineteenth century. A wedding gift of a small oil by E. A. Hornel had hung in High Pines till one day it disappeared – a victim of Rob’s gambling habit. Shona had been slow to spot it was missing, by which time it was long gone. He’d claimed the business had cash-flow issues, and that he’d thought she wasn’t attached to it. She felt more grief for Rob’s deception than the loss of the painting, tangled with a nagging sense of guilt that if she’d forced a confrontation then, she might have fully understood why he’d sold it, and headed off the near catastrophic damage to their livelihood that’d come later.

Shona tucked the packing case under her arm as she reached for the ornate handle on the auction-house door. This copy of an old Italian painting might be outside Sandy’s area of expertise, but Shona couldn’t have the woman and her bairn sitting in her office forever, and she hoped a chat with Sandy would be a quick fix.

Shona followed the hallway to the office at the back, where the door stood open.

‘Hi, Sandy,’ she said brightly, ignoring his startled expression. ‘How are you?’

He jumped up from his desk. ‘Grand. I’m just heading out the door.’

‘I won’t keep you. I really need your help with something.’

‘Well—’

‘It’s an official matter.’ She’d have been enjoying his evident discomfort if she hadn’t shared it herself. ‘We’ve recovered a painting. I wonder if you could cast your expert eye over it so we can track down its owner.’ She was laying it on thick, but with Sandy that never seemed to matter. ‘It’ll take five minutes. I promise.’

Sandy eyed the packing case and she could see his curiosity was piqued.

He was a big, florid-faced man, a well-to-do country gent in his good tweed jacket. His red-blonde hair still retained its fiery tint, while Rob’s silver-fox era had arrived in his thirties. The brothers bore little resemblance to one another, each favouring a separate parent, with Sandy the image of his father from whom he’d taken over the business.

‘Fine. Five minutes.’

He extended a hand, inviting her into the room which was lined on three sides by shelves containing an assortment of books, clocks, model ships and framed photographs of his Victorian forefathers.

Keeping their meeting brief and strictly business suited Shona just fine. Neither Sandy nor his wife Caroline had attended Rob’s trial at the Old Bailey. But when Shona had visited them afterwards, she’d had the distinct impression they’d have liked to see her dragged into the street by her hair and burned as a witch.

Sandy held the painting at arm’s length for a moment, then crossed to a side table and placed it on a small easel. Clasping his hands together, he stepped back and stood looking at it.

In the mahogany gloom of the old building, the radiance of the Madonna seemed to increase, as if she appreciated this setting more than the uninspiring office interior she’d been forced to endure.

‘And where did you say you found this?’

Sandy had stepped neatly into his auctioneer’s performance, but Shona was less keen to play the role of the client providing the painting’s provenance. Her team had already discussed the possibility that it was a copy made to replace the sold-off original. What she wanted was an independent expert opinion. If the theories matched, then that was likely the solution to the mystery.

‘It was picked up in the street,’ Shona replied.

‘And no one reported it stolen?’

She shook her head. ‘What can you tell me about it?’

‘Well, where to begin… Italian Renaissance in style, a classic Madonna and Child.’

‘Is it valuable?’

‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so.’

‘A modern copy?’

‘Possibly.’

Every ounce of his body language said he just wanted shot of her so he could go home, probably to complain to Caroline about Shona’s shameless cheek in turning up looking for free advice.

‘I can’t tell you much more about it,’ he went on. ‘But if you leave it here, I can get one of my experts to take a look at it for free.’

‘Thanks for the offer, Sandy, I don’t need a full history and valuation. Someone of your knowledge and experience must have a sense of whether this is the real thing and where it might have come from.’ She smiled, making her expression eager and touched with awe. ‘I mean, I’m just a cop. I’ve literally no idea about art.’

But although Sandy looked suitable gratified, he wouldn’t be drawn. ‘It’s a specialist area. I wouldn’t want to steer you wrong. But it’s probably just something from a house clearance, you’re hardly going to pick up a Botticelli in the street.’ He laughed.

Shona stayed in character as an art novice and looked blank.

‘He was a Renaissance master. Although Botticelli was his nickname. Alessandro di Mariano di Vanni Filipepi. Botticelli means “little barrel”, so either he was fat, or he liked a drink… or both. Hardly a name you’d choose for posterity.’

Shona gave him a gratifying smile. ‘See. I knew I’d come to the right person. You and Caroline okay?’

Sandy gave a slight twitch of his head, as if he was surprised by the question. As if she had no right to ask it. ‘Yes, all fine.’ He ostentatiously checked his watch and looked towards the door. As he opened his mouth to speak, Shona cut in, irritated by his dismissive manner.

‘And you talked to Rob last night?’

When the unexpected guilty verdict had come, Rob had assured her he’d put measures in place to look after her and Becca, and that Sandy would be there to support his brother’s wife and child. Nothing of the sort had materialised. If it hadn’t been for her colleagues at work, old friends and her lifeboat family, both she and High Pines would’ve gone under.

‘Oh, yes. And I was there a couple of months ago,’ Sandy replied, unfazed. ‘There’s talk of a cookbook, isn’t there?’

Eight months ago, she thought. You were there eight months ago. And in that time, the celebrity chef who’d set up the cooking school in the prison had moved on to other projects, and Rob – already Cordon Bleu trained – had seen his hopes of the podcast, the cookbook and the TV documentary, and a renaissance of his own, come to nothing.

In the face of Rob’s indifferent older brother, Shona suddenly felt a surge of protectiveness towards her husband.

‘He’s working on a number of other things. I’m sure he told you,’ Shona said. The implication that Sandy would know what those things were if he’d bothered to keep in touch hung in the air between them like smoke.

‘I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ Sandy said smoothly. ‘It’s been pretty full on with the business. Tricky to get away. But next time I’m in London, I’ll be sure to pop in.’

Without a fortnight’s notice for a valid visiting order, he wouldn’t be popping anywhere. Where did he think his brother was, a five-star retreat for his health? The word jail hadn’t been mentioned but he could hardly be in doubt of the rules, even if he thought folk like him were above them.

Shona stared at him. Ask about Becca. Ask how I’m getting on, holding down a full-time job and running a business on my own because your feckless brother blew up our lives, and I might just forgive you. The Madonna was watching too.

But Sandy just gave her his corporate smile, then crossed to the painting, picking it up and giving it a final examination before leaning it against a stack of oils in one corner.

‘Well, thanks anyway for your help, Sandy. I’ll need to take that with me.’

She extended her hand to retrieve the Madonna, but she felt a moment of resistance, as if he didn’t want to let her go.

‘Sure you don’t want to leave it here for safekeeping? It’s nothing special, but it is quite sweet. We can put it in an antiques sale in a year or so if the owner doesn’t materialise. Proceeds to charity, or whatever. Be such a shame to see it go into a regular police auction.’

‘It’s fine,’ she said, her spirits dampened by the encounter, suddenly disheartened and ashamed she’d even thought that her brother-in-law would offer her the merest support after all the evidence to the contrary. ‘Thank you for your help. I’m sure the owner will turn up.’

It was petty and irrational, she knew, but no way did she want to leave the Madonna and Child with this man. Was this how it’d be for the rest of their lives? Him looking down his nose at her, making her pay for Rob’s mistakes? The painting was going back to her office. Sandy was only thinking of a future auctioneer’s fee, and this woman wasn’t for sale.
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Chapter 23

On Friday morning, the office had its full complement of staff, and Shona was itching to get started on their active cases. Last night she’d taken the Madonna and Child home with her, propped it on the table while she’d eaten one of Maggie’s ready meals, then shown them the view out over the firth. It was dark, but there was a full moon, its beams lying like silver threads on the rippling water. She’d slept nine hours straight. Perhaps it was the benign presence of the painting in the house, making her feel less alone, or perhaps it was just exhaustion. She didn’t care. Something had done the trick.

‘Right, folks, we’ve a lot to get through, so let’s crack on. Graham Finlayson has been bailed pending further enquires. Though he’s still our main suspect, we currently have insufficient forensic evidence to tie him to the murder of John MacFarlane, so…’ She picked up the square eraser and swept it across the whiteboard. ‘We start again.’

Groans ran around the room, but Shona didn’t check them.

‘You’ve a right to be frustrated. Your hard work hasn’t enabled us to charge John MacFarlane’s killer yet. But it will do.’

She made eye contact with the row of faces, so they knew she meant it.

‘You know, when Jess and I first got there, the scene looked opportunistic – the half-open door on the pick-up, like a confrontation that had turned violent. The original hypothesis that the victim was surprised at home, hit over the head with the hammer, put into a vehicle and taken to St Monenna’s cave, where he was drowned, still holds good. While we keep our primary focus on Graham Finlayson, we also need to consider our other lines of inquiry.’

They all knew this was code for work twice as hard, but to their credit, no one showed any signs of mutiny at the prospect.

‘Maggie Finlayson said MacFarlane usually went into the hills at the weekends, either walking or to monitor the eagles. She also told us how upset and angry he was that one of those eagles had been shot by a trophy hunter and had vowed to track them down. Jess, how did you get on?’

‘I’ve spoken to members of the Southern Uplands Golden Eagle Project. John MacFarlane was held in high esteem, partly because he’d been buying trackers like the ones you found at the cottage to donate to the group. No one had a bad word to say about him.’

‘Was that his only involvement?’ Ravi said. He’d chosen not to sit in the empty chair beside her, but to perch on a desk next to Vinny.

‘I was just getting to that.’ Jess gave him a cool stare, then turned back to the room. ‘The project works by translocating young birds from the Highlands. MacFarlane would climb down the cliffs to nests with two healthy chicks, recovering one. Then, he’d literally walk miles across the moors with a moss-filled basket on his back, the baby eagle inside, to the vet team who’d do the checks. This is when they take the DNA sample to log with us. Golden eagles are notoriously difficult to breed in captivity. Anyone selling juveniles has likely taken them from the wild, passing them off as captive bred.’

‘Did you ask what the group thought about his obsession with the dead eagle?’ Ravi said in a superior tone. It was the kind of barb Ravi and Kate had regularly launched at each other. Shona never felt she had to intervene as, if anything, it kept both her DCs on their toes.

Jess switched her attention back to Ravi. Her eyes glittered like a cobra assessing her prey.

‘The group understood why he wanted to catch whoever killed SUGE216 – that was the bird’s tag number. She was one of the chicks he brought in. MacFarlane had his own names for some of them. He called this particular one Mairéad.’ Jess looked pointedly at Ravi, inviting him to comment, but it was clear he didn’t see any significance. Now everyone else was looking at him too. When the pause had stretched to an uncomfortable length, Jess delivered the answer. ‘It’s Irish for Margaret.’

‘Maggie,’ Shona said. ‘She never mentioned that.’ As a romantic gesture, it wasn’t up there with the building of the Taj Mahal, but it was certainly original and evidence that MacFarlane had deep feelings for his lover. ‘No wonder he was angry when the bird was killed.’

Ravi’s face was like thunder. ‘Where was it found?’

‘It wasn’t. Trophy killing, remember?’ Jess shot back. ‘They took the corpse and threw the tracker in a lochan on the Glendair Estate to try and cover up what they’d done.’

Shona didn’t like to see any of her staff humiliated by their colleagues, but she did concede Ravi had been asking for it.

‘MacFarlane downloaded the data onto his laptop,’ Chloe interjected, her eyes travelling warily between Jess and Ravi. Shona’s other data analyst looked keen not to be caught in the crossfire. No longer snowbound, she was reinstated in her customary position on the other side of Vinny. ‘We can show you.’ She nudged Vinny and he activated the digital whiteboard from his tablet, bringing up a map.

Shona sat back, surprised. ‘That’s a huge range.’

The female eagle had traversed the whole of southern Scotland, from the Irish Sea to the North Sea, on a regular basis.

‘We checked,’ Chloe said. ‘That’s normal. But it nested at Glendair, where it’d been released. Mr MacFarlane added a note to the map that the bird had been stationary on the ground for an hour just before the tracker stopped working.’

‘And that’s not normal?’ Shona said.

‘It was regularly flying for four to six hours, patrolling its home territory. It’d land during a hunt for a few minutes, or rest in a tree. But this stop shows zero elevation or variation in the GPS location.’

‘In other words, on the ground and not moving,’ Shona said.

Chloe nodded.

‘Murdo?’ Shona’s sergeant had been studying the map intently. His home range was Langholm, where he’d grown up surrounded by mountains and grouse moors.

‘We need to talk to the gamekeepers at Glendair,’ he said.

‘You think they’re in the frame for this?’ Shona asked.

‘I spoke to the estate manager,’ Jess offered. ‘They’re behind the golden eagle scheme. Think it’ll be a draw for tourists.’

‘Aye, well they would say that, wouldn’t they,’ Murdo replied, not unkindly. ‘Margins are tight on a’ the big estates. Glendair still runs a grouse shoot. If I remember right, eagles will take anything up tae the size of a roe deer. A wee grouse would be just a snack. In a poor year, the gamekeeper wouldnae be keen on the competition. If a shoot fails ’cos the weather’s been bad or they’ve a predator on the loose, it’ll be the gamekeeper’s job on the line.’

‘So, they might take matters into their own hands?’ Shona said, sitting back and folding her arms. The law in Scotland protecting birds like golden eagles had recently been beefed up with bigger penalties, but with livelihoods at stake, a few might be tempted. ‘Jess, set up a meeting with the estate. And check the gun licences. See if there’s anybody there who’s come to our notice over raptor persecution in the past.’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘Did MacFarlane have any suspicions about the estate?’

‘If he did, he didn’t share it with the conservation group. They’re all upset. A few are pretty fired up. I’ve told them not to go after anyone themselves, and to call me straight away if they hear something.’

‘That’s good advice.’

‘Let’s hope they take it,’ Murdo said. ‘Last thing we want is a re-enactment of the gunfight at the O.K. Corral. With eagles.’

‘That’d be a great movie, though,’ Ravi said. He seemed to be over his spat with Jess and had regained some of his customary bounce.

‘And I’d be happy if that prospect stayed fictional,’ Shona replied, smiling.

A gamekeeper didn’t have as strong a motive as Graham Finlayson, but she’d meant what she said about exploring other lines of inquiry, and if the conservation group were on the alert, it meant a credible source of new information – and that’s what they needed most of all.

‘Vinny?’ Shona turned back to her data analyst. ‘The tree rustler in the black pick-up, who we’re treating as a potential witness at this stage – any update? How we doing on possible matches?’

Last time they’d spoken, the figure stood at 235, with cross-checking required of index numbers from adjacent ANPR cameras.

‘We’re at 142,’ Vinny replied.

Shona sighed. It was an improvement, but still a huge pool for doors to be knocked.

‘Well, keep at it. Thank you.’ Maybe they’d get lucky.

‘Anything else?’ She looked around the group, inviting questions.

Hannah, the office manager, raised a tentative hand.

‘We don’t really know much about John MacFarlane’s past, do we? I mean, this might just be a coincidence, but he’s from Cumbria and the missing poet Max Blake is from Cumbria… You don’t think there’s some connection between them?’

It hadn’t escaped anyone, Shona included, that the timeframes overlapped. The last confirmed sighting of the poet was on Friday, though he’d updated his blog on Saturday. The estimated time of MacFarlane’s murder, judged by the window of access to the cave, was within the same twenty-four-hour period. But if the poet had stumbled on Graham in the act of killing the ranger, why wasn’t his body in the cave too? It wasn’t hard to find a possible answer. The poet had been thrown into the Solway. His body might turn up as far away as the Isle of Man or the Irish Republic in a few weeks’ time, and by then it would take DNA to confirm his identity.

But Hannah had a point. They knew little about MacFarlane’s history beyond the bare details of his life. No wife or kids. Not close to his family. A mid-career switch to forestry. Both Maggie and his friend Nick Cairns hadn’t been able to add much, other than the fact that he was an easy-going guy who got on with everyone, except folk who committed crimes against nature.

Murdo had a high opinion of Hannah, which she reciprocated, making them something of a mutual appreciation society. He nodded. ‘Aye. We need to do that.’

Hannah rewarded him with a smile.

‘Right, then, let’s have a proper chat with MacFarlane’s family,’ Shona said. ‘They’ll have had time for his death to sink in, so they may have more to tell us that they didn’t consider important before. Murdo, what background have we had from Cumbria CID?’

‘Very little, if I’m honest,’ Murdo said. ‘They’re more concerned about Max Blake. There’s been quite a bit in the press there.’

He’d become a priority here too, partly because of the length of time that had passed, and partly because Shona’s boss, the Super, had that morning expressed his heightened level of concern. He’d sent her a lengthy email, detailing how the continuing mystery over the man’s disappearance was likely to provoke not only the mainstream media but also a host of online conspiracy nuts that would descend on the coast and muddy the investigative waters, with ghostly legends of Irish princesses, police cover-ups, aliens and the notion that the poet’s disappearance was an elaborate government hoax.

If only, thought Shona. She’d rather he turned up safe and well – with a poem about his time in a flying saucer – than having the lifeboat fish his body out of the sea after the crabs had been at him.

She looked between Murdo and Hannah, who seemed to be most familiar with Blake’s background. ‘Have you identified any connection with John MacFarlane?’

‘They were both born in Coniston,’ Hannah said. ‘Though MacFarlane was forty-one and Max Blake is thirty-nine, according to his website.’ She’d obviously been considering this question and had taken the initiative.

‘Coniston isn’t a big place, is it?’ Shona looked around for confirmation, aware that DS Dan Ridley would have given them chapter and verse already; the pang at his absence felt like the renewed throb of a toothache.

‘About a thousand people,’ Hannah replied.

‘Might they have been tae school thegether?’ Murdo said.

‘Possible. There’s a primary and secondary school in the village, but they’re fairly recent. It’s a wealthy area. I don’t know about MacFarlane, but Blake went to the private Windermere School. It’s one of the reasons he does so many state-school visits, often for free. He’s talked before in interviews about how everyone should have access to arts education, but it’s one of the first things that gets cut.’

Murdo nodded. ‘One of the last sightings was on Friday at Barrock Primary. The headteacher I spoke to said Blake was offered free accommodation for the weekend ’cos o’ the weather but turned it doon. He left them a signed copy o’ his book tae raffle. She’s a bit o’ a fan and said he’s being tipped as a future poet laureate.’

‘There’s no evidence he went to The Old Inn that weekend, is there?’ Shona said with a sense of foreboding.

‘Haven’t seen him on the pub’s CCTV,’ Chloe replied.

‘Okay,’ Shona said, keen to wrap up. ‘Our priorities are: background on our two Cumbrians and narrowing down the possibilities on the black pick-up.’ She pointed at Jess. ‘The estate and conservation group.’ Turning to Ravi, she continued. ‘Dig into Graham Finlayson’s movements. Timeline for the last four weeks.’ Her gaze came to rest on Murdo and Hannah. ‘Background on Max Blake and set up an interview with MacFarlane’s family.

Have I forgotten anything?’

Ravi raised his pen. ‘Can I ask about the painting? Are we any further forward?’

‘I did take it to Sandy Oliver,’ Shona said, careful not to let any emotion show on her face. ‘He didn’t recognise it. Didn’t mention the convent. Reckoned it came from a house clearance but offered to auction it for charity if we wanted.’

Murdo raised his eyebrows at that. ‘Generous of him.’

‘I think the best thing is to turn it over to the Met’s Art and Antiques Unit.’ There’d be paperwork and a bite out of her budget, but she didn’t see any other option.

Both Murdo and Ravi looked disappointed.

Shona smiled at that. ‘Yeah, I know we’ve all grown attached to her and the bairn, but this is probably the best chance of getting her home.’

She’d begun to wonder whether, if the painting wasn’t associated with the convent, then maybe it’d been left accidently by a family or a dealer travelling to or from the ferry port at Cairnryan. Her patch was such a crossing place – Scotland, England, Ireland, Isle of Man, and connections further afield to the continent. The painting may be of no value, but someone, somewhere, would eventually miss it. And who knew, maybe the Madonna was missing her family too.
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Chapter 24

That afternoon, Jess had a call from the Glendair Estate. An assistant in the office said she was sure someone could spare half an hour if Police Scotland would like to come over.

‘They’ll spare as much time as I need them to,’ Shona muttered under her breath as she took her jacket from the hook in her office and prepared to follow Jess down to the carpark. She remembered the last time she’d had to deal with the landed gentry in connection with a murder. On that occasion, it had been Alexander Douglas, Earl of Langdale, and his duplicitous family who’d put even their ancestors, the Border Reivers, to shame. In Shona’s opinion, Revolutionary France had the right idea when it came to aristocrats. After that encounter, she’d happily have rubber-stamped any application to erect a guillotine on the banks of the Nith.

The snow at low levels was beginning to melt, but it still lay thick across the hills. The police fourbie, with Jess at the wheel, climbed into a scene of breathtaking beauty. The wind had dropped, the dark clouds vanished, leaving only a sky of polished brilliant blue. The hills looked pristine, newly made in their wedding veils of white. But having had a small taste of the inconveniences the storm had brought to her normally sheltered village, Shona understood beauty wouldn’t be foremost in the minds of the people living there. The practical concerns of making a living in the rawness of nature would always come first.

They turned off the main road and eventually the pocket castle that was Glendair House appeared through a gap in the pines. Its grey stone facade was typical of Scottish Baronial style, with round turrets, battlements and crow-stepped gables. A Land Rover with its rear door open, showing a cargo of logs, stood by the entrance. They followed the packed ruts in the snow it’d made in the driveway and drew up just as a man in his fifties came out, shielding his eyes in the sudden brightness. He had on the regulation gamekeeper’s tweed cap, baggy cords stuffed into thick-soled wellington boots, a wool sweater unravelling along the bottom and a Barbour jacket that could be politely termed vintage.

When they showed their IDs and asked for the estate manager, he took his hand from his eyes and Shona saw they perfectly matched the colour of the sky. They also expressed polite concern.

‘I’m sorry – the manager is off at a habitat restoration conference in Edinburgh. You’ll have to make do with me, if that’s all right?’ He smiled, leaned forward and extended his hand. ‘James Anderson. I’m the owner of the place. Well, more the custodian, for my sins.’

His hand was huge, warm and rough-palmed, and Shona felt some of the earlier reservations she’d had about the estate being obstructive slip away.

‘Come in, come in.’ He ushered them through the door into a reception hall. A dozen chrome vacuum flasks, twice as many mugs and an enormous biscuit tin sat on a table beside a roaring fire. ‘Let’s warm you up. Coffee or tea?’

‘I hope you didn’t lay this all on for us?’ Jess said.

‘I can’t claim that.’ He smiled. ‘We’ve some wonderful volunteers in today to help. Glasshouse roof was damaged by the snow and we’re salvaging what we can. The walled physic garden belonged to the castle that once stood here and pre-dates the house by 200 years. We’re hoping to open to visitors next year.’

Once they were holding warm mugs of coffee, Shona explained the purpose of their visit.

James Anderson’s face showed shock, then his expression darkened. ‘That’s absolutely terrible news. What a tragedy for John’s family and loved ones. And I utterly condemn raptor persecution of any kind. Our project runs on the respect and co-operation between keepers, farmers, foresters and conservationists. We all want the same thing, a healthy, prosperous environment.’

‘I believe the loch where the eagle was killed is on the estate?’

He nodded, draining his mug. ‘I can show you. We’ve had a Landy up there to assess the timber damage, so the track is passable. Please, follow me.’



Without any wind to move the branches, the silence was loud. Nothing could be heard, except the rattle of the old Land Rover and the soft creak of the snow under its wheels. On each side were military ranks of tall pines, their close-packed trunks straight and bare until almost at the top, where a shock of branches fended each other off as they reached for the light. Deprived of the sun, Shona shivered. When they finally came out of the trees to the open hillside, Anderson levelled a gnarled finger at the windscreen.

‘There you go,’ he said.

Jess leaned forward from the rear seat and both officers looked up.

Shona blinked, then caught a movement. A great, dark V-shape moved in slow circles above the line of the hill. Anderson waggled his finger again, this time towards the glove compartment. Without taking her eyes off the sky, she fumbled for the catch and found a pair of binoculars.

‘If you’re asking yourself, is that an eagle or a buzzard, then 99 per cent of the time, it’s a buzzard,’ Anderson said, a note of pride in his tone. ‘Because you never mistake an eagle. The way they hold the air is special.’

Despite her time in the area, and her oversight of wildlife crime, she’d never seen one before. As the eagle turned, the sun caught the golden plumage on its head and neck, touching it with fire, and she felt a thrill of excitement.

‘Oh my God, it’s huge!’ Shona said, before she could stop herself. Anderson gave her a gratified smile.

Shona handed Jess the binoculars but continued to watch the bird as the Land Rover climbed to the summit of the track, understanding something of why John MacFarlane had become so obsessed with saving them and pursuing whoever had killed Mairéad. Anderson had described it as ‘holding the air’, and now she saw why. In the five minutes she’d been following it, the bird hadn’t beaten its wings once.

Anderson pulled the vehicle to a stop but kept the engine running as he leaned forward to indicate a group of green-painted huts with wire enclosures.

‘That’s where John mostly worked. He was so diligent and caring. We keep the eaglets for a couple of months when they first arrive. They can’t fly. They get chopped-up grey squirrels and rabbits pushed in through a hatch, so they never get used to people and stay wild. John would’ve been the only person they ever saw. First, when he brought them in, and then when he fitted the radio backpacks, about a week before release. He was such a gentle person, I can’t see why anyone would want to kill him.’

‘Your estate manager kindly gave DC Jamieson a list of the eagle groups’ members,’ Shona said. ‘Was there anyone Mr MacFarlane ever clashed with? What about your gamekeepers?’

She studied Anderson’s face but there was no flicker in his expression to indicate he was hiding something.

‘Not that I know of, and I think I would know. We’re a fairly tight crew up here.’ He put out an arm to indicate the sweeping vastness of the hills, empty of any sign of humans. ‘The landscape makes that inevitable. If there’d been any argy bargy I’m confident someone would’ve reported it to me.’

‘So…’ Jess began. ‘Would you say the eagle relocation project as a visitor attraction is an important strand for your future diversification of income?’

‘I would.’ He gave her a shrewd look. ‘Farming family?’

Jess nodded.

‘Antrim?’

‘The same.’

‘Beef?’

‘Dairy.’ She smiled. ‘Nothing like this… 200 head. Anaerobic digester. Farm stays. We’re developing premium ice cream.’

Shona looked between the two of them, aware this was a shorthand exchange where, though she understood individual words, there was a world of context she wasn’t party to. She also recognised it as a strategy by Jess to break down barriers.

Anderson, who to this point had been formally courteous and polite, seemed to relax a little. He smiled and nodded. ‘Sounds like a balanced strategy.’

‘And your gamekeepers?’ Jess said.

She had sent Shona a briefing document on causes of death in monitored eagles. Most died through poor habitat and lack of prey, or eagle-on-eagle violence. However, about 30 per cent of deaths were deemed suspicious, and there were clusters recorded around managed grouse moors. The previous year, Borders division had successfully prosecuted a gamekeeper for shooting a tagged eagle while it was asleep in a tree.

‘I don’t see how my keepers can be involved in killing an eagle,’ Anderson replied, showing no irritation at her repeating the question. ‘I know it’s an issue elsewhere, but here the grouse shoot is a dwindling part of our revenue, and their work has transitioned mostly to habitat restoration and eco-tourism, so it’s in their interest to protect the birds. If John had believed they were responsible, he’d have come to me.’

Shona thought that was probably true. There was a gruff warmth to the man and he wore his power as local laird more lightly than some. But Anderson, by his own admission, had plenty to lose by the public acknowledgement of an incident of this sort on his estate, when so much of his business plan depended on attracting tourists to see the eagles.


OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 25

James Anderson put the Land Rover into gear once more and a jolting fifteen minutes later they stopped where the track ran along the edge of a plantation block. Many of the trees leaned drunkenly against each other, the work of Storm Francis.

Anderson killed the Land Rover’s engine.

The cold hit Shona afresh as she stepped out into the frozen silence.

‘Down there,’ Anderson said, retrieving additional binoculars from the back of the vehicle and handing them a pair each. ‘I think the drifts make it unwise to attempt to reach it, but you can see everything from here.’

The smooth oval shape of the frozen loch, with its dusting of snow, lay among the stippled surface of the surrounding land.

‘What d’you think happened to the eagle?’ Shona said, taking in just how remote the location was.

‘I think whoever shot it panicked,’ Anderson replied. ‘They tried to cover it up by throwing the carcass and the tracker in the loch, thinking we’d never find either and conclude the bird had died accidently. If John hadn’t broken the ice and gone in looking for it, we never would’ve considered it as a deliberate act.’

‘And the tracker had definitely been removed from the bird?’

‘Oh, definitely.’

‘But John didn’t find Mairéad’s body?’

‘You know he used to be a diver?’ When Shona nodded, he continued. ‘But look at the size of the loch. It would have taken days. Some of us talked him out of going back in. The visibility is nil due to the peat, and there may well be other animal remains in there. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to catch who did it, but it’s just not practical. We have kept a lookout for unauthorised visitors, but the weather has mostly done that job for us.’

‘Who else comes up here?’

‘Walkers, birdwatchers. The coast-to-coast path runs a little to the north, so we get a steady stream most of the year, but largely in the summer.’

Another possibility had occurred to Shona. Had Graham Finlayson somehow learned the eagle’s name through an overheard conversation in the pub, or by digging into Finlayson’s life, once he’d discovered the affair? He may even have stalked him. Graham was fit, had worked in remote places, including Shetland. They hadn’t found a gun at the pub, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t disposed of it. Was this part of his revenge on the man that threatened both his marriage and his livelihood? Perhaps he’d killed the eagle to pressure MacFarlane into ending the affair. Or had this been a way to twist the knife, revealing to MacFarlane what he’d done before he killed him too?

She took out her phone and pulled up Graham’s picture. ‘Have you ever seen this man?’

Anderson shook his head. ‘But it’s open access here. If you send me the picture, I can ask the staff and volunteers.’

‘I’d like to have a chat with them, when we go back,’ Shona said.

‘Of course.’

‘Could someone have lured the eagle? Removed the tracker, and taken it as a pet?’

Anderson gave her a patient smile. ‘You can remove a chick from a nest, but you’ll not catch a healthy adult. They’ve a wingspan the size of a door and can take down a roe deer.’ He held out his massive fist. ‘Their claws are as big as my hand and each has the grip strength of a Rottweiler’s jaws.’ He pointed to the bird that was still circling the hill. ‘They hunt by sight. They’d see you long before you ever see them.’



Back at the house, Shona and Jess talked to the garden volunteers, but none of them reported having seen Graham Finlayson or his vehicle. A few mentioned, and Shona conceded, that it would’ve been possible for him to come and go without ever meeting anyone.

The coffee was now being supplemented by discreet nips of whisky. The label was an upmarket brand Rob had talked about and, with a jolt, she realised this was also part of the Glendair business plan.

‘Good stuff, that,’ Jess said over her shoulder as Shona politely declined.

‘You enjoy a whisky, then?’ Anderson came up to them.

‘I do,’ Jess replied with a smile.

‘I appreciate you can’t try it now, but please let me give you a bottle to take with you to sample later.’

‘I couldn’t accept that,’ Jess said evenly. ‘But thank you for offering.’

Anderson looked a little crestfallen but didn’t press her.

They took their leave. As they drove back to Dumfries, Shona asked Jess why she hadn’t accepted the whisky. She was on duty, true, but there’d been something resolute in the way she’d refused.

‘If I wasn’t on duty and driving, I’d take a nip. A bottle is something else. It wouldn’t be right.’

How sure Jess was in all her moral boundaries. Shona remembered feeling like that once, before life had shown her that things were never as simple as they seemed.



As they headed back to Dumfries, Shona and Jess turned over the theory that James Anderson may have protected whoever killed the eagle and was, by extension, possibly John MacFarlane’s murderer. In addition, they examined Shona’s idea that Finlayson was responsible for both deaths.

‘I can’t see Anderson protecting a trophy hunter,’ Jess said. ‘It’s true he has a lot to lose, but you’d never keep something like that quiet up here. Between the eagle project, the garden volunteers and the keepers, there’s too many folk with their noses in each other’s business. And if one of them had wanted rid of it, surely they’d have done a better job covering it up?’

‘True,’ Shona replied. ‘Which brings us back to Graham Finlayson.’

‘The eagle was shot a month back. Finlayson told us he only discovered the affair two weeks ago, and his wife seemed to confirm that.’

‘Do you think John MacFarlane suspected it was Graham that killed his Mairéad, and that’s why he didn’t tell anyone?’

‘Because he couldn’t, without revealing the affair?’ Jess said. ‘Possible. But surely he’d have said something to Maggie, if only to alert her that her husband knew about them.’

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you,’ Shona mused.

But maybe MacFarlane was still working through the implications if he told Maggie, or the police, none of which would paint him in the best light – accusing his lover’s husband of a crime that might ultimately earn him a jail term or a big fine.

‘He might have been considering how to take the law into his own hands,’ Shona said.

‘How’s about if MacFarlane invited Graham Finlayson to Wren Cottage to confront him? The confrontation escalated on the driveway and he ended up dead. Why isn’t your man Finlayson telling us this? He could plead self-defence. He must know we’ll find evidence eventually.’

‘Maybe he wasn’t thinking clearly and panicked.’ Shona tried to reconcile this with the Graham she knew – calm under life-threatening pressure on the lifeboat, never one to lose his temper. That Graham seemed to be disappearing in the rear-view mirror of the case.

They were reaching cleared roads, the journey picking up pace. Shona would have to decide which actions to pursue by the time they got to the office.

‘We need to plot Graham Finlayson’s movements right back to when the eagle was shot. Not just the ANPR cameras Ravi is looking into, we need any other CCTV we can find, and phone records. If we can place him on the Glendair Estate, it’ll show the fiscal he was actively pursuing a vendetta against MacFarlane over the affair.’

‘Aye, it will.’ Jess turned into Cornwall Mount carpark. ‘It’s a lot of work.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve a wee feeling that Vinny and Chloe aren’t going to be pleased to see us.’
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Chapter 26

Later that night, Shona lay in her berth on the Caledonian Sleeper train as it headed south, having decided to deliver the Madonna and Child painting to the Met’s Art and Antiques squad in person. The trip would kill multiple birds, no eagle pun intended. These included a scheduled visit to Rob in prison, which she’d been on the verge of cancelling, but also an opportunity to catch up with DS Dan Ridley. She’d had to delay the visit to John MacFarlane’s family in Coniston anyway. His parents and sister were travelling home from a business trip to Spain, and a meeting was being set up for as early as possible next week. In the meantime, Murdo would call her if anything urgent came up and she’d be back home tomorrow evening – well, tonight. It was past midnight, already Saturday morning.

Shona had the two-berth cabin to herself and had stretched out on the lower bunk, glad of the chance to lie down at least. She was just drifting into a light doze, when her phone rang and Becca’s name flashed up. She’d messaged her earlier to say she was visiting Rob but wasn’t expecting a callback.

‘You all right, darlin’?’ Shona said, sitting up.

‘Hey, Mum. Didn’t mean to wake you.’

Only the faint light spilling from the corridor illuminated the cabin. She pictured Becca in her room in Glasgow, lit by the corresponding night glow of the city sky. It was soothing to sit together in the darkness.

‘It’s fine. I never really sleep on the night train.’ Shona paused to let Becca speak, but she didn’t say anything. ‘Becca, is it Jack?’

‘Yes,’ Becca sobbed.

‘It’s okay. Just take your time.’ Shona felt an infinite sadness sweep over her. She’d hardly got to know the young man and now the chance was gone. ‘What happened?’ she said, gently.

‘Mum… he woke up.’

‘What!’ Shona reached out and snapped on the bunk light. ‘But that’s fantastic. Isn’t it? God, lassie, you nearly gave me a heart attack!’

Becca made a sound somewhere between a laugh and another sob. ‘Sorry, Mum. I couldn’t wait to tell you. Roddy just rang me. They reduced his sedation and when they took the breathing tube out, he woke up and said, “Can I have a yogurt?”’

‘That’s amazing.’

‘It is. I thought he’d ask for a veggie burger. I would’ve.’ Becca was laughing now, and Shona felt the sadness turn to joy.

‘And what’s the prognosis? Will he fully recover from his injuries?’

‘They think so. But he’ll have to go home to Galloway for a bit. And drop out of uni for a year.’

‘Oh,’ Shona said, taken aback at how upset Becca sounded at the prospect.

‘D’you think I’ll get to see him much? Roddy said I will but…’

‘Well, there you are. We’ll make sure you do. After all, Jack is going to want to see you. That’ll be a big part of his recovery.’

‘Yeah… Suppose.’

‘Don’t worry about anything now. Just celebrate this great news.’

She knew from James’s rehab what a roller coaster of emotion lay ahead for her daughter. The hawkish eye you developed for any setback that might signal a sudden crisis on the bumpy road to recovery. Her maternal curiosity was itching to ascertain the exact temperature of Becca and Jack’s relationship so she could head off potential heartache. But Becca wasn’t about to tell her, and anyway, it wouldn’t stop Shona worrying.

‘I’ve decided I will see the counsellor,’ Becca said.

‘That’s great,’ Shona replied, happy her daughter had taken her advice on this at least.

‘I was talking to Simon,’ Becca went on. ‘He said delayed trauma was common and I might have difficulty later when I’m under stress, like for exams and things. It could come back. Happened with some of his friends in the army. He said it would be easier to deal with it now.’

Shona rolled her eyes at herself in the mirror opposite, conscious she’d been tripped once more by her own parental vanity. But even if she couldn’t claim the credit, this was good news. Simon hadn’t mentioned anything about this chat in his texts and calls. But it didn’t feel like he was keeping secrets from Shona, more that he was respecting Becca’s privacy. She was an adult after all.

‘I’ve been having nightmares,’ Becca continued. ‘And I can’t walk up the street where it happened. I go the long way around to the flat.’

‘That’s perfectly normal,’ Shona reassured her. ‘The nightmares will fade. The counsellor will give you strategies to combat what you’re feeling.’

Shona spoke from experience and Becca didn’t question this.

‘I’m seeing the counsellor later today.’

‘That’s good news. You should probably get some sleep now. Let me know how it goes. Send Roddy my regards. Thank you for telling me about Jack. I’m so pleased he’s awake.’

‘I love you, Mum.’

‘I love you too, darlin’.’

‘And… Mum. Tell Dad I love him as well.’

After the phone call, Shona turned the light off but couldn’t sleep. The news of Jack’s recovery was like a candle in the darkness and Shona let its glow warm her. She thought of Simon and all he’d done, and that warmed her too. Becca sending such a message to Rob was a step forward in her forgiveness of his actions. Eventually, lulled by these thoughts and the gentle rocking of the train, Shona drifted into an unaccustomed deep and dreamless sleep.



Shona left Euston Station at seven thirty, after having eaten a bacon roll that Murdo would have envied on the train. She stepped out into the city she knew so well, the still-dark streets awash with noise and colour from the traffic and the overnight rain. At New Scotland Yard, a young detective constable in a bright pink blouse, who introduced herself as Debbie, showed Shona to a side room.

‘Thanks for seeing me at short notice, and on a Saturday,’ Shona said.

‘It’s fine, ma’am. It’s my weekend on.’ Debbie smiled.

Shona propped the picture up against the packing case and stepped back.

‘So, this is our mystery woman,’ Debbie said. ‘Nice. Just left in the street?’

Shona updated her on their inquiries so far. The theory, denied by the convent, that they’d commissioned it to cover up the sale, and the lack of anyone reporting a theft.

Debbie leaned closer, tucking a strand of cropped blonde hair behind her ear. ‘Could be a copy of the work made for the buyer, rather than the seller, to hang on their wall. Some like to put the original in safekeeping.’

‘My sergeant talked to the new owner in France. He received the original straight after the sale but knows nothing about this copy.’

‘And he’s sure he has the original?’

Shona blinked. ‘He hasn’t said otherwise.’

‘I checked with the auction house. This lucky lady went for nearly twice the estimate. When you buy art, the more you pay for it, the less inclined you are to doubt its authenticity.’

‘You think this could be the original?’ Shona was horrified at the thought she’d just carted a painting worth nearly two hundred thousand pounds across London on the Tube, never mind that it’d been sitting in her office for the best part of a week.

Debbie smiled and shook her head. ‘I’m no expert, and there may be numerous copies, so don’t worry. We’ll get someone in for a look. You can leave her with me and we’ll let you know.’

On the train south, Shona had believed it’d be a relief to hand the painting over to another officer. Now it was time to say goodbye, it was like parting from an old friend, one who was off on a journey into the unknown and might never be seen again.

‘Any idea how long it’ll take to establish the owner?’

Debbie grimaced. ‘We’ve a grand total of four officers and a civilian staff member. Right now, I’m working on the two-million-pound proceeds of crime forfeiture, three international letters of request about trafficked art and a prosecution for dealing in tainted cultural objects. I’m not saying this to put you off, just so you understand it might take a while, ma’am.’

The thought of the painting packed away in a storeroom for years was depressing, but she supposed if you were a Renaissance Madonna, it came with the territory, even if you were just a copy.

With a final farewell glance at the lassie and her bairn, she turned back to Debbie.

‘I appreciate you seeing me this morning, and it’s fine. I’ll wait to hear from you.’

After all, she had a murder to deal with. And with Max Blake still missing, perhaps more than one.



She tried to put John MacFarlane and Max Blake out of her mind when she arrived at Brixton Prison, and to focus on making this a positive visit.

‘It’s so good to see you,’ Rob enthused, giving her the regulation-compliant brief hug.

‘Becca sends her love. She told me to tell you that.’

‘Really?’ Rob looked a little teary. ‘Tell her I love her too. Will she visit me, d’you think?’

‘It’s possible. But best let her make that decision for herself.’

‘Okay. I’ve been thinking,’ he said, as they sat on either side of the table. ‘I could draw up an expansion plan for High Pines. Now that Becca’s at uni, we could probably convert her art studio at the bottom of the garden to sell ice creams and coffees. There’s power and water already in. It’s on the shore road and you’d get a seasonal licence. These wee places can be a goldmine.’

‘And who’s going to run it?’ Shona said, raising an eyebrow.

‘Get a local lass in. Or Becca, when she’s back for the holidays.’

‘Becca’s got enough on her plate.’ She updated him on Jack’s good progress but explained he wouldn’t be back at uni until next year. ‘Becca’s taking it hard.’

‘What’ll they do about the rent on the flat?’ Rob said.

‘I think Roddy will cover it. Or they might get one of their friends to move in. Becca’s worried she won’t see so much of Jack. I said we’d sort it out, but it’s a hike from Glasgow to Portpatrick.’

‘You can’t let Becca get distracted.’

‘Her pal was nearly killed in front of her. We passed distraction a while back.’

‘But they’re just flatmates, right? In a month or so it’ll have blown over. You know what it’s like at that age.’

In Glaswegian, pal could mean anything from someone you’d met ten minutes ago to your one true love. Shona reckoned Becca and Jack were at the upper end of the scale. And young love could also be the most intense. She and Rob hadn’t been that much older than Becca when they’d met, something he seemed to have forgotten.

‘Look, let’s just see what happens.’

‘I’ll write to her.’

‘If you do, just say you’re sorry about Jack. She’s seeing a trauma counsellor and working through what happened. If you pressure her, she’ll ghost you, you know that,’ Shona warned.

‘Yes, yes.’

Rob dismissed her concerns and she fervently hoped he wouldn’t add to Becca’s distress with some ill-judged demands. They’d once been close, but Becca was having a hard time forgiving him for landing in jail and for the way he’d treated Shona in the process. He could wreck his own life, Becca had declared, but he had no right to wreck theirs.

‘How was Sandy?’ Shona said, keen to move on.

‘Grand.’

‘What did you chat about? How’s Caroline?’

‘Fine, I think. He didn’t mention anything. We mostly talked finance. He wanted my opinion on cryptocurrencies.’

The uncharitable thought that Sandy would be better asking business advice from someone who wasn’t in jail for financial irregularities crossed Shona’s mind, but mostly she was glad the brothers were talking. Like Becca, it was a step towards mending the rifts Rob’s trial had caused. Their marriage was over, but Becca and Sandy were Rob’s flesh and blood, and there was no changing that.

‘I’ve kept up with developments,’ Rob said when he saw Shona’s sceptical look.

There was no doubt Rob had been good at his investment banking job, with a deep love for the kind of maths that made Shona’s head swim.

‘Okay. So why is Sandy interested in cryptocurrencies?’

‘The overall impact on global markets is relatively small, but for overseas clients it means faster, cheaper transactions. Art and antiques is an international market. Sandy is always looking to expand the business.’

Shona thought of the original Madonna, not her copy, and how it’d gone to a buyer in France. ‘It makes sense,’ she agreed. ‘Is it safe? I only hear about it in relation to organised crime.’

‘It’s a volatile market, and there’s less regulation. It’s easy to get scammed.’

‘Aren’t you worried Sandy will get scammed?’

‘It’s just a market tool for him, he’s not investing. And companies like Bitcoin have been operating blockchain technology for over fifteen years.’

‘Now you’ve officially lost me.’ Shona smiled.

‘If I was out, I could help him.’

‘Your barrister is clear. There’s no grounds to overturn your conviction.’

‘But isn’t there something you can do?’

‘I’ve been through the evidence. There’s nothing we haven’t tried,’ Shona said, exasperated. He wasn’t guilty of everything he’d been accused of, but he’d definitely let transactions pass that he shouldn’t have. And now he was paying the price. ‘Fess up to the parole board, admit you made a mistake and you’ve learned your lesson. That’s your best chance.’

To someone with Rob’s personable charm, such a move should be easy. But his stubborn refusal to admit any blame was tripping him up. Despite Shona’s efforts, by the end of the allotted hour, the visit had followed its customary trajectory. His wet-eyed welcome had become a scowl of dissatisfaction, and Shona was glad to leave the prison for a whole host of reasons that, for once, didn’t include the institutional smell and the décor.
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Chapter 27

At Leicester Square, she came back up into the light, determined to shake off her gloom and complete her journey by walking to Covent Garden. She’d only gone a few steps when her phone rang.

‘I thought you’d want to know—’ Slasher Sue began, and Shona felt a sudden panic that something had happened to Becca: gone in the river while rowing, or some such accident.

‘Is Becca okay?’

‘Fine, as far as I know. Why d’you ask? She wasn’t at rowing training this morning, but then I knew why. And I’ve heard the marvellous news about her friend.’

‘Yes, it’s great. Sorry, Sue. Ignore me. What’ve you got for me?’

‘The water test results came back on John MacFarlane this afternoon.’

‘Oh, good. I didn’t think you worked at the weekends,’ Shona said, creating breathing space for her heart rate to return to normal.

She turned into St Martin’s Court, a narrow lane filled with bars, boutiques and the stage doors for the neighbouring theatres.

‘No fencing competitions, and a backlog of post-mortems, so I thought I’d make a start. And there’s something interesting about your forest ranger.’

Shona stopped abruptly, causing a man behind to barge into her. She was about to apologise when he swore and strode on.

‘Everything okay?’ Sue said.

‘I’m in London,’ Shona offered by way of explanation.

Sue must have taken this as sufficient information.

‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘Thing is, John MacFarlane drowned in salt water, not fresh. It’s clear from the diatoms present in his lungs.’

It had begun to rain. Shona stepped under a cafe awning as she struggled to see the significance of this information, and her silence must have alerted Sue to that fact.

‘One scenario is the killer drowned him in the sea, then put him in that cave.’

Shona remembered the state of the Solway that weekend. It’d have taken some self-possession to drag your victim into the crashing waves, perhaps in the dark, and hold him under without half-drowning yourself in the process.

‘There’s no way the holy well in the cave could’ve been brackish?’ Shona said.

It didn’t look like the sea ever reached far enough in to contaminate the spring, but there’d been a storm surge and perhaps there were other ways for the salt water to feed in.

‘Your forensics fellow was smart enough to take water samples. The water in the cave is remarkably pure. But the salinity profile in the lung tissue is undeniable. And we know from the state of the body that he wasn’t washed into the cave by the storm.’

‘It doesn’t make sense. Why would anyone drag MacFarlane to the sea? Unless he tried to get away, his attacker caught up with him, then held his head under.’

‘As I said before, I think the serious nature of his head wound would have prevented him putting up much of a fight. Anyway, I’ll let you get back to whatever you’re doing so far from home.’

‘I’ve just taken a painting into the Met’s art unit for an expert opinion. Seemed best just to do it myself. You wouldn’t believe how much a courier costs these days. And I’m meeting Dan Ridley for a drink. And I had to see Rob,’ she added, aware that it sounded like an afterthought. She needn’t have worried. Sue had made her low opinion of Rob clear on previous occasions.

‘Well, say hello to Dan for me.’

‘Thanks for letting me know, Sue.’

‘Enjoy the rest of your day. I must get back to work. Even corpses don’t like to be kept waiting.’



When Shona arrived in the old-fashioned pub near Covent Garden, Dan Ridley was sitting at a quiet table, a fresh pint of lager in front of him as he scrolled through his phone. He got up from his chair and they hugged. He looked much the same as when she’d first met him nearly four years before: the blonde hair still cropped short, but the scrappy beard had filled out, along with his shoulders. There was something confident in his posture and manner that said he was no longer that timid, stuttering detective constable in Cumbria. London suited him.

‘How’s things?’ he said, putting a glass of white wine on the table for her, and resuming his seat.

‘I have to tell you, you’re very much missed,’ she said, taking a sip of the crisp, cold liquid. She updated him on the murder of the forest ranger and the search for the poet, Max Blake.

Dan drew his brows together. ‘Not the first time Blake’s come to the police’s notice. There was an incident at his house. Suspicion over some domestic abuse, but his wife refused to pursue it. I remember he was spoken to.’

‘Well, that’s something our current liaison didn’t mention,’ she said, irritated. ‘Think it’s relevant?’

‘Do you?’

‘Can’t see how,’ Shona replied after a moment’s consideration. ‘He’s walking the coastal path, so unless his wife decided to do away with him…’

‘Oh, yes. His walks,’ Dan said with exaggerated emphasis.

‘Go on…’ Shona felt a warmth that was nothing to do with her wine. How quickly they’d resumed their easy friendship. It was like they’d never been apart. ‘Tell me.’

‘I don’t think he’s as outdoorsy as he likes to pretend. Cumbria Mountain Rescue have had to go out for him a few times. He always managed to turn it around into some kind of heroic adventure on his part, but I know the team were pretty pissed off with him. Might be why he’s over your side of the border for a change.’

‘You think his disappearance could be some kind of publicity stunt?’

‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Dan replied. ‘But if you do need to go out in the lifeboat for him, you can bet he’ll make it seem like he’s rescued you.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ She smiled.

A companiable silence stretched between them, but slowly, the urge to ask Dan if the National Crime Agency had spoken to him too became unbearable.

‘They have,’ he confirmed in a low voice. ‘But I don’t think it’s significant. I know they’re expanding the corruption investigations. They only talked to me because I was part of the CID investigation into DCI Delfont’s death at Derwentwater. They wanted to know if there were any leads we discounted early on.’

‘Did they mention my name?’

‘They asked if I’d worked with you, but I got the idea they already knew the answer.’

‘What did you tell them?’

‘That you were a highly capable detective and that the whole team looked up to you.’

‘Thank you.’ Shona took a sip of wine, blinking away the grateful tears that threatened to spill from her eyes.

‘Only stating a fact.’ He gave her a sly smile, then his face turned serious again. ‘I understand why Thalia had to kill that bastard Delfont. And you did what you had to, to save her from going to prison. So don’t feel guilty. Who wouldn’t want that kind of loyalty in a fellow officer? Or a friend.’



On the train home, Shona was suddenly exhausted. Her anxiety over the NCA investigation was no less, but the knowledge that she could count on Dan made it bearable. Even the sound of Slasher Sue’s voice had provided a steadfastness, despite the strange news that she’d delivered about the water test results.

Shona tried to relax but when she closed her eyes, a fairground hall of mirrors, each showing a distorted copy of the Madonna and Child, danced before her. She blinked it away.

Opening her phone, she messaged Becca, who immediately called back.

Shona decided to gloss over the details of her visit to Rob but assured her daughter that she’d delivered the message and her dad had responded in kind. Becca seemed pleased. Jack had continued to make progress and Becca had been allowed a short visit.

‘And I saw my counsellor. She seemed okay but asked me a lot of questions about my past and my family.’

‘She probably wants to understand the context of your previous therapy and what type of treatment would suit you best now,’ Shona reassured her. ‘You’ll keep going with it, won’t you?’

‘Yeah, I think so. Jack will probably need counselling, so it’d be good to know what the process is.’

‘Yes, that’s true,’ Shona replied. It was further evidence, if any was needed, that Becca regarded her relationship with Jack as a long-term thing worth the investment. ‘What are you doing now?’

‘I’m having dinner with some friends. Emily is going to cook. Then we’ll watch a movie. Since Jack’s not here, it could be something scary. He gets frightened. But it’ll probably be a comedy.’

‘I think that sounds much more appropriate.’

‘Okay, Mum. I’ll call you tomorrow.’

The train sped up, leaving London’s suburbs behind and moving into the gentle countryside of the Home Counties bathed in a glorious winter sunset. Shona sat back and admired the view, savouring the relief of a largely successful trip. But mostly, she was just thankful for the mutually supportive friendships her daughter seemed to have built with her fellow students, and for her own. If there was one thing life had taught her, it was that you never knew what was around the corner.
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Chapter 28

Sunday morning was lifeboat training, and they had a special visitor – Billy Bain, the kitesurfer, had been discharged from hospital and had come to thank the crew. He arrived on crutches, accompanied by a journalist and a photographer from the local paper, along with Brian the dog and his owner, Danny, who’d first alerted the coastguard and probably saved Billy’s life.

Shona had forgotten all about the planned visit. Once they’d been gathered outside the front of the station for a team photo, she was happy to let the others take centre stage. She’d stood to one side of the boat hall, arms folded, mentally ordering the steps she needed to implement when she got back to the office the following day.

Brian the dog was doing his rounds of the crew, overjoyed to have so many people to charm. He raced up to Shona, tail wagging, and licked at her hands.

‘Sorry about that,’ owner Danny said, pulling him away.

‘It’s fine.’ Shona scratched Brian behind the ears and he wriggled with pleasure. ‘How are you, Danny? Did your wife give you a hard time about you soaking your boots?’

Danny laughed. ‘She did. And I was late for ma dinner. But I think she believes me now.’ He indicated a short woman in a pale green anorak, her cheeks pink with pride and pleasure, in deep conversation with Callum.

The third crew member in the lifeboat, Graham Finlayson, was conspicuous by his absence. Having been the helm on the rescue, there was general disappointment that he wasn’t available for an interview and the regulation grip-and-grin photograph, but Shona was just relieved. His absence helped her mentally separate the two sides of her life – police, lifeboat – which were threatening to collapse in on themselves and bury her under the rubble. If the team could place him anywhere near the Glendair Estate, she’d need to reinterview him and would rather they didn’t meet before then. No one at the lifeboat station knew anything other than he’d been interviewed – as a witness, they’d assumed. What would happen when she charged him with murder? So far, they’d managed to keep his arrest and bail out of the papers, but she had no illusions that Graham was a well-liked part of the crew and even the horrendous nature of his crime wouldn’t make everyone sympathetic to Shona’s position.

‘Do you want to see?’ Suddenly, Billy Bain was in front of her, balanced on his crutches, a grey surgical boot around one ankle. He held up an iPad for her to look at.

‘Sorry, Billy.’ Shona smiled, touching his shoulder lightly in apology. ‘Miles away. Just a bit tired this morning.’

‘Been out on the razzle?’ Billy grinned.

‘Yeah, something like that. I’m glad you’re up and about.’ She was genuinely pleased to see he was recovering. The news that his foot had been saved and he’d likely walk normally again, albeit after extensive physiotherapy, had given everyone involved in the rescue a boost.

‘I wanted to say thank you,’ Billy told her. ‘And sorry. I feel really stupid about it.’

‘No problem. We’re just glad you’re here to tell the tale.’

‘I can show you, if you like. My helmet GoPro caught the accident and a bit of the rescue.’

He was so eager, Shona didn’t have the heart to say no.

‘I fancied a quick go with the kite before the storm,’ Billy said. He set the footage running, a dizzying view of the boiling waves as he twisted through the sky, and she couldn’t help comparing the jerky awkwardness of the flight to the soaring control of the eagle she’d seen at Glendair.

Billy went on with his commentary. ‘I was far out, but I must have drifted in, then a gust took me. I didn’t think through a plan A and a plan B, like I normally would. I was in too much of a hurry,’ he admitted. ‘I got into a bad position, the kite turned 180 degrees and I was just spinning under the canopy, my lines tangled.’

Shona winced as she saw the dark mass of rocks approaching like a train.

‘I stuck my leg out when I saw the cliff coming at me, felt something go. When I hit the sand, I was just happy to be alive. Thought I’d got away with it, then the tsunami of pain hit me.’

His helmet camera recorded Shona’s and Callum’s arrival on the beach, her taking his hand and her calm words.

‘God, I’m counting my chins,’ Shona joked. ‘No one looks good from that angle.’

‘You were amazing,’ Billy said, and as she watched the video, it was like looking at another person – someone capable, calm and professional that in no way reflected the turmoil she’d felt beneath the surface.

The journalist had drifted over and when she overheard the comment, insisted that Shona, Billy and Brian the dog had their photograph taken together. Shona tried to refuse, pointing out that it’d been a team effort, but her protests were waved away. In the end, she managed to drag Callum into the picture, since he’d also been on the beach.

‘And we’d like to put this amazing footage on our website,’ the journalist said. ‘If that’s okay with you, Billy.’

‘Oh, I wish you wouldn’t,’ Shona said, before she could stop herself, but again this was taken as false modesty.

The truth was darker. She didn’t have social media and generally kept a low media profile out of work, in case any of her former clients came looking for revenge once they left prison. She’d been harassed at home before, and had worked through the fears it’d generated, but was still keen to minimise her online presence.

‘Aye, no problem,’ Billy said to the journalist and Shona knew she was powerless to stop it. ‘If you think people would be interested,’ he added.

Now that it was all in the past, Billy was matter of fact about his near-death experience.

‘You’ve been through a terrible thing,’ Shona said, gently, once they were alone again. ‘You might find the experience comes back to you in waves, sometimes when you least expect it. That’s perfectly normal.’

She didn’t want to use the term PTSD, but that was what she was talking about. Not only those they rescued, but some crew members also experienced it, and there was support for them. She’d be eternally grateful to Simon Wallace for what he’d done for Becca. Having had her daughter go through a terrible ordeal and agree to counselling, she wanted to make sure Billy did the same.

‘If you have flashbacks or nightmares, make sure you talk to someone about it. I can put you in touch with organisations that’ll help.’

Brian the dog had wandered over, and Shona gave him another scratch behind the ear before he moved on to Billy, obviously his preferred human, wagging his tail wildly like a furry flag of joy.

‘One of the nurses at the hospital talked about my mental health, so I have a contact if I need it, thank you.’ Billy ruffled Brian’s fur. ‘I’d never have made it off that beach without him. No offence to you and the lifeboat,’ he added hurriedly.

‘None taken.’ Shona laughed.

‘I’m adopting a dog from the shelter. Picking him up next week. I know I might need to talk to someone, but I think having a pup will help my recovery. Good to have the company and it’ll get me out and about.’

‘Will you be taking him kitesurfing?’ Shona teased.

‘I think kitesurfing is off the menu for a bit,’ Billy said, ruefully, lifting the surgical boot and grimacing. ‘And mountain biking.’

‘You’ll be back on your bike in time for summer,’ Shona assured him.

‘Feels like tempting fate.’

‘Well, we don’t rescue many cyclists.’ She smiled. ‘You’ll be fine.’

‘I hope so. It’s just, the day before my accident, I was almost knocked off my bike by some arsehole in a black pick-up in Dalgeddie Forest. No’ just me either. One of the rangers was in the firing line too. Probably just as well I ended up in hospital when I did, or I’d have killed myself climbing or something. You know, third time unlucky. Three strikes and you’re out.’ He stopped and looked at Shona curiously. ‘What is it?’

‘This incident with the black pick-up, when was this exactly, Billy?’ A strange hum had started in her head, like the electrical buzz of an approaching storm.

‘Day before the accident?’

‘You’re sure?’

The lifeboat had been called out to Billy on the Sunday morning. If Billy was correct in his timings, the near-miss with the pick-up must have been the Saturday.

‘Oh aye, I’m sure.’ He took his iPad back from Shona and began scrolling through the files. ‘Had my camera fixed to my bike. You can see for yourself.’

‘Hang on a moment.’ Shona covered his hand with hers to prevent him pressing Play.

They were still in the boat hall, with the journalist and the various visitors milling among the crew and other station volunteers. Too many people who might notice what she was about to witness. There was the mezzanine level above, where the crew room and Tommy’s office would provide some quiet and privacy, but Shona didn’t think Billy would make it up the stairs.

‘Come this way.’ She took the iPad from Billy and put her other hand under his elbow, guiding him through to the crew changing room at the back of the building.

Inside, the immersion suits hung like shed skins from pegs; the white bowling-ball shapes of the helmets were stowed above in recesses, each marked with a volunteer’s name.

‘Here, sit down.’ She helped him to the wooden bench that ran around three sides of the room. Holding the iPad between them, she took a deep breath. ‘Talk me through what happened.’

Billy had caught something in her tone and his expression now matched hers for seriousness.

‘Why are you so interested in this?’ he said. ‘It was just some arsy driver going too fast.’

‘The weekend you had your accident with the kite, a man was found dead. One of the forest rangers. A man called John MacFarlane. Didn’t you see it on the news?’

‘Don’t watch the news,’ he confessed.

It didn’t surprise Shona. From what she’d heard, most young people these days were the same. Becca certainly didn’t, unless it was a conservation issue or archaeology.

‘I’d like to see your video because we need to find out more about how Mr MacFarlane died.’

Billy’s eyes widened. ‘Do you think someone murdered him?’ He indicated the iPad. ‘Did this pick-up guy run him over?’

‘No. Mr MacFarlane was attacked at his home. We want to speak to the driver of a black pick-up as a witness, but he’s not come forward. So, show me what happened.’

Billy shifted, trying to get comfortable on the hard wooden bench, then pressed the Play arrow.

The camera was mounted on the handlebars of Billy’s bike. Last time it had been waves, now it was trees rushing past as he hurtled at breakneck speed down the rough trail, intermittent sprays of mud flying out and upwards from puddles.

‘This is where it happened,’ Billy said.

On the screen, up ahead, a forest ranger was parked on the edge of the track. From somewhere on the right, another vehicle swung out from between the trees. Beneath the winter pines, it was dark, but the pick-up showed no lights. Billy swore as he swerved to avoid it and lost traction. The bike came to rest on its side among the dead pine needles, the mud-splashed camera still recording.

A male figure appeared around the tailgate of the ranger’s vehicle. The pick-up didn’t slow, forcing him to leap backwards out of the way.

Shona peered at the screen. The ranger was the right height and build for John MacFarlane, but she couldn’t be sure.

‘How far away from the ranger were you when this happened?’ she asked Billy.

It looked close, but the camera angle could be deceptive.

‘About ten metres. They were shouting at each other as he went past.’

‘What did they say?’

‘Couldn’t hear. “You” maybe, and something else.’

‘Did you see the driver of the pick-up?’

Billy screwed up his face. ‘From the side, when he pulled out. Just a shape, really. Definitely a guy. Quite big. Dark jacket and a beanie.’

It matched the man who’d delivered the wood to the pub but lacked any additional detail that would help track him down. Shona didn’t let her disappointment show and gave Billy an encouraging smile.

‘That’s great, Billy. What happened next?’

‘The ranger jumped in his cab and went after him.’

‘He chased him?’

‘Yeah. I mean, at the time, I was a bit pissed off,’ Billy said, shifting in embarrassment. ‘I thought he should’ve checked I was okay. But the speed that pick-up was going, he was probably worried he’d hit a kid or a family, and I was on my feet by then.’

‘Okay, thanks, Billy. I’m going to need that footage.’ Then, mindful of the journalists outside, she added, ‘And don’t show it to anyone else.’

‘I won’t,’ he promised.

‘C’mon, let’s get you back out there.’ She smiled. ‘And don’t worry about this. Just concentrate on getting better, and your new dog.’

Shona left by the crew-room door, striding up the hill with a memory stick in her pocket containing the video of the pick-up. Had Billy’s GoPro caught the tree rustler? He must be connected somehow to Graham Finlayson. Or had she been wrong about her crewmate, and the pick-up driver himself had gone to Wren Cottage to finish the argument? But would you really kill someone over a load of firewood?
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Chapter 29

Locating the man with the black pick-up was now Shona’s priority. Efforts to place Graham Finlayson at the Glendair Estate were sidelined as the team gathered around the interactive whiteboard and scrutinised Billy Bane’s footage from Dalgeddie Forest. She ran the clip twice as they all watched in silence.

‘Well, that wasnae a friendly encounter.’ Murdo shook his head.

‘What do we think? Is this definitely our victim?’ Shona opened the question to the others. The index number on the ranger’s vehicle matched the one parked at Wren Cottage.

But Nick Cairns had said most of the rangers had encountered tree rustlers, and they operated a pool system for vehicles, though staff generally stuck with the same ones. ‘Chloe? Vinny? You’ve seen our guy the most.’ Both data analysts had viewed snippets provided by Cairns from the visitor centre cameras in the days before MacFarlane’s murder, as well as a video on the Southern Uplands Golden Eagle YouTube channel which showed the ranger tagging young birds. None had yielded any clues, but they gave a better idea of how the victim might’ve looked or moved than photographs.

‘It’s him,’ Chloe said, folding her arms. ‘The hairline’s the same, and the way he walks – slightly tipped forward. Gives him a distinctive gait.’

Shona breathed an inward sigh of relief. The rangers she’d met the night of the search had mostly been male, physically fit and in their thirties to early fifties, and the idea that this was somehow a MacFarlane doppelganger had loomed large in her mind overnight. She’d tried to keep her excitement in check, doubting what her own eyes were telling her – that at last they had a break. Now she had the confirmation she’d craved.

‘Is that a number plate?’ Shona half-closed her eyes but was unable to make the image of the black pick-up any clearer.

‘We’ll do our best to enhance that for you,’ Chloe replied.

Even a partial number plate would help narrow down the hundred plus possibles they currently had.

‘Let’s see the CCTV images from The Old Inn,’ Shona said, sitting back against the nearest desk.

Vinny placed the two boxes side by side on the screen.

‘I’d say that was the same pick-up.’ Shona looked at Jess for confirmation, since she seemed to have the best grasp of makes and models when it came to utility vehicles.

‘Definitely an old Ford Ranger.’ Jess leaned closer, her eyes flicking between the two images. ‘Busted offside brake light,’ she declared.

‘Should make him easier tae find,’ Murdo said.

‘Make sure our guys know we consider him a dangerous individual,’ Shona said. ‘We don’t want a straight traffic stop turning nasty.’

‘Aye, I’ll stress that point. If the fella has any sense, he’ll be lying low.’

Shona thought that was probably true, and even if he’d stayed local, there were plenty of unmonitored B-roads, and his vehicle could take him down tracks well away from any cameras.

‘Vinny, pal? Any chance you can clean up the sound?’ Ravi said. ‘Be good to work out an accent, or what they said to each other.’

‘Our kitesurfer thought he caught the word you, but that doesn’t tell us much,’ Shona admitted.

Vinny tapped a few keys on his laptop. ‘There’s a lot of environmental sound from the vehicles, the wind and the camera hitting the gravel track. But there seem to be three overlapping voices.’

They all listened keenly as the video ran again, with the background noise reduced. Billy Bain’s shouts of protest and a string of expletives were clearly audible, since he was closest to the device. But, frustratingly, this masked the exchange between MacFarlane and the other driver.

‘Right.’ Shona straightened up, signalling an end to the discussion. ‘See what you can do with it and let me know. Murdo, Ravi, I need a word in my office.’

She took a seat behind her desk and signalled them to take the opposite chairs. Then, she updated them on what Debbie at the Met’s art team had said, regarding the number of copies that might float around any work of art.

‘Well, our Madonna is the only Madonna for me,’ Ravi said. ‘Except Madonna, obviously. “Vogue” is mine and Martin’s favourite track. If we ever get around to a wedding, I want it when we walk down the aisle, though he thinks we should keep it traditional and have Handel’s “Arrival of the Queen of Sheba”. Suit Martin right enough,’ he grinned.

‘Aye, you can’t beat Handel,’ Murdo said. ‘We had Bach. “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring”. Joan looked a picture. Held the reception at Langholm Cricket Club.’

‘Expensive? You get member’s rates?’

‘Oh aye, it was very reasonable. I was still in their first team then.’

‘Anyway,’ Shona said, unsure how they’d progressed from lost art to wedding arrangements quite so quickly. ‘I met up with Dan Ridley while I was there. Asked after you all.’

‘Dan the Man,’ Ravi said, grinning. ‘How is he?’

Shona paused to consider. ‘Thriving, I’d say.’

‘Hope he remembers us when he’s Chief Constable.’ Murdo smiled.

Shona felt a strange twinge of anxiety at that thought. She rated Dan highly as an officer and had always believed he’d go far. Perhaps it was regret that, inevitably, climbing the promotion tree would mean tough choices, both personal and professional, and she wanted to spare him those. But then she’d already placed him in just such a difficult position when he’d been faced with Thalia’s execution of Delfont, and Cumbria CID’s subsequent involvement in the case. It was unrealistic to think she could protect those she cared about from the stress and grief of life, but it wouldn’t stop her trying.

‘Dan told me some interesting things about our absent poet.’

She updated them on his history of going missing on previous walks, and his tendency to paint himself in a flattering light.

Murdo looked taken aback, as if he felt the attack on the poet’s integrity personally. Ravi was more sanguine.

‘Aye, you should never meet your heroes. That’ s what they say, isn’t it? Folk in the public eye are no’ the same as you think. Might explain why we haven’t picked up his trail. You think it’s a stunt?’

‘I wondered about that, but it seems a high-risk publicity strategy. I mean, if it came out he’d pulled this kind of thing before, there’d be a backlash, surely. Murdo? Does Dan’s assessment fit with anything you and Hannah uncovered?’

Her sergeant stuck out his bottom lip. ‘No’ come across anythin’ like that at all.’

‘We should check it out, though,’ Ravi argued. ‘I mean, he’s no’ just gone home and nobody’s told us?’

It was Shona’s preferred option, but she didn’t think it likely. ‘His wife reported him missing. She or Cumbria CID would have given us a call. Though, judging by their recent performance, they’re in no hurry to assist us with anything.’

‘We could ring his wife,’ Ravi said. ‘Though that’s gonna be a bit of a tricky conversation.’

Shona nodded her agreement. Her boss, the Super, would have a meltdown if Mrs Blake relayed that little gem to the press. ‘Murdo?’

‘I’ve contact details for his agent. Might be worth talking to her.’ Murdo took out his phone, found a number and held the screen up for Shona to see.

She nodded. ‘Stick it on speaker.’

When an educated, softly spoken female voice answered, Shona introduced herself and asked if there was anything in the poet’s past history that they might have missed and had a bearing on his current whereabouts.

There was a pause, and Shona was convinced the agent had picked up on her meaning.

‘I’m not aware of anything specific on this occasion. We’re all very worried about him.’

‘Has he missed any scheduled engagements?’

‘I don’t keep his personal diary, but this is a quiet time of the year for events.’

The emphasis felt like a distancing tactic and when Shona looked at Ravi and Murdo, their raised eyebrows indicated they thought the same. Part of her job may have been to deal with any fallout from the incidents Dan had mentioned, and it sounded to Shona like her patience was wearing a little thin.

‘Can you tell me how things are at home for Max Blake. It’ll be strictly confidential. It’s just…’ Shona searched for the right term. ‘Difficulties in his marriage have been mentioned. We need to consider the possibility that he may have harmed himself.’

‘Oh, that’s absolutely not the case. I’m sure Max would never harm himself.’ The agent paused. ‘But what I can tell you – strictly between us – is that Max leans emotionally, practically and financially on his wife. Jane is a strong individual, who understands the realities of being married to an artist. It would be reasonable if she was, at times, a bit fed up with his lack of input for her and the children.’

‘I see,’ Shona replied. ‘And he definitely hasn’t been in touch with you or anyone else you’re aware of, since last Saturday, just over a week ago?’

‘He hasn’t.’

‘And that’s unusual?’

‘For this length of time? Yes. Yes, it is.’

Shona thanked the agent and ended the call. ‘What d’you think?’

‘She seems to be confirming what Dan told you,’ Ravi offered.

Murdo looked reluctant to agree but eventually said, ‘I’d read that as being out o’ contact isn’t out o’ character, but not for this long.’

‘I think that’s fair,’ Shona agreed. ‘We need to renew our appeal and—’ She checked the diary on her work phone. ‘—and visit his wife. There’s a meeting set up with MacFarlane’s family in Cumbria on Wednesday. Murdo, can you ring Jane Blake and say we’d like to stop in for a chat? I want to reassure her we’re treating her husband’s disappearance as a priority and, given the Coniston connection, who knows. Maybe, they’ll both have something to tell us about the other.’

Jess tapped on the door, then put her head around it. Shona could tell immediately there’d been progress. Her face was calm but her eyes glittered.

‘How many possibles are we down to with the black pick-up?’ Shona said.

‘One.’

They were all on their feet.

‘Show me.’
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Chapter 30

When Shona crossed the room to the analysts’ desks, Vinny was as calm as ever, but Chloe was fizzing with excitement.

‘Partial plate gave us only one possibility,’ she said. ‘The vehicle is registered to a Jonathan Carr, no previous.’ She clicked on a driver’s licence showing the photograph of a man in his fifties with a round face, scowling at the camera. ‘It’s an address just near Inverness.’

That might explain the lack of local sightings of the pick-up since John MacFarlane’s murder. Deep down, the urge to get as far away from the scene as possible would be a powerful one.

Shona peered at the picture of Jonathan Carr. ‘Hard to tell from the headshot, but the descriptions we have from Billy Bain and Graham Finlayson don’t rule him out. And it would make sense if he skedaddled back north.’

Jess checked the map point on the screen. ‘I know the locale. Looks like a working croft. That’d explain the forestry skills.’

Shona turned to Ravi. ‘I want you and Jess to go up there.’

He gave a sour look that was just short of mutinous. She raised her eyebrows, inviting him to say something. It wasn’t like him to push back against a direct order, even if his relationship with Jess was ropey. He held her gaze for a fraction of a second and then shrugged. Jess’s attention, along with Chloe’s and Vinny’s, had been on the screen, and Shona was sure Ravi’s reaction had gone unnoticed.

‘Jess, can you get in touch with your old mates? Get some background on the place.’

Her DC nodded. ‘I’ll ask if they can rustle up an armed response crew. Most of these crofts have an unlicensed shotgun about the place for vermin. I’d hate our fella to consider us in that category.’

When they’d established a plan for approaching and questioning Jonathan Carr, Shona tilted her head at Ravi and he followed her back into her office.

‘Sit down.’ Instead of going behind her desk, Shona pulled up a chair opposite and folded her arms. ‘What’s this with you and Jess?’

Ravi had grown up the only boy with four older sisters. After Kate’s death, Shona – who was an only child – had assumed that would mean he’d easily be able to begin a new working relationship with Jess, or any other female officer. She saw now she’d been naïve, although she was still surprised that the two detective constables hadn’t gelled more quickly. They brought complementary skills to the team. Ravi was a charming, problem-solving people person, apparently unphased by the wealthiest and the poorest. Jess had a natural authority, was quick to see connections and had an unimpeachable moral code, as demonstrated by her refusal of the whisky at Glendair.

Shona suppressed a smile. ‘She can’t be scarier than Mina.’ Ravi’s oldest sister had the reputation as the family dragon.

‘Aye, well, Mina can be terrifying, but if it came to the crunch, she’d always be on my side.’

‘I’m sure in a tough situation, Jess would be on your side.’

‘Aye, that’s just it. I’d rather have her in front, where I can see her.’

‘It’s as bad as that?’ Shona said, surprised at Ravi’s vehemence.

‘Look, she’s a good cop. We get on fine, mostly. But I just find her a bit… I don’t know… Kate could be annoying, but she had a respect for everyone she dealt with.’

‘And Jess doesn’t?’ Shona frowned.

‘Sometimes she treats folk like she’s a lioness and they’re a gazelle.’

‘She’s ambitious.’

‘I’m ambitious,’ Ravi said. ‘And that’s another thing. I’m the senior DC. I was acting sergeant when… when Kate was killed. It’s no’ the money. It’s just like everything has stalled for me since.’

‘D’you want to speak to someone?’ She was pretty sure he’d already seen the force psychologist – they all had, even Murdo – but sometimes it wasn’t enough.

‘I’m speaking to you, aren’t I?’

She saw the pain in his expression and thought of Becca, and Simon Wallace’s advice, and realised she hadn’t been as vigilant as she should have been with Ravi.

Shona reached out and took his hand. ‘Is this your first death on the job?’

He nodded. ‘Amazing, isn’t it, since I was a beat cop in Southside Central.’ The area where Ravi had served, and grew up, had a reputation for OCG activity, drugs and violence. ‘Not your first, is it, though?’

She shook her head. The count stood at around five. She didn’t consider DCI Harry Delfont as a colleague, only as a predator.

‘It’s hard,’ Shona replied, quietly. ‘It makes it harder to get out there. To care about new colleagues who might go the same way. Get on with them, but don’t get too attached.’ She gave Ravi an understanding smile. ‘I’m sorry. I should have supported you more.’

‘It’s fine, boss. You’ve had your hands full too.’

‘I had a go at her. Kate. Just before she died. And I missed chances. Murdo said I should forgive myself.’

‘Murdo’s right. But then Murdo is always right.’ Ravi smiled, letting go of her hand with a final squeeze.

‘True,’ Shona smiled back, then shook her head. ‘I once told Kate about a fellow officer who was stabbed going through a door on an arrest. She’d loosened her vest. Somehow, the guy managed to find a gap. It was a fluke.’

‘Were you close?’

‘Yes. We trained together. But I blamed her for it. I blamed her for my grief.’

‘Kate didn’t do anything wrong and I still blame her,’ Ravi admitted. ‘And it makes me scared.’

‘Psychologists won’t give you this advice,’ Shona began, weighing up how much she should say. ‘But what I’ve learned on the job, and in the lifeboat, is that it’s not a bad thing to be frightened. Stay frightened. Keep reminding yourself what happened. That way, you’ll be in a position to save someone else’s life.’

It wasn’t the sort of thing she’d say to Becca. Shona hoped for a more serene outcome for her daughter. But for a fellow officer, if you didn’t learn from experience there was always the chance of another fatality, for yourself or others.

Ravi gave her a thoughtful look, as if he was considering his grief and fear from a different perspective.

‘I’ll speak to Jess,’ Shona said. ‘I’m not going to mention our conversation, but it’s important she’s a good fit for the team.’ She didn’t want to lose her and was sure Jess could be made to understand the impact her predecessor’s death was still having.

‘Don’t, boss. It’s fine. I’ll sort it.’ Ravi stood up, signalling an end to the discussion. She was tempted to pull rank, insist as his inspector that intervention was required on the grounds of his well-being. But Ravi’s proven ability to establish rapport with even the trickiest witnesses, suspects and victims’ families had always come good. She just had to trust to the process. In truth, she didn’t have mental resources of her own to do anything else.

‘So, how’s Becca doing?’ he said. ‘I hear her pal is out of danger.’

‘He is, thankfully. It’ll be a long road. But how did you know that?’ She didn’t remember telling him.

‘Mina’s best mate from school is an ICU nurse at the hospital.’

‘Of course,’ Shona conceded with a smile and made a mental note that if she ever needed any info on the Southside, she’d have a ready-made source in Mina that was far superior to any official channels.

‘And Ravi?’ she said, when he reached the door. ‘Just remember I’m sending my best officers to Inverness because that’s who I need on this job. I know you can make it work.’

He sighed. ‘Aye, of course. But if I don’t come back, make her tell you where she’s buried my body.’
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Chapter 31

Jess’s old colleagues at Inverness had scoped the croft out and quickly pulled together a team of four firearms officers. The next morning, Shona was in the office by five a.m., and Murdo appeared soon afterwards, despite her having told him there was no need to come in early.

‘I’d like to be here, if it’s all the same to you,’ he said, placing a flask of coffee and a paper bag of rolls on his desk, his face resolute. He, too, was still carrying a burden of grief and regret at DC Kate Irving’s death, and an operation involving a potentially armed individual was bound to raise anxieties.

Ravi and Jess went in at 5:30 a.m. On their bodycam live feeds, Shona heard the shouts of the firearms team and, eventually, the scowling face of Jonathan Carr appeared, blinking into an officer’s torchlight. She and Murdo leaned closer to her laptop screen, trying to reconcile the figure before them with the brief CCTV flashes of the man who’d delivered the wood to The Old Inn, and who’d been at the wheel of the black Ford Ranger pick-up during the confrontation with John MacFarlane in the forest.

Their last view was of Carr and his partner Lucy Lynch being put, handcuffed, into patrol cars. Then the feed finished and Shona sat back in her chair.

‘What d’you think?’

‘Could be him,’ Murdo acknowledged.

Ravi and Jess would interview Jonathan Carr and his partner at Burnett Road police office, in Inverness, and bring in forensics for any vehicles, before transporting the whole lot back south.

Shona texted Ravi – update soonest, pls – then sat fidgeting at her desk.

‘Fancy a roll?’ Murdo said.

‘What’ve you got?’

‘Ham and tomato. Cheese. Corned beef and onion.’

‘You make them?’

‘Joan.’

‘I’ll have a ham one, then, please.’

‘I could pretend tae be offended by thon slur on my piece making, boss,’ Murdo said, getting up from his chair. ‘But I’ll just take it as a compliment tae ma wife’s cooking.’

‘Never intended it as anything else,’ Shona replied. ‘I’ll stick the kettle on.’



An hour later, the office was filling with folk keen to know the outcome of the early morning’s raid. When Ravi’s name flashed up on her phone, she answered at once.

‘Hi, boss. Haven’t found the pick-up yet.’ He sounded tired, but resolutely upbeat. ‘Our pal Jonathan Carr went no comment until we told him we had footage of the vehicle registered to him and that it was implicated in a murder. Says he’s never been to Dumfries and claims he sold it five years ago for cash but can’t remember who to.’

They had no V5 details of the new owner. Carr might’ve forgotten to inform the DVLA. Shona had recently read a briefing document from the DVLA estimating that, of the thirty-six million vehicles on UK roads, they lacked any current details at all for around five hundred thousand of them.

‘Vinny and Chloe did some digging yesterday afternoon,’ Shona said. ‘It’s not currently insured or taxed. Likely kept in a garage somewhere.’

‘Aye, we’ve done the barns, but he’s got ten hectares of ground, half of it woodland, so plenty of places to stash a vehicle. Local lads are gonnae start looking when it gets light in about an hour.’

It was a disappointment, but Shona hadn’t expected Carr to stick the vehicle in which he’d transported John MacFarlane’s body on his front lawn.

‘What about his partner, Lucy Lynch?’

‘She backs up his alibi that he was at home that weekend, they never left the croft and neither of them saw anyone. I’ll send over their phone details. Be good if we could match him to the number on the Facebook ad for logs, or place him anywhere in our neck of the woods.’

‘All right, keep at it,’ Shona said and ended the call.

Shona busied herself with a backlog of paperwork, while Murdo had his phone permanently clamped to his ear. Vinny and Chloe were chasing down phone logs and ANPR sightings, searching for anything that put Jonathan Carr in Dumfriesshire. Hannah, pulling her cardigan together at the front – her habitual sign of agitation – made frequent forays into Shona’s office to enquire if she wanted coffee, but really to check if there was any news.

When Ravi’s name appeared on the phone screen once more, the microsecond of tenterhooks she experienced – good news, bad news – was quickly superseded by the need to know one way or another what he’d uncovered.

‘Hang on.’ She got up and tapped the glass on her office partition. The whole team looked up expectantly. She beckoned to Murdo, who immediately left his desk, hauling up his suit trousers as he strode across the room. ‘You’re on speaker. Murdo’s with me.’

‘No sign of the vehicle,’ Ravi began, and Shona felt a plunging in her stomach that verged on nausea. ‘But we’ve had another chat with Carr. His memory’s made a sudden recovery when I reminded him that we were talking a murder charge. There was a guy who did some casual jobs in exchange for bed and board. He sold him the pick-up for cash, a good price, also in part payment for the work. He says he only knew him as ‘Brownie’. Lucy Lynch confirmed that and reckoned he was from Edinburgh, and he’d worked overseas, maybe in the oil industry.’

‘Think they’re on the level?’

‘Aye, I do. The local cops say Carr’s not been in bother with them. Our pick-up guy drove full pelt at a forest ranger over some firewood. That lack of impulse control is likely to get you noticed. Fights with your neighbours over hedges, road rage. And then there’s the wood.’

‘How d’you mean?’

‘He’s got hectares of the stuff here. It’s extreme kleptomania if you need to dot about Dumfries, nicking the stuff.’

Shona looked at Murdo, who shrugged his agreement.

‘What if he’d had a fight with his partner,’ Shona began, ‘came here to cool off and saw this as an opportunity to make some cash? As Jess mentioned, he’d have the know-how, living on a croft.’

‘It’s possible, I suppose. But there’s no connection to Dumfries and Galloway showing anywhere in his background. It’s not like he has an old mum living in a cottage in Kirkcudbright he could run home to.’

Shona sighed, recognising the familiar signs of a promising lead petering out. But at least they now had a name, or a nickname more likely, and an approximate date for the transfer of ownership of the black Ford Ranger with the bust brake light. Brownie had been on a croft in Inverness five years ago. It was a place to start.

‘Get Mr Carr to put together an e-fit of this Brownie.’

‘Already in hand.’

‘And well done, Rav. It’s a step in the right direction.’

‘I think it was all down to Jess scaring the living daylights out of him.’

‘What did she do?’ Shona said, suddenly worried that, back in her old haunts, with colleagues that might turn a blind eye, DC Jess Jamieson had overstepped the mark and coerced a witness.

‘Nothing,’ Ravi said. ‘Just stared at him.’

Shona smiled and Murdo gave an approving nod.

‘Always knew she’d come in useful,’ Ravi added, and Shona took that to be a massive step in the right direction for her DCs’ previously combative relationship and team harmony in general.

‘How long are you going to be?’ Shona said.

‘Hour or so.’

‘Right, well bail Mr Carr and we’ll see you both back here later.’

‘Okay, boss. Oh, one more thing. That auction house in Glasgow, Bower and Brookes? They’ve just called me about the Madonna and Child painting. Suggested we talk to your brother-in-law, Sandy Oliver.’

‘I’ve already done that,’ Shona said, irritably. The last thing she wanted to be reminded of was her encounter with the supercilious Sandy. ‘Anyway, it’s in the Met’s hands now. They’re the experts.’

‘It’s just…’ Ravi persisted. ‘Sandy Oliver was the agent who brought the picture to them. Suppose you can’t remember every single thing that comes through a business like that.’

‘Suppose not,’ Shona said, aware that Murdo was studying her expression, and feeling the need to remain guarded until she’d worked through the implications herself.

‘I’ll send the e-fit over ASAP, boss. See you later.’

The call ended but Shona remained staring at the screen. Murdo slapped his knees and stood up.

‘That’s something to chew on anyway,’ he said, and Shona wasn’t sure whether he meant a new lead in the shape of the mysterious ‘Brownie’ or what Ravi had relayed about Sandy.

Murdo paused, eyeing her.

‘I can call him if you like. Probably an admin thing,’ he added, making it clear her brother-in-law was indeed his intended target for a chewing for not mentioning this earlier.

It was a tempting thought, but Sandy needed careful handling. Part of her did want to see Sandy’s expression when she asked him to his face. He was smart and though she wouldn’t call him vindictive, even after the way he’d treated her and Becca, he was well connected. She could see him having a word with a senior officer, probably one he’d bought antiques for, hinting at unhinged harassment from the wife of his jailed brother. After all, what did they have? A report of Sandy going about his lawful and respected business, acting as an agent to facilitate a quiet sale by a convent full of nuns to a perfectly satisfied buyer. Nothing was missing. They just had a surfeit of one Madonna and Child. It came well down on the list of their current cases.

‘It’s fine, Murdo. Like you say, probably an admin thing. You okay to head down to John MacFarlane’s family in Cumbria tomorrow?’

‘Oh aye. And the poet’s wife, Jane Blake, says we can pop in. Asked if we could make it while her bairns are o’er at a friend’s. She’s no’ sending them tae school at the minute in case one of the others say something about their dad being missin’. Awful tae think of, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ Shona agreed. Murdo was one of the toughest people she knew, but he also had one of the softest hearts. ‘You get off home now. Let’s see what we can do tomorrow to bring their dad home.’
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Chapter 32

As the office began to empty, Shona considered the merits of an in-person visit to Oliver & Co., Auctioneers and Valuers, but it was after five p.m. She’d be lucky to catch Sandy there late twice in seven days. She’d been in the office for almost twelve hours straight and all she really wanted to do was go home, have a glass of wine and prepare for tomorrow’s interviews.

There was nothing urgent about the painting, and the dull throb of a headache was settling in behind her eyes. She closed the lid of her laptop and slipped it in her bag. Downstairs in the carpark, white dunes of snow were banked up around the perimeter fence, the cars like creatures that had crawled in next to them for shelter. As she sat shivering in the driving seat, waiting for the Audi’s heater to blast the windscreen clear, she realised that if she didn’t confront Sandy, she’d only drag the problem all the way back to High Pines with her.

His number rang for a long time, and Shona was just about to give up when he finally answered.

‘Shona.’ Sandy’s voice was bright with false enthusiasm. He’d probably been calculating if it was better to ignore her call or answer it in the hope of heading off another visit to his auction rooms. Police turning up on a regular basis, even if they were family members, was never a good look in a business that traded on scrupulous honesty and authenticity.

‘Sandy, I won’t keep you. Just a quick clarification on that painting I brought in. Bower and Brookes have told us you directed the original to them.’ She paused to let him confirm or deny it, but the silence was loud. ‘I’m very keen to reunite the owner with this copy. If it does belong to the convent, as an agent involved in the sale, I’m sure you could reassure the sisters that there’d be no public mention of the matter by Police Scotland.’

There was a long pause. ‘It’s really not my area. I suppose it may have come through the business without me ever clapping eyes on it, but I wouldn’t know where to start with this copy. If you left it with me, I could approach the convent for you. Ask around. Find it a home.’

‘So, you’ve no idea who it belongs to, or who might’ve painted it for them?’

‘Sorry, Shona. None at all.’

‘Okay, Sandy, thanks for your time.’

Through the windscreen, the view was now sharp under a bright moon. It was clear Sandy knew more than he was saying. But she couldn’t put her finger on what that might be. So much of the art and antiques world seemed to be smoke and mirrors, so perhaps it was just force of habit. How did the Oliver men get to be such good liars, she wondered. Years of practice, probably.

She was just about to set off when her phone rang again. Nothing, she hoped, that would expel her from her nice, warm car and back upstairs to the office. Thankfully, it was Becca, and her heart lifted at the thought of a chat with her daughter.

‘Weird thing today at the counsellor,’ Becca said after she’d updated her mother on Jack’s good progress. ‘She asked me a lot about you.’

‘Me?’ Shona frowned in puzzlement.

‘Asked if I was your daughter. Said she’d seen you on TV.’

It was possible, of course. Shona had made statements at press conferences in the past, and there’d been plenty of coverage of the attacks on James, when Shona was SIO on the stalking case. But it didn’t feel right that a counsellor was bringing this up with Becca.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Angie something… MacDonald, I think.’

The name meant nothing. Shona had never worked in Glasgow, but if this Angie had dealt with a client Shona arrested in Dumfries and Galloway, or even London, then perhaps her name had stuck. There was another, less appealing, reason. The woman may have criminal connections, and the families of senior detectives were always at risk.

‘It’s best not to give this Angie any personal information about me, or your father, and report anything you feel is inappropriate,’ Shona said. ‘I know looking back into your childhood can be part of the process, but it’d be useful if you could draw a line around my professional side. And your dad’s conviction.’

It sounded feeble, as if she was fencing off part of Becca’s life that she couldn’t discuss with her counsellor. She felt she was falling short as Becca’s mother, potentially hampering her recovery. Shona’s job, with its inherent risks and dangers, and Rob going to prison must’ve had a traumatic effect.

‘I’m sorry to ask you this, Becca.’

She braced herself for her daughter to argue, bring up the ludicrousness of suggesting she stuck to ‘trauma therapy lite’ after what she’d been through with Jack.

But Becca just said, ‘Okay.’ She paused. ‘Have you talked about your childhood with a therapist before?’

It had come up, but she’d sidestepped it. Her whole life had been a flight from her atrocious beginnings – drugs, alcohol, casual violence and the meat grinder of poverty. She couldn’t be sure if it was her earliest memory, or just something one of her grandmother’s friends had confided to her, but any exploration of her past would begin with a child alone, in a dirty, freezing room, too malnourished to even cry and having already learned there was no point anyway. She thought of that child, and of the painting she’d parted with at the weekend. No one was coming to hold her the way the Madonna held her child. Protective. Proud. Loving.

‘Let’s not talk about me,’ Shona said. It was a can of worms she’d never wanted to open. ‘The important thing is you’re finding the process helpful. Did you discuss why you exposed yourself to danger by tackling Jack’s attacker?’

‘It was instinctive. Because I didn’t want him to get hurt,’ Becca replied, flatly.

‘Well, you shouldn’t trust those instincts. They’ll get you badly hurt or even killed.’

‘And if I hadn’t, maybe Jack would’ve died. I don’t understand what you want me to be. Strong or weak?’

‘I want you to be safe,’ Shona said, exasperated. ‘And you need to learn from this experience how to do that.’ The ball of fear in her gut was threatening to overwhelm her. She knew she should stop, that this was a conversation for another time, but she couldn’t. ‘Did you ever think what this is doing to me?’

‘I thought this wasn’t about you,’ Becca shot back.

‘You want to know about my family?’ Shona said, her voice rising. ‘Well, you’re it. It begins and ends with you. I have no other blood relatives. You’re all I have, and the thought you’d throw it away in a single, ill-judged, careless moment of heroism just makes me so… so angry.’

‘Like Kate did, you mean?’

Shona gasped like she’d been slapped. She’d confided to Becca how she’d let Kate down by not realising the risks earlier. Now here was her daughter throwing it back in her face.

‘I might be your only blood relative,’ Becca went on, the hurt and fury clear in her voice. ‘But you’re always talking about your lifeboat family, your work family. Who have I got? No brothers or sisters. An aunt and uncle who aren’t speaking to me ’cos of you and Dad. You’ve always said people without families can build their own. Maybe I want Jack to be part of my family. That’s why I did it. And don’t think I wouldn’t do the same thing again. If you don’t like it, that’s too bad. I can’t believe you’ve let me down like this. Just stay away from me.’

With that, Becca ended the call. Shona immediately hit redial, but her daughter wouldn’t answer. The pain of their exchange rippled through her. She flung open the car door and vomited onto the snowy tarmac of the carpark.

What had she done? Becca was everything to her and now she risked losing her forever.
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Chapter 33

The next morning, not even crossing the border into another country helped to shift Shona’s mood. The piercing blue of the winter sky had a glaring hardness which allowed Shona to slump behind sunglasses in the passenger seat, while Murdo drove them to Coniston and their interviews with both families. Facing victims’ relatives was always tough and she couldn’t shake the sense that both cases – John MacFarlane’s murder and Max Blake’s disappearance – were slipping through her fingers. The seven-day mark was always a significant one, and that had passed. There’d been an email and a call from Superintendent Davies that morning, both adding up to the same thing – him frowning and tapping his watch meaningfully at her.

She was also frustrated with Sandy. A check of his records might reveal the origins of the Madonna now awaiting processing at the Met’s Art and Antiques Unit. She doubted she’d get a warrant from the sheriff to access Sandy’s file over what was essentially lost property.

But her biggest regret was the fight with Becca. What had made her say those things? Becca still wasn’t answering her calls. When Shona had thought about it, she’d realised that, in addition to Jack’s attack, seeing how the Rutherford clan had rallied around him and Roddy was bound to make her compare them with her own dysfunctional family ties. All she’d wanted to do was instil a sense of healthy self-preservation in her daughter, but her own hyper-vigilance had somehow caused a misfire that might now make her more reckless than ever.

A tear escaped and ran down Shona’s cheek. She scrabbled in her handbag for a tissue and blew her nose.

‘You all right, boss? No’ coming down wi’ somethin’, are you?’ Murdo said, all concern. She’d hardly said a word since he’d picked her up at Cornwall Mount. ‘Bad time o’ year for the flu, an’ you’ve been gadding aboot in the snow.’

Shona smiled in spite of herself. ‘Hunting for a murder victim is hardly gadding aboot.’

‘Och, you know what I mean. Sleeping on camp beds. Trips tae London. Hauling folk off beaches wi’ the lifeboat and gettin’ a dookin in the Solway. You need tae take care o’ yourself.’

‘And which of those is most likely to give you the flu?’ she snorted.

‘Take your pick. But if you pressed me, I’d say traipsing down tae London.’

‘It’s hardly Outer Mongolia. It’s fairly civilised.’

‘Aye, well, I’ll take your word for it,’ he said. ‘Isnae my cup o’ tea. Talking o’ which, there’s a flask in the back. You should drink somethin’ hot. I’ll pull intae the next lay-by.’

Shona smiled. She might not have had many advantages in her family connections, but Becca was right: she was blessed in her colleagues and friends.



John MacFarlane’s family home in Coniston was an eye-opener. The address said Tow Head Cottage, but the immaculate, five-bedroom bungalow shone between the bare trees like something out of a lifestyle magazine.

‘How much would this set you back?’ Shona said, as they went up the gravel drive.

‘Five point five million,’ Murdo replied immediately. Shona turned to query his knowledge, and he added, ‘Hannah googled it. Private lake frontage, an’ two acres o’ land.’

The grounds did look immaculate – presumably a perk of owning a garden centre, and an excellent advertisement for its services. She couldn’t help contrasting this opulence with the comfortable but basic Wren Cottage, which came with the job and wouldn’t ever be his. For Shona, it further emphasised MacFarlane’s commitment to, and deep love for, the natural world, since he was prepared to give up this luxury lifestyle.

They were treated to tea in china cups served in the drawing room by John MacFarlane’s unmarried sister, Anita. She was a thin, nervous woman of fifty, with pale short hair, preoccupied with dodging her mother’s rebukes, which flowed in a steady stream. Neither the tea service, nor the temperature of the tea itself, was to her liking. When Anita politely asked Murdo if he took sugar – he did, two please – this request was countermanded by the older woman’s assertion that it wasn’t necessary in ‘tea of this quality’. Anita gave Murdo an apologetic smile and he was forced to go without.

‘Can you tell me a little about your son?’ Shona said.

The woman eyed her from her wheelchair and became uncharacteristically silent until John’s father, a slight man with swept-back hair, opened his mouth to speak.

‘He wasn’t a dutiful son,’ the woman said, cutting in, her accent unplaceable in a crisply upper-class way.

‘I see,’ Shona said, carefully. ‘I know that you haven’t been in contact for some time. But are you aware of anyone who’d want to harm him?’

‘We understood from the Cumbrian police that this was being dealt with as an entirely local matter, in Scotland.’

The inflection was clear. Such was her antipathy for her son that this trespass by police from Scotland was a further indignity. It was beginning to feel like a wasted journey.

‘We like to be thorough,’ Shona replied, evenly. She’d expected to have questions thrown at her, not this cool disinterest in who’d murdered their only son.

‘I can’t see how we can help, Detective Inspector.’

‘Mr MacFarlane, is there anything you’d like to add?’ Shona turned to the father.

‘Mr Jones,’ the woman corrected.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Shona said, looking at each of the couple in turn. ‘I understood you were John MacFarlane’s father?’ If this was MacFarlane’s stepfather, then that meant there was a parent potentially unaware of their child’s death. Or perhaps a potential witness who may have been in more regular contact.

‘We don’t use that name anymore.’ Mrs Jones sniffed. ‘We haven’t for quite some time.’

‘Can I ask why?’ Surely they couldn’t hate him that much that they’d literally change their name to avoid any association.

‘It aligns more appropriately with the business,’ Mrs Jones replied.

Shona was still struggling to process this when Mrs Jones waved her hand at her daughter, signalling the meeting was over and she wanted to be wheeled from the room.

‘Can I just ask if the name “Brownie” means anything to you?’

Mrs Jones was shaking her head, but Shona saw the look that passed between father and daughter.

‘Is this about the accident?’ Anita said.

‘What accident was that?’ Shona said, sensing a sudden increase in tension in the room.

‘We have nothing more to tell you,’ Mrs Jones insisted, her hands waving with such increased intensity that Shona was sure she’d take off. ‘Now, if you don’t mind…’

Murdo sprang up from his seat and went to open the door, partly inspired by his natural good manners, but also in an attempt to allow one of them to get either Mr Jones or Anita alone for a few moments. But Mrs Jones was too fast for them.

‘Anita, Roger, I need you both,’ she declared.

Anita shot them another apologetic look as a young woman in an apron arrived in the hall to show them out.

Shona pulled on her coat. ‘Thank you…?’

‘Annie, ma’am.’

‘Annie, do you know about John MacFarlane’s accident?’

The young woman stared at her, alarmed. ‘Who’s John MacFarlane? Does he work at the garden centre?’

The lassie looked like she was just out of school, so maybe she hadn’t worked here long. The Joneses had wiped their son completely from their lives. What wasn’t so obvious was why.

‘In the name o’ the wee man, what was that?’ Murdo exclaimed as they headed down the drive.

Shona, with her own recent explorations of what it meant to be part of a dysfunctional family, felt she couldn’t even begin to unpick the dynamics and merely threw up her hands in exasperation. ‘And what’s this about an accident?’

‘Nothing came up on the background checks.’

Shona was already on her phone, googling Lake District incidents, but there was no mention of anything relating to John MacFarlane or the garden centre. She’d just finished texting Ravi, asking him to pursue this line of inquiry, when her phone rang.

‘Colin,’ Shona greeted the forensics officer. ‘Long time, no hear,’ she added, pointedly.

‘Long time, no budget,’ he replied. ‘That’s the problem.’

‘I appreciate the challenges. What’ve you got for me?’

‘Remember at the Wren Cottage crime scene? There was a tyre track frozen into the earlier snow, then preserved by the later fall. I thought you’d like to know it matches a tyre compatible with the older model Ford Rangers.’

Shona sat up straight in her seat. ‘You can place the black pick-up at the house?’

‘I can place a Mark 1, 2004–2006 Ford Ranger at the cottage between late Saturday evening and early Sunday morning.’

‘That’s good. That’s good, Colin.’ Shona was mentally slotting this new piece of information into the estimated timeline for the murder. Not only did it fit, but it also pulled the jigsaw into what was fast becoming a recognisable picture. ‘Thank you.’

She was about to end the call when he added, ‘And I’ve an item recovered from the cave, a red cotton neckerchief. I always like to give them priority, in case they’ve been used as restraints. We’ve recovered DNA from inside the knot, but no hits. However, it does match clothing described for your missing person, Max Blake. I’ll send you a picture if you want to check with the family.’

‘Yes, do that.’

She’d thought the visit to Jane Blake would require difficult questions. What Colin had just sent her had upped the stakes. There seemed to be little doubt the black pick-up had carried the murderer to Wren Cottage and down to the body deposition site at St Monenna’s. If this was the poet’s neckerchief, it placed him there too. The question was: when? And where was he now?



Jane Blake also offered them tea, but in mismatched mugs in a chaotic kitchen. Her three young children were with a neighbour. An old black Labrador presented himself for a fuss and then collapsed at her feet. Shona decided she was likely to be swallowed up by the battered sofa, so perched on the edge, tea on her knee. Murdo opted to stand by the sink, eyeing the dishes like he wanted to set to work on them and give the young mum a break.

‘It’s his,’ Jane said, when shown the picture of the neckerchief. She looked startled to find that her husband wasn’t attached to it. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘We picked it up on the beach during a search,’ Shona said, hoping this sounded reassuring. ‘Can I ask if your husband knew a man named John MacFarlane? They both grew up in Coniston around the same time.’

‘Knew? Why are you talking about Max in the past tense?’ Her eyes widened further in alarm. ‘He’s not dead. He can’t be dead.’

‘It’s John MacFarlane who is the subject of a murder inquiry. He worked as a forest ranger and lived not far from the coastal path your husband has been walking. Did Max ever mention him? Might he have dropped in to visit?’

‘Not if this John fellow is dead.’ Her confusion was threatening to overwhelm her. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound flippant.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t remember him ever mentioning a forest ranger.’ The implications of Shona’s questions were slowly sinking in. ‘You don’t think Max is somehow mixed up with this, do you?’

‘We’re still trying to track his movements. Have you any idea where he might have gone after that last blog update? Did he call and mention anywhere?’

‘No,’ she said flatly. ‘He never calls, unless he needs something.’



It was growing dark when they left the Blakes’ house. Three children in bright waterproofs came skipping along the road as they sat in the car. Jane Blake’s smile was warm, but all the same, her shoulders drooped in an expression of fatigue and resignation. It’d been a day of mothers and children, and every story seemed to have its secrets and complications.

‘That lassie could do with a hand,’ Murdo said, as he switched on the ignition but didn’t put the car in gear, and Shona wondered if her sergeant’s enthusiasm for Max Blake had dulled, now he’d glimpsed behind the scenes of the man’s life.

‘She’ll be fine. It looks like she’s got supportive friends and neighbours,’ Shona reassured him. Her own tiredness was threatening to overwhelm her. She hadn’t slept last night, and all she wanted to do was get back to High Pines, shut the door and figure out how she was going to fix things with Becca. There wasn’t time to go to Glasgow in person. Who should she call? Roddy Rutherford had enough on his plate. Ravi’s sister Mina didn’t seem like a viable option. She felt too embarrassed at her own recklessness to call Slasher Sue. That left Simon Wallace. He’d talked Becca into seeing the counsellor, so she’d obviously listened to him, but Shona winced at the thought of explaining what had happened to someone she’d only really known on a personal basis for a short time.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Ravi had sent a link to an article in an engineering industry magazine.

When she saw the headline, the tiredness evaporated in an instant.

‘Murdo.’ She put her hand on the steering wheel, a signal to turn off the ignition. She scanned quickly through the details, tilting the phone screen so her sergeant could read it too.

It described a diving accident in Bahrain. John MacFarlane-Jones, he was calling himself then. It had barely registered in the British press. A harbour construction project for the Ministry of Defence. Three other divers worked with him. One died. MacFarlane was exonerated and it looked like the other two were to blame, but no one was ever prosecuted.

‘Carl Edmunds, Scott Pike and a Mark Brownlow,’ Murdo read.

He turned to face his boss, and their eyes met.

‘Mark Brownlow,’ Shona said. What had Jonathan Carr, the Inverness crofter, called the man he’d sold the pick-up to? ‘Brownie.’
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Chapter 34

When Shona and Murdo arrived back at Cornwall Mount, the top-floor CID office was ablaze with light. Shona threw her coat over a chair. Pizza boxes lay on a corner desk and she rifled through them until she found half a pepperoni pizza. She scooped two slices up in napkins and handed one to Murdo. Then she checked her phone. Still no reply to the messages she’d sent Becca. The dull ache in her heart throbbed once more and she tried, with only partial success, to push it down as they joined Ravi by the whiteboard.

On it was now displayed a blown-up, passport-style photograph of a man with close-cropped fair hair and serious, hooded eyes that Shona thought were a distinctive shade of light blue. Only the collar of a T-shirt was visible, but she had the impression this was a military mugshot.

‘What’ve you got, Rav?’ she asked, taking a bite of pizza.

‘Mark Stephen Brownlow, aged forty-five, from Hockley, Birmingham. Trained at HMS Raleigh in Torpoint, Cornwall, as a diver. He specialised in mine clearance and then, when he left the navy, became a saturation diver working on pipelines and maritime construction projects.’

Shona swallowed her mouthful. ‘And this is how he knew John MacFarlane?’

Ravi pulled up the cutting he’d sent Shona. ‘Yep, though they only seem to have been employed together on this one job. The expert I spoke to described it as “a tricky working environment”. They lived for weeks at a time in a pressurised diving bell on the ship’s deck, breathing a helium and oxygen mix before the bell was lowered to the seabed for them to work. The dive agencies tried to weed out any clashes of personality, but it’s got to be pretty intense, living with two other guys twenty-four seven for weeks on end.’ He tapped the whiteboard. ‘Key thing for us is after this accident in Bahrain: all the men involved left the diving industry almost immediately.’ He pointed to the three names listed. ‘MacFarlane, Brownlow and Carl Edmunds. My expert said there’s high rates of COPD and cancer, and about 30 per cent are later diagnosed with brain injury… it’s mostly a young guy’s game. Even so, if they were fit and healthy, you’d expect them to keep working well into their forties.’

‘And was anyone ever charged over the diver, Scott Pike’s, death?’

‘Nope.’

‘And this is definitely our guy in the pick-up?’ Murdo said, indicating the screen as he finished off his pizza. ‘I mean, he didnae sell it on?’

‘It’s still registered to the previous owner, Jonathan Carr, and we’ve not found it anywhere else through ANPR. Chloe and Vinny are working on getting a positive ID for Brownlow from the video clips we have, and Hannah’s trying local garages to see if the pick-up has ever been in for repair.’

‘How old’s this picture?’ Shona said.

‘At least fifteen years.’

She grimaced. Mark Brownlow might look very different now. She leaned back, searching over her shoulder for her other detective constable. Jess was at her desk, running through a list of locations on her screen. Shona caught her eye and waved her over.

‘You want me, boss?’ She’d tied back her long, dark hair and she looked paler than usual. This case was taking its toll on all of them.

‘Jess, get out to Graham Finlayson. Ask him if he recognises our man as the guy he bought the wood from. He said he couldn’t identify the tree rustler’s accent but check if it might have been Birmingham.’

‘Okay, boss. I’ll go now,’ she said, striding across the office and picking up her coat from the back of her chair without breaking step.

Shona turned back to Ravi. ‘What about the third guy, this Carl Edmunds? Can we talk to him?’

‘He died of lung cancer two years ago. He’d been living with his daughter in Norwich, working as an estate agent.’

‘So, what’s Brownlow been doing for the last ten years?’

‘We don’t know,’ Ravi replied.

‘Where’s he living?’

‘We don’t know.’

Shona stopped, lowering her crust back onto her napkin. ‘Nothing? No tax record, GP registrations, employment history, social media? What about his military pension?’

Ravi shook his head. ‘Never claimed it. The only sighting we have of him is that he worked cash in hand on Jonathan Carr’s croft, five years ago.’

‘Don’t believe it.’ Shona dumped her napkin in the bin. ‘What about his last employer?’ She indicated the cutting still on the screen.

‘It was a Ministry of Defence contract. They’re claiming Official Secrets Act and want us to apply for authorisation.’

‘For a single personnel file?’ Shona exclaimed, shaking her head. There was no guarantee they’d get authorisation, and the process would take weeks, maybe months.

‘So, what do we think?’ Shona looked from Ravi to Murdo. ‘This has got to be more than coincidence, an argument over some tree rustling, hasn’t it?’

‘The accident in Bahrain is the only connection we can find,’ Ravi said. ‘MacFarlane, Brownlow and Carl Edmunds were all part of the dive team. But why kill MacFarlane ten years later? And why drag the body down to St Monenna’s?’

‘D’you think MacFarlane knew something that didnae come out at the inquiry?’ Murdo said. ‘He’s a man obsessed wi’ justice, tryin’ to track down whoever killed the eagle.’

‘And Carl Edmunds is already dead,’ Shona began. ‘What if MacFarlane felt time was running out? His conscience gets the better of him, so he decides he’s going to tell whoever, and Brownlow somehow hears about it and decides to shut him up. He sticks him in the cave, thinking the body will get washed out an’ it’ll look like an accident.’

Ravi nodded. ‘Maybe Brownlow was the one responsible for Scott Pike’s death, and MacFarlane knew it. Could be that’s what they were shouting about in the forest.’

‘Possible,’ Shona said. ‘We need to know more about this accident, and MacFarlane and Brownlow’s working relationship.’

‘How can we do that?’ Ravi said. ‘The other two men are dead, and the MOD won’t talk to us.’

She scrubbed her fingers through her hair. ‘Murdo, give Anita Jones a call. Say it’s about arrangements to return her brother’s body, then see if you can get her to tell you anything about the accident.’ She took in the whiteboard, searching for anything she’d missed that might give them a lead. Her gaze caught on MOD and an idea sparked into life. If they couldn’t get any answers from the official channels, then maybe an unofficial one was worth a try.



Ten minutes later she went into her office and called Simon Wallace.

‘I hope this is about lunch,’ he said. ‘Have you cracked all your cases?’

‘Not quite, but there’s the possibility you could help me.’

‘Sounds interesting, but I must warn you my rates are exorbitant.’

‘I’m hoping you’ll give me a discount,’ she said, hearing the smile in his voice and returning it. ‘The murder of the forest ranger. There was a diving accident ten years ago in Bahrain. An MOD job. We need access to our suspect Mark Stephen Brownlow’s personnel file so we can work out where he went afterwards. He’s ex-navy. He just dropped off the radar. How is that even possible?’

‘Well, as a commercial diver, he probably had plenty of money. Might have another passport or ID. As ex-military, he could have useful contacts and be resourceful.’

‘That’s a good point,’ Shona conceded.

‘Send me what you have, and I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Okay. Thank you, Simon.’

‘Oh, and I should tell you that lunch just became dinner.’

‘I’m running up quite a tab with you.’

‘I hope you think it’s worth it, DI Oliver. I certainly do.’

It was corny, but she felt a thrill of warmth at his clear preference for her company and his willingness to help her with what must be a tedious task that may require him to call in a few favours of his own. How nice just chatting to Simon Wallace across the kitchen table at High Pines would be. This wasn’t because she missed James McGowan. With Simon it was just easy to be herself.

‘There’s something else,’ she said quietly. ‘Becca and I had a wee bit of a row. I guess I was being overprotective and it came out wrong.’ She paused. ‘No, I was wrong to say what I did. If you see her at the hospital, will you please ask her to answer my messages.’

She thought he might make a joke, but when his reply came, his tone was serious.

‘No problem. She’ll be all over the place. It’s to be expected.’

She was just wondering why she hadn’t called him before when she saw Hannah jump up from her desk and hurry across to Murdo. Ravi was on his feet too, and they all looked towards Shona, their expressions serious.

‘Simon, I’m sorry. I have to go. I think something’s happening here. Thank you so much.’

‘No problem, Shona. I’ll call you soon.’

She pulled open her office door. ‘Well? What is it?’

‘We’ve got the pick-up,’ Hannah said with a broad smile. ‘Member of the public called it in. Old farmhouse up at Blackcraig. Vehicle’s owner seems to be a single man who moved into the place about six months ago. Doesn’t go out much. Not keen on visitors. Definitely an older-style Ford Ranger. He keeps it in his barn.’

A fizz of excitement ignited in Shona’s stomach. A remote location like Blackcraig would be just the sort of place Brownlow might choose for his base. She doubted there’d be any nearby neighbours. With the excitement also came a spark of hope. What if he had encountered the poet Max Blake on the night he’d killed John MacFarlane and taken him hostage as a possible bargaining chip, a form of insurance? The poet might still be alive.

It looked like Simon’s trip into MOD records might not be needed after all. But that didn’t mean dinner was off the cards. And if he persuaded Becca to call her, she’d definitely be picking up the tab. Suddenly, she felt lighter and more hopeful that progress was being made, with both her daughter and her cases.

‘Ravi, call Jess. Tell her to forget showing Brownlow’s picture to Graham Finlayson and just get straight back here. Murdo, I need a tactical support unit, ASAP. Let’s go get our guy.’
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Chapter 35

It was tempting to head off and arrest Brownlow now, before he got wind that he’d been reported by someone, but Simon’s words were ringing in her ears – ex-military, has connections, resourceful. Her lack of foresight with DC Kate Irving had led to her officer’s death. Her lack of restraint with Becca had caused a rift she wasn’t sure could be fully mended. Shona couldn’t afford any mistakes.

Her view that they couldn’t be too prepared was reinforced when Vinny traced the house’s owner to an overseas agency and established that the rental had been paid for in untraceable cryptocurrency, the tenant registered as a shell company in the British Virgin Islands. A popular diving destination and a hotspot for those who didn’t want to be found.

Shona pored over maps, looking for the best way to approach in an area where Brownlow would see a convoy of police vehicles coming. The farmhouse was six miles from the nearest tarmac road, deep in the hills. The one advantage they had was that the single-track, which would restrict their access, might also block his escape. True enough, he had an off-road vehicle, maybe more than one, but even if he could find a way through the deep snow, the moorland was riddled with burns and bogland.

It’d take a few hours to assemble a firearms team, so once all possible background had been covered, she sent the civilian staff home. Ravi, Jess and Murdo all lived close to Dumfries, so she instructed them to get back to their beds and grab a couple of hours’ sleep. She kept an overnight bag permanently in the boot of the Audi and was going to nap on the sofa in her office.

‘I need you all to be as fresh as possible,’ she said when they stood in the CID room and seemed reluctant to leave her. ‘Mark Brownlow has killed once, maybe twice, and, even with firearms backup, we’ll need to be on our guard at all times.’

No one was saying it out loud but, in that moment, the ghost of Kate was such a tangible presence that Shona couldn’t bear to look at her former DC’s desk in case she saw her sitting there. But then she caught Ravi’s eye. Shona steeled herself and turned to look at the spot. Ravi gave the barest nod, but she could tell they were both thinking the same thing. Stay frightened. Keep reminding yourself what happened. Then maybe everyone would come home safe.



Shona woke with a start as Jess touched her shoulder. It was just after four a.m. and the team were assembling downstairs in the briefing room. She went to the ladies, washed her face and changed into fresh clothes, pulling on the warmest items she had that would still fit under her body armour.

‘This individual is highly dangerous,’ Shona told the assembled officers. ‘There’s also the possibility he may be holding a man by the name of Max Blake against his will, so you should be prepared for a hostage situation. The photograph of Mark Brownlow is not recent, but Mr Blake’s is. Please familiarise yourself with both.’

Forty minutes later, they were approaching a two-storey farmhouse of Georgian symmetry tucked into a stand of bare trees. Low clouds had covered the moon, rendering the hills, drystone walls and tracks like a pencil sketch of greys and deeper blacks against the wash of the snow. Shona was struck by its beauty, but there was also menace in its shadows and dark places. It tapped into a fear that went beyond the knowledge that the killer Mark Brownlow lurked nearby and reached into the deep collective DNA of human frailty when pitted against merciless nature. She thought of the long red smear of blood in the snow, the calling card that Brownlow had left at Wren Cottage, and prayed she wouldn’t encounter such a chilling sight that morning.

They approached on foot. The gate was propped open. No lights showed. No dogs barked. Twin barns sat to the right of the house, the remains of the original steading. That must be where the black Ford Ranger was stowed.

‘Make sure those barns are secure before you enter the main house,’ she whispered to the firearms sergeant, but his officers were already moving ahead, and she could see he had the potential escape route covered.

There was no wind, and the house was so silent that a sick feeling sprang up in her gut that they were already too late. The only thing they were going to find was Max Blake’s body in one of the old barns.

Shona stayed back behind the drystone wall that bordered the drive with Ravi, Jess and Murdo beside her. She listened in to the radio as shouts of clear mounted in number, until she was sure they must’ve covered the whole house.

‘Charlie Oscar.’ Shona flinched as her call sign came from the firearms sergeant, convinced they’d had a wasted journey. But then the radio crackled again. ‘IC1 male detained.’

‘Yes!’ Ravi punched the air beside her and the relief was like a weight lifting from her shoulders.

‘Jess, Murdo, Ravi – shadow the officers searching the barns. Secure the pick-up and call me immediately if you find any trace of Max Blake.’

Shona headed into the house and was directed towards a large, west-facing room with tall, shuttered windows and an open fire still smouldering in the grate. The room had a faded elegance and order, despite the threadbare furniture and the dozens of paintings, framed and unframed, stacked against the wall.

Their suspect had been cuffed and stood calmly by a piano, dwarfed by two firearms officers in full body armour. Shona peered at the man in the dim light. The headshot of Mark Brownlow was fifteen years old, and the intervening time had not been kind to the former diver. Perhaps death, and more than one, weighed heavily on his conscience.

‘I wondered how long it would take you to find me,’ he said to Shona in a kindly fashion, as if she’d successfully lived up to his expectations and deserved praise.

Shona scrutinised him. He was in his forties, with thinning dark hair, a stooped posture and thick glasses. Was he really capable of overpowering his former colleague John MacFarlane and transporting his body to St Monenna’s? His transformation from the man in the photograph seemed impossible. But they were clearly expected.

I wondered how long it would take you to find me.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Shona Oliver.’

There was a flicker of something, and she was sure he recognised her name from the appeals that had gone out for John MacFarlane’s murder.

I wondered how long it would take you to find me.

‘Can you confirm your name for me, sir?’

He smiled and shook his head.

‘Is there anyone else on the property?’

He shook his head again, indicating there wasn’t. She wasn’t sure whether she believed him but knew the firearms officers would find any accomplice, no matter how well they were hidden.

She took out her phone and studied the picture again, checking his eyes, the shape of his nose, before making up her mind.

One thing was clear. Whoever this man was, he wasn’t Brownlow.
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Chapter 36

The tactical team scoured the house, but there was no sign of anyone else in the property. Outside, the moon had set, plunging the remote valley into a deeper darkness. The trackless snow in the steading yard was set hard by the heavy frost. Shona and Jess crunched across it.

‘Doesn’t look as if anything’s moved in or out of here recently,’ Jess said.

‘They’ll have had later snowfalls in the hills,’ Shona said.

‘Aye, maybe,’ Jess replied, but her tone was doubtful.

They searched the barns and were soon rewarded. Shona’s heart leaped at the sight of the black pick-up, tucked into a corner and partially hidden by packing cases. Brownie had been here, and the man inside was evidently his accomplice.

Jess swept her torch beam over it once, the chrome fittings and paintwork blinking back at her like she’d woken it from a deep sleep.

‘It’s not even a Ford Ranger,’ she said with disgust. ‘It’s a Mazda.’

‘Are you sure?’ To Shona it looked identical to the vehicle they’d seen on Billy Bain’s GoPro footage and the partial CCTV from The Old Inn.

‘Same manufacturer in that period,’ Jess conceded, grudgingly.

The index number didn’t match, but given the low ANPR hit rate, Shona had been expecting that. ‘Perhaps he changed the plates and the badge on the front grill at the same time.’

Jess rounded the tailgate, bending to examine the rear. ‘Brake light is fine. Amount of grime on it doesn’t look like there’s been any work done recently.’ She straightened up and shook her head. ‘It’s not our vehicle.’

Shona swallowed down her disappointment. Jess was right. It was a blow, but the guy in the farmhouse had been expecting them. The rental via crypto, the remote location with the lack of near neighbours – everything seemed to have been chosen deliberately by Mark Brownlow, a man who’d flown under the radar for ten years already. The house’s current occupant had more to tell, if he chose to speak. They needed something that would set them on Brownie’s trail again.

Shona was glad to get out of the bitter cold. Ravi was in the hall, evidence bags containing an iPad and an old-style mobile phone in his hand while he talked to one of the armed officers, still in his full body armour and head gear.

‘Jeezo, boss,’ he said, coming to meet her. ‘Times I wish I could wear a balaclava like that to work, it’s pure Baltic in here.’

‘You couldn’t deprive us all of those good looks.’

He shook back his impeccably cut hair. ‘True.’

His fine features and dark eyes were serious until he saw her reaction, then they sparkled with mischief. ‘Got you there, boss.’

She suppressed a smile and shook her head. ‘Update, please, DC Sarwar.’

‘I think only the downstairs is in use. Dust a centimetre thick everywhere for the mice to play in. Doubt the place has been updated last century, never mind this. Basic kitchen at the back, toilet and a big tin bath. If there’s heating beyond open fires, I haven’t found it.’

‘Which rooms are occupied?’

‘Bed piled with sleeping bags and coats in a kind of study, back there.’ He indicated the rear of the house. ‘The other rooms look to be used for storage. There’s an old library. One is a kind of artist’s studio, but it’s full of junk too. I mean, it’s probably okay here in summer, if you can keep on top of the vermin, but I wouldn’t fancy its chances for a piece in Homes Illustrated.’

‘Any sign of Brownlow or Max Blake?’

Ravi pressed his lips together and shook his head. ‘Guys are still going through the place, checking the cellars and attics for hidey holes, but there’s so much dust that it’d be hard not to leave a trail. What about the outbuildings, boss?’

She updated him on the vehicle and saw he shared her disappointment.

‘Well, I’ll get back to harassing some spiders,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, boss.’ He hooked his thumb towards the sitting room. ‘That guy knew we were coming. He’ll change his tune soon as he realises that his pal has dropped him in it for murder.’

Murdo and the man they’d detained sat side by side on the flower-patterned sofa in front of the now crackling fire. Her sergeant had placed a mug of tea in the man’s cuffed hands. The only other light came from tassel-shaded lamps on side tables. The muted tone of the antique furnishings and the soft illumination rendered the two men timeless, like figures in an oil painting. When Did You Last See Your Accomplice? might have been an appropriate title.

‘Gentleman still declines to give his name, boss,’ Murdo said, coming to join her in the doorway. ‘I’ve sent Vinny a headshot. We’ll know who he is soon enough.’

As a delaying tactic, refusing to identify yourself wasn’t as effective as it once might have been. Facial recognition software would be scouring databases, and unless you’d lived the life of a hermit – no passport, driving licence, educational or occupational ID – you’d likely be on there somewhere. The man had been expecting them. With the publicity over both MacFarlane’s murder and the disappearance of Max Blake, he must’ve known it was only a matter of time. Perhaps the snow had delayed his own departure, and, in Shona’s brief assessment, he didn’t look in the best of physical health. She couldn’t see him chopping firewood or running across moors to evade capture, so maybe his efforts were designed to let Brownlow get properly away.

Shona crossed to the sofa, warmed her hands before the fire, then sat down.

He smiled at her. ‘There’s some tea,’ he said, indicating his cup.

‘I’m fine,’ Shona replied, taking out her phone. He was remarkably laid back for someone who’d been dragged from his bed at gunpoint by a masked tactical team. She wanted to grab the front of his Aran sweater and shake some sense into him, but by a conscious effort, she matched his demeanour and tone.

‘My sergeant’s cautioned you, so you don’t have to say anything, but perhaps you’d like to know why we’re here?’

He shrugged and gave her the same polite smile.

‘We really need to speak to Mark Brownlow,’ Shona said. ‘Can you tell me where he is?’

She turned her phone screen towards him. Brownie – the photo old, but recognisable to anyone who knew him. There was nothing, no change in the affable expression.

‘What about this man?’ She swiped to another image: John MacFarlane in his forest ranger’s uniform. Nothing.

The last image was a recent publicity still of Max Blake in his walking gear, and there it was – a flicker of recognition.

‘If you know where this man is, you need to tell me.’ Her voice was low and calm, but the seeping away of adrenaline from the raid was making her impatient and she had to fight to keep it that way. ‘Because, sir, we are very concerned for his safety.’

‘I’m sorry, Shona. I can’t help you.’

She’d given him her full name when they arrived, but, coupled with his tone, it felt oddly personal, like a taunt.

‘Since you’re making free with my name, perhaps you’d like to tell me yours,’ she said, briskly. But he just smiled regretfully and shook his head.

She took the half-filled mug from his handcuffed grip and got smartly to her feet.

‘Murdo, take him in.’

The man was looking around the room. ‘Would it be possible to pack a few things?’

‘Don’t worry, sir. We’ll be doing that for you,’ she said over her shoulder, as she headed back out into the hall.



Shona left the search team at work and followed the squad car containing Murdo and their detainee back to Dumfries. Halfway there, Vinny had come good with an ID – Giles Kendall – and Shona smiled in grim satisfaction.

When they reached the carpark at Loreburn police office, she strode to the back door of the patrol car and pulled it open.

‘Sergeant O’Halloran, can you please escort Mr Kendall to the custody suite and make him comfortable? He’s going to be our guest for a wee while.’

The man gave her a rueful smile and shrugged, before Murdo led him away.



Not only had Vinny come up with an ID, but there was also an outstanding bail warrant for Giles Kendall from the Metropolitan Police and Interpol, both concerning forged works of art and fraud. Suddenly, the artist studio, the stacked canvases and the packing cases made sense. Mr Kendall was a forger of some pedigree who’d previously served short sentences in prison. Looking at the law enforcement agencies queuing up for a chat, Shona didn’t think his next spell inside would be over quickly.

‘It’s all just crime, isn’t it?’ Jess said, as they gathered in Shona’s office. ‘Stolen art was used to fund terrorism in Northern Ireland back in the 1980s. All those castles either side of the border, they’ve all been raided and the stuff passed into the black market, to surface again later. I remember my daddy talking about this. But cases were always dropped at an earlier stage, when witnesses recanted their statements under pressure from paramilitaries.’

‘D’you think that’s the case here?’ Shona said, aware of Dumfries and Galloway’s links via the ferry terminal at Cairnryan to Belfast and beyond.

‘Doesn’t seem to be anything to suggest a paramilitary link to Kendall, but there’s always plenty of folk queuing up to make what looks like easy money, isn’t there?’

‘So, is this how Brownlow has been supporting himself, d’you think?’ Shona said.

‘Your man, Kendall, doesn’t seem keen to give him up, does he? I mean, this isn’t just art fraud. We’re talking murder.’

‘And if it’s big-money art fraud, why sell logs on Facebook?’ Ravi said.

‘It’s a good point,’ Jess agreed, much to Shona’s surprise. ‘Cash-flow issues?’

‘Is it big money, though?’ Shona said. ‘I mean, how many Leonardos can you slip into the market? And how does this tie into John MacFarlane’s murder?’

‘Maybe somethin’ that started back in their diving days?’ Murdo said. ‘I mean, the diving’s the only connection we found between them.’

‘If MacFarlane was an international art-fraud dealer, he was in pretty deep cover,’ Shona replied. ‘His family have business interests in a Spanish plant nursery, perfect import route, but I do think the estrangement is genuine.’

‘Strange is the word for them,’ Murdo said. ‘I tried to call Anita Jones, but there’s no getting past the mother. Mrs Jones is screening all calls.’

A thought had been chasing itself around Shona’s mind since she’d first seen the canvases stacked at the farmhouse. ‘Murdo, I wonder if the copy of Sandro Benedetti’s Madonna and Child that your housebreaker found was Giles Kendall’s handiwork.’

‘Aye, it would make sense. But how dae we prove it?’

‘Let’s talk to an expert.’ Shona placed a call to the Met’s Art and Antiques Unit and laid her phone on the desk. ‘Debbie? It’s DI Shona Oliver here from Dumfries CID. Do you have time for some quick questions? I’m having a wee chat with my team. You’re on speaker.’

‘I’m sorry, ma’am. I haven’t got to your painting yet.’

‘No, it’s fine. If I said I had Giles Kendall sitting in a cell, would that mean anything to you?’

There was a pause. ‘You’re kidding me,’ she spluttered. ‘I didn’t know you were chasing him.’

‘We weren’t. We were looking for his accomplice. He was by-catch. And if he’d given us a name and a good cover story, I might have thrown him back.’

‘Well, whatever you’re using as bait, send some over.’

Shona smiled at that. ‘It’s possible he’s mixed up in a murder. I wondered if you could fill us in on any known associates. It’s possible our target, Mark Stephen Brownlow, used aliases.’

They heard the tapping of keys. ‘Nope. Not a name we know.’

That was a disappointment, but not unexpected, given Brownlow’s proficiency in staying out of the limelight.

‘So, briefly, Debbie, how would a forger like Kendall operate?’

‘He mainly creates compositions that relate to titles of documented works whose whereabout are unknown. Original fakes we term them. They generally went missing before they were photographed, so no one knows precisely what they looked like. His paintings are so good, it’s thought more than a hundred are hanging in galleries around the world.’

‘How does that even happen?’ Shona was stunned.

‘The art market is opaque. As you probably know, it’s a global business with few rules and regulations, and an easy way to conceal dirty capital. Art can be bought and sold without reporting the transaction. The money laundering is one aspect, but forgery is the other issue that sales houses, museums and owners don’t want to talk about. Fraud of any kind comes with the sensation you’ve been hoodwinked, and no one likes to think they’re gullible. Kendall has been clever. He’s picked mid-range artists, not the old masters, though he’s probably got the skill to make those convincing.’

‘D’you think he painted the Madonna I brought you?’

‘Given the circumstances, it’s possible. Your call has certainly bumped it up my priorities list. And I’d be interested in any interview transcripts.’

‘Okay, thanks, Debbie.’

Neither the copy nor the original Madonna and Child, now hanging on a wall in France, had ever belonged to her. But Shona thought she understood a little of what led purchasers not to look too closely into their painting’s background. It wasn’t just about the money. Shona couldn’t shake the idea that the Madonna was just another woman caught up in crime through circumstances not of her own choosing. She wasn’t a precious work of art but a victim, and the buyers were too. That was the kind of harsh truth that people rarely wanted to face.
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Chapter 37

Shona took Jess with her to interview Giles Kendall, hoping her DC could work her menacing magic on him the way Ravi reported she had on Jonathan Carr, the Inverness crofter who’d sold Brownlow the pick-up. While the relationship between the two detective constables wasn’t warm, the level of sniping had definitely reduced, and Shona saw that as a win for everyone.

Kendall looked subdued, sitting by the duty solicitor in the interview room. The rooms he occupied in the Blackcraig farmhouse had been shabby and cold, but they’d been filled with paintings and other beautiful objects. Now he was enduring levels of institutional blandness that must have verged on torture. The way things were looking for him, he’d better get used to it. Rob had told her that Brixton Prison had an art room, as well as a training kitchen, but there was no guarantee Kendall would be that lucky where he was going. Knowing how closely art fraud was often linked to organised crime, she felt little sympathy.

‘Mr Kendall, you must be aware our colleagues from the Met are on their way for a chat,’ Jess began. Her tone was neutral but she still made it sound like a threat. ‘It’s very much in your interest to co-operate with us.’ She paused, resting the full weight of her violet eyes on him.

Kendall regarded her calmly but attentively. The silence stretched until the duty solicitor, a middle-aged man in a grey suit, shifted in his chair and looked set to intervene.

‘Tell us about Mark Brownlow,’ Jess said. ‘He’s a man we’re very interested in talking to. We think you can help us with that, and perhaps that’ll help you too.’

The invitation to discuss Brownlow also included an invitation to open negotiations. You know you’re going to jail. Co-operate and it might make things easier for you.

Kendall gave her a faint smile.

Jess put down her pen, crossed her arms and leaned forward, elbows on the table between them. ‘So, Mr Kendall, d’you know where Mr Brownlow is?’ Her voice had dropped and slowed, a combination that invited intimacy.

Kendall seemed unable to take his eyes off her. Then he gave a regretful look, as if apologising. ‘No comment.’

Jess sat back. The merest shake of her head conveyed her disappointment.

‘Did Mr Brownlow arrange for you to stay at Blackcraig? Were you there of your own free will?’

‘No comment.’

‘Because if he threatened you, then you’d be the victim of a crime. Were you forced to remain there?’

‘No comment.’ But again, he gave her an apologetic look.

‘You see, Mr Kendall…’ Jess favoured him with a smile, at which his whole face brightened. ‘I don’t think you’re a violent man. Your police record doesn’t suggest you’d kill anyone, but we believe you can shed light on what happened. What can you tell me about John MacFarlane?’

‘No comment.’

‘I’m not sure you realise the position you’re in, Mr Kendall.’ Her tone hardened. ‘If you cleaned up evidence at Blackcraig, we’ll add attempting to defeat the ends of justice to the charges you’ll face. Even if you didn’t participate in killing John MacFarlane, you’d be facing a life sentence. This isn’t about you making fake art, this is about murder. Now, when did you first meet Mr Brownlow?’

At the mention of fake art, Kendall looked hurt, but he wasn’t goaded into varying his answer.

‘No comment.’

Jess sat back and folded her arms once more.

‘Do you have any more questions for my client?’ the solicitor offered timidly. When Jess turned her attention to him, Shona saw the man flinch.

Instead of being intimidated, Kendall had seemed transfixed by Jess. Shona couldn’t help wondering if some future fake masterpiece of a Renaissance lady, or an avenging warrior princess, would have the face of her DC. Either way, no comment was as productive as he was prepared to be. When they’d concluded the interview, Kendall was returned to his cell.

‘Sorry, boss,’ Jess said when they re-entered the CID room.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Shona replied. ‘I think Kendall is an old hand at interviews. And he’ll realise we have little evidence to connect him to the actual murder. He’s either keeping his mouth shut out of loyalty to Brownlow, or more likely because he’s scared of him. With the Met on their way, he might also believe he can barter with them, since we’re just the local plods. I think he’d have stuck to no comment even if you’d lit a fire under him.’

Jess gave her a look that said she’d considered that as an option.

Shona couldn’t fault Jess’s strategy. Without straying into coercion or threat, she’d pulled out all the stops, and on any other day, with anyone other than Kendall, she’d likely have succeeded.

‘Where are Ravi and Murdo?’ Jess asked.

‘They’ve gone out to interview the woman who phoned in the tip. They’re gonna show her the photographs of Brownie, Max Blake and even John MacFarlane in the hope she’ll remember something else.’

Jess nodded, thoughtful. ‘You know, the Mazda we found in the barn could’ve been their second vehicle.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Those Mazda pick-ups shared a manufacturer in the 1990s with the Ford Ranger. Many of their parts were interchangeable. When I was growing up, a lot of farmers in remoter areas used to keep one of each as a kind of insurance policy. Mark Brownlow worked for Jonathan Carr on his croft. He’d likely have known this.’

‘That’s a good point, Jess. Thanks.’

If nothing else, it gave them hope they were on the right track.

Vinny, Chloe and Hannah were searching for sightings of the forger to see if they could place Brownlow with him. Shona was convinced that despite the lack of evidence at the house, Kendall didn’t seem the type to have survived there alone. He’d have needed some help. But if he didn’t give them anything soon, they’d have to turn him over to the Met cops, who were already on their way up from London, and they’d have lost their chance to pick up Brownlow’s trail.

‘I think I’ll go out and have a chat with Graham and Maggie Finlayson,’ she said to Jess as they returned to the CID office. ‘They might’ve remembered something else. And I want to ask Maggie if MacFarlane ever mentioned Brownlow.’

‘Want me to come, boss?’ Jess said. ‘Remember, you asked me to show Brownie’s picture to Finlayson yesterday, but I haven’t had time.’

‘No, it’s fine. I can do that.’

With Graham looking less and less likely to be their man, it seemed a good move to begin mending a few fences. Whatever the outcome of the case, she still had to live in that community. And it’d give her practice when it came to Becca, who still wasn’t returning her calls.

Shona checked her watch. The custody clock was ticking. ‘I’ll only be an hour. Give the others a hand tracing Kendall’s movements. Maybe by the time I’m back we’ll have a sighting of him with Brownlow, and I can extend our art lover’s custody and keep the Met guys at bay for a bit.’
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Chapter 38

The Old Inn looked much the same as it had on previous visits. The carpark had been half-cleared of snow and a few cars were parked close by the entrance.

Inside, the tables closest to the fire were occupied by a couple talking quietly and two men in overalls who looked like they’d dropped in to warm up and grab a sandwich.

Graham was behind the bar, a glass in one hand and a dishtowel in the other. When he caught sight of Shona, he stopped and stared. She wasn’t unfamiliar with the sensation, having spent her beat years in London, where entering any pub invariably provoked a similar reaction, but she no longer interpreted it as a guilty reaction on his part. If she and Graham were going to have a working relationship on the lifeboat, and maybe even as fellow hospitality trade operators, they needed to push through their present feelings. She’d had more experience, granted. Plenty she’d arrested hadn’t taken it personally and, once released without charge, were happy to stop and chat as long as she didn’t produce the cuffs again. A few held a grudge. She wasn’t yet sure which category Graham fitted in. Maggie was back at the pub. Surely, sorting out his marriage and his business would be enough to keep him busy without fashioning a Shona doll to stick pins in.

‘Hello, Graham.’ She pointed to the hinged section of the bar. ‘Can I come through?’

He didn’t reply, but after a moment lifted it for her and stepped back. They stood in the narrow lobby, Graham side-on, facing out towards his customers as if he couldn’t bring himself to look at her.

‘I just dropped in to say you’ll be formally released from police bail. Your solicitor will explain anything you’re not sure about.’

He turned then, taken aback. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It means, we’re no longer treating you as a suspect.’

Colour drained from his face, and he put out a hand to steady himself, the glass falling from his grip. Shona caught it before it hit the old stone floor.

‘D’you want to sit down for a minute?’ She kept a hold of the glass and indicated the back office.

‘No, I’m fine,’ he insisted, his relief at being released from bail momentarily eclipsed by embarrassment at his reaction. ‘When you came through the door, I thought you were here to arrest me again.’

‘That’s not likely to happen,’ she said. ‘I hope.’ It didn’t feel appropriate to say she was sorry or justify her actions. It was a murder inquiry. If he’d been straight from the start maybe things wouldn’t have played out as they had.

Maggie came through from the back kitchen, plates of sandwiches in her hands. When she saw them together, she also turned pale.

‘What is it?’

‘It’s fine,’ Graham reassured her. ‘The police say I’m not a suspect anymore.’

She nodded. ‘Okay. Good. That’s good.’

Shona could see she had questions that she didn’t want to ask in front of Graham.

Maggie made to squeeze past with her plates, and both Graham and Shona stood aside.

‘If that’s all, can I…’ He pointed back out front, although there was no one waiting to be served. Now the elation of his formal release from investigation was passing, Shona could see he didn’t want to prolong their conversation.

‘Just one thing.’ She scrolled through her phone and moved to block his escape as he took another step towards the bar. ‘Ever seen this guy around?’ She showed him a picture of Giles Kendall.

He studied it for a moment, then shook his head.

‘What about this guy? Recognise him? Take your time. It’s an old photograph.’

Graham frowned, studying the headshot of Mark Brownlow. Then he blew out a long breath.

‘Could he be the guy who delivered the wood?’ Shona said. ‘He might have an English accent. The Midlands. Birmingham?’

It was a punt. No one had confirmed he had any accent at all. Even Jonathan Carr could only say Brownie’s accent was not Scottish. Graham had said something similar when describing the tree rustler, but he’d worked in the oil industry, which drew in contractors from every corner of the UK and further afield, so he might have a better chance of identifying Brownie if he thought about it now.

He nodded, cautiously. ‘Could be him.’

Shona waited, blood rushing in her ears. If she could link Brownlow to the wood delivery, backed up by a witness, it hugely strengthened her case.

‘Brummie accent?’

‘Might not be strong.’ It was possible he’d gone back to Hockley in the missing time period, but Shona didn’t think so. The chances of being recognised were too great and Brownie wanted to disappear. ‘The person we’re looking for left Birmingham as a young man. Joined the navy.’

‘I had a roommate in Shetland. A Brummie guy. Not a strong accent, but aye. It might be him.’ His hand went to his face. ‘The guy who brought the wood had a reddish beard.’

He hadn’t mentioned that when Shona took his statement, but that wasn’t uncommon in witnesses. ‘You just said he had dark hair.’

‘I think he did, but his beard was redder.’

‘Okay.’ They could e-fit an updated image and circulate it. ‘Thank you, Graham.’

‘That it?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

He looked as if he was about to say more, but then the shutters came down once more, and he merely nodded and turned away.

He and Maggie passed as she came back into the lobby, and Shona sensed a wariness between them. Understandable, she supposed. But both were still under the same roof, though Maggie was the licensee, so ending their marriage would probably mean bankruptcy. Your husband is accused of killing your lover. How does a marriage ever recover from that? Shona and Rob hadn’t weathered the strain of a criminal investigation, but perhaps the fracture of their relationship had deeper roots.

As Maggie drew level, she tilted her head towards the kitchen, indicating she wanted Shona to follow her. As soon as they were out of earshot, she spun around.

‘Tell me you’ve got someone for John’s murder.’ Her eyes were wide, pleading.

Shona exhaled. ‘We’ve a strong suspect. We believe the man who delivered the wood here has a historic connection with John. We don’t know how their paths crossed again, but there was a confrontation filmed by a mountain biker. We think it was over the theft of the wood, but it could’ve been something else.’

Maggie nodded, apparently satisfied by Shona’s honest reply. ‘Is that the picture you were showing Graham?’

Maggie had been inside during the wood delivery, but Shona reasoned there was no harm in showing her, since she was probably the person closest to MacFarlane. She certainly seemed to have loved him much more than his family.

She brought up Brownie’s headshot once more. ‘It’s an old picture. Mark Brownlow. Brownie. Did John ever mention him?’

Maggie was staring at the screen, but she shook her head. ‘Never heard him mention that name.’

‘They worked together as divers. There might have been an incident.’

Maggie continued to shake her head.

‘Birmingham. Ex-navy. Might have a reddish beard now.’

Maggie tapped the back of her right hand with her finger. ‘Does he have a swallow tattoo?’

‘I thought you didn’t see the wood delivery. Are you talking about him?’

‘I didn’t, but a guy came into the bar a couple of times. Those eyes are quite distinctive, aren’t they?’

Shona had thought that, but Maggie was the first person to mention it.

‘I remember him, because I used to work in Birmingham and I’d say he’d lived there. He’d asked about casual work, outside stuff. Cash in hand. But we didn’t have anything for him at this time of year. The other thing was, he always bought wee cartons of juice to take away.’

‘Juice?’

‘Aye, like long-life fruit juice.’ Maggie crossed to a cupboard and took out a luridly coloured Tetra Pak. ‘This stuff. For kids. We keep it ’cos in the summer we do lunch boxes, but I never sell much in winter. Don’t get many families. He asked about local farms where he might pick up food, like milk or potatoes.’

‘How many times did this happen?’

‘Twice, maybe three times.’

‘Did he have anyone with him?’

‘No. On his tod. You think it’s him?’ She looked suddenly alarmed. ‘What if he knows about John and me, and believes I can identify him?’

Shona took her by the shoulders. ‘He’s a person of interest. If he comes back, you call me. Okay?’ Then she hugged her and ran out through the bar to the Audi.

When John MacFarlane had first arrived, he’d come into the pub to ask about local services – post office, shops – because there weren’t many obvious choices. Clearly, Brownie had been looking for local supplies too. They hadn’t been able to link him directly to Blackcraig farmhouse yet. What if he hadn’t been at the place all of the time? Maybe he’d been camping out in the forest itself. Ex-military, resourceful. That fitted what Simon Wallace had said. Brownlow buying fruit juice from the pub, and asking about food from farms, seemed to indicate he was avoiding supermarkets and shops, with their higher levels of CCTV. Setting himself up in the forest might be how he’d first encountered John MacFarlane. And was that where he was now, holding Max Blake?



As if summoned by her thoughts, Simon Wallace called as she drove back to Dumfries. The roads were icy, and she forced herself to keep her speed down and concentrate.

‘Mark Brownlow gave his employers an address for a flat in Birmingham,’ Simon said. ‘But I’ve checked – the block was demolished five years ago and there’s no record he was ever there.’

‘That fits,’ Shona replied. ‘We’ve not been able to find him anywhere. But we’ve just picked up a forger and we think he may have been using art fraud to make money under the radar.’

‘Okay, well, there’s nothing in his file that says he was an art lover, but then I suppose you don’t have to be. He might have spotted an opportunity and he was making a mint from the saturation diving. Perhaps he thought it was a good investment.’

Shona hit a bend and felt the wheels slipping from under her. She corrected her course and dropped her speed further.

‘I can tell you a bit about the diving accident.’

‘Go on.’

‘There’s a Royal Navy facility that supports operations in the area. It was being upgraded to allow larger vessels to dock, and this included the diversion of a pipeline. John MacFarlane was exonerated of any blame. No one was jailed over the death. The company paid a fine. But it’s pretty clear from the file that it was a cover-up.’

‘What sort of cover-up?’

‘It’s hard to say. Could be anything from poor safety practices to outright negligence. Good companies adhere to the mantra: “If you think safety is expensive, compare it to the cost of an accident.”’

‘How did the diver die?’

‘Scott Pike and MacFarlane were buddied up using airbags to lift a metre-diameter pipe. They were bolting sections together. The pipeline was kilometres long and the airbags were spaced out to take the enormous weight. The divers had to put their heads underneath the pipe sections, between them and the seabed, to tighten the bottom bolts. One of the airbags had an undetected leak and slowly pinned Scott Pike to the sea floor. MacFarlane went for the air hose to top up the bag, but somehow it took him half an hour. Meanwhile, Scott Pike’s helmet was being slowly crushed. The other pair back in the diving bell – Mark Brownlow and Carl Edmunds – plus the surface team were all linked up to Pike’s comms. They heard it all, right up until he died.’

‘Jesus.’ Shona had slowed to a crawl, overcome with the horror of what Simon was relating. ‘No wonder none of the divers went underwater again.’

‘There was some indication that the air hose top-up system hadn’t been correctly configured by the other dive team when they’d finished their previous stint, and that was a factor in the delay. But here’s the interesting bit. The interim inquiry fined the company, but the inquiry was never formally closed, so technically, charges against Edmunds and Brownlow could still be brought. Six months ago, the MOD began a review of open cases. Edmunds and Scott Pike are dead…’

‘Leaving MacFarlane as the only living witness,’ Shona concluded. It was as she’d suspected. This wasn’t about a load of firewood. ‘I think we finally have our motive.’

‘It certainly makes sense. Listen, Shona, I won’t keep you. I know you’ll want to act on this. I just wanted to say I talked to Becca at the hospital this morning. If it’s any comfort, I think she feels as badly as you do. You might get a call soon. Gabe and I had a rocky relationship during the divorce and when he was in America with his mother. It might take some time, but I think it’s always possible for children and parents to find a way back, if you’re patient.’

‘Thank you, Simon. For everything.’ She felt a surge of relief that brought tears to her eyes.

It had been a huge boost to hear the news on Brownlow. But the news on Becca eclipsed it entirely.
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Chapter 39

Simon had put in a formal request for the MOD to share the appropriate files with Police Scotland, but as far as Shona was concerned, the paperwork could come later. She trusted him to have given all the salient points, and they had what they’d always lacked – a motive.

‘Perhaps that first encounter with John MacFarlane in the forest was accidental,’ she told the team as they gathered for an update. ‘But Mark Brownlow, who was implicated in the original accident inquiry, heard about the MOD’s case review and decided this was too good an opportunity to miss. If caught and convicted, he’d spend the rest of his life in jail. MacFarlane was living alone, in a remote cottage. Maybe Brownie followed him, confronted him and didn’t like what he heard about John’s response if he was asked to testify, and improvised.’

‘What’s the connection with the cave, d’you think?’ Jess said.

‘It’s a popular spot. Perhaps he’d been there and thought it’d be a good place to hide the body. With the storm coming, he’d have guessed no one was likely to be around and the ranger’s body would get washed away. If we found it, we might have concluded that MacFarlane had fallen.’

‘And the blood in the snow?’ Ravi said.

‘Probably thought the storm would deal wi’ that too,’ Murdo replied. ‘If he hadnae lost the hammer, the boss might never have gone lookin’.’

‘So now, we need to keep looking and find him.’

‘What d’you want to do about oor forger, Giles Kendall, boss?’ Murdo said. ‘Is he linked to Brownie?’

‘What did the witness who called it in say?’

‘No’ much. She doesnae think there was anyone else livin’ up at the farm, just that it was weird he was so reclusive. She was worried he was a terrorist or somethin’. Occasionally, when she was walkin’ her wee dog, she’d see him go oot in thon black pick-up. Only other car to go up was a silver saloon, once or twice, but that might’ve been deliveries.’

‘Okay, thanks, Murdo. Anyone else find a link between Brownie and Kendall?’

Everyone shook their heads.

‘So now we hand him over to the Met guys and redouble our efforts on Brownlow. We’re working on the basis that he’s still in the area, but we need a UK-wide alert and particularly the port at Cairnryan checked, since it’s an obvious escape route to the Irish Republic. Jess, that’s your territory.’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘So, Murdo? Talk us through where Brownlow might be hiding, on the basis of him frequenting The Old Inn.’ Shona handed over to her sergeant.

‘Right, Dalgeddie Forest.’ He crossed to the map pinned to the wall, and Shona had a flash of memory at how all this had started, with the lost hammer and the lost painting that had washed up like flotsam ahead of the storm which had engulfed them. It felt like they had come full circle but still didn’t have all the answers.

‘We’re working initially on a twenty-mile radius of The Old Inn and Wren Cottage. There’s still parts o’ the forest inaccessible due to snow, according to the manager Nick Cairns. The tree canopy is pretty thick, being mostly evergreens, but his guys will put drones up anyway and check any reports of wild camping. In terms o’ buildings, we’ll do a fresh public appeal. Chloe has a new e-fit wi’ an updated beard and no-beard option based on Mrs Finlayson’s description. We also need tae check wi’ estate agents about recent rentals, particularly remote homes with barns or garaging. There’s no’ much casual work aboot on land this time o’ the year, but since we know he was asking at the pub aboot this, it’s worth mentioning tae the farming community. Right, come to me if you’ve questions, but let’s get on wi’ it.’

Shona was going through the handover documents for the two Metropolitan Police detectives that were on their way to re-arrest Giles Kendall when Jess tapped her door.

‘About the eagle, boss.’

‘I don’t think we need to pursue that any further, Jess. We have a clear suspect and motive.’

‘No, it’s not that. I’ve just had a call from a wildlife crime officer over in the Borders. They’ve found her.’

‘Dead?’

‘No, ma’am, very much alive. They raided a falconer who was advertising golden eagle chicks and they found Mairéad. Seems he was intending to breed from her. They’re returning her and the chicks they recovered to the Glendair Estate and the translocation project.’

‘That’s wonderful news. Thank you, Jess.’ She felt her spirits lift. Happy endings were rare with wildlife cases, and this felt like a just result. After all MacFarlane’s passion and hard work, it felt like an appropriate living memorial. As her constable turned to go, she called after her, ‘I thought adults were impossible to catch.’

‘Seems this guy has a pet crow. He staked it with a deer carcass. The eagle sees the crow, thinks it’s safe to go down, and a net from a spring trap is triggered. If the falconer has the skill to get a hood on them, they’re normally calm after that.’

‘Well, another trick for the eagle project to look out for. Do me a favour, Jess, call Maggie Finlayson. I think that’s something she’d like to hear.’

Maybe seeing MacFarlane’s other love returned to the sky might help to bring her some resolution. It was what everyone needed to move on.

Shona checked her watch and picked up her phone. The Met officers were due in half an hour. She went across to where Murdo sat with Ravi, tracing empty properties on an online map.

‘I’m just going to have a quick word with Giles Kendall,’ she said. ‘Call me if you get any leads.’



Shona told the custody sergeant at Loreburn police office that she wanted a quick word with Kendall before he went south. She needed to know if he was the one who’d painted the copy of the Madonna and Child – and who for? If she belonged to the convent, then she should go home. She was still troubled by the whole business of art fraud, but she still had a burning desire to know who this woman really was. If Kendall didn’t tell her, it was unlikely they’d ever find out, and the Madonna would sit in the limbo of storage forever.

Kendall sat cross-legged in one corner of his cell. He looked up with mild interest when she came in. The custody sergeant had not deemed him a violent individual and had allowed him a pencil and an old notebook, and he appeared to be sketching. The bright institutional lighting made everything flat and lifeless, and Shona couldn’t think what inspiration he’d find there.

‘Can I sit down?’ She indicated the opposite end of the wipe-clean foam mattress that served as bed and sofa. He gestured that she could.

Shona opened her phone and showed him the picture of the Madonna and Child.

‘Is she one of yours?’

His face lit up, and she allowed him to take the phone from her. ‘Ah! Sandro Benedetti,’ he said. Presented with the Madonna, his silence had slipped away. ‘Now, there was an artist who painted the light. Much underappreciated. He could put dramatic intensity into the slightest gesture or look.’ He handed back her phone. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘A known housebreaker claimed he picked it up in the street in Dumfries.’

‘Really? That brings a new meaning to found art.’ He sighed. ‘But sadly, I can’t claim this painting as mine. Why do you ask?’

‘I want to send her home,’ she said, before she could stop herself.

He cocked his head to one side as if weighing up her words.

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. ‘You do recognise the picture, don’t you?’

He gave her a long look, then said, ‘I should like to go where I can work. D’you suppose there’s a deal to be done?’

Jess had planted the seed in his mind. The isolation of his cell had allowed it to grow.

‘Anything that shows you are co-operating with the police will be in your favour.’

‘I’m going to need something a little firmer than that. Judges don’t like it when you skip bail. They take it personally, and the Met have a long list of grievances against me.’

‘The Art and Antiques Unit speak very highly of you. They told me you’ve more than a hundred works in galleries around the world.’

‘It’s very kind of them to notice.’

‘Why did you skip bail?’

‘I didn’t want to go back to prison.’

‘And you really don’t know Mark Brownlow? Or anything about the murder of John MacFarlane?’

He paused, calculating what he could gain. Then he shrugged. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘And Max Blake? When I said his name at the farmhouse, you seemed to react.’

He smiled, acknowledging he’d been caught out. ‘I illustrated a cover for an early book of his poems, before he made it big. He was a rascal then, doubt if he’s changed. Artists never do. It’s a compulsion, making art. Life is just grist to the mill.’

So that was what she’d seen in his face that morning, when she’d showed him the poet’s publicity shot. Outside she could hear voices in the corridor. Time was almost up.

‘Who painted the Madonna and Child if it wasn’t you?’

‘Sandro Benedetti,’ he said, and she felt any hope of progress slipping away. ‘It’s there for anyone who cares to look. It’s why you can’t let it go. Don’t you see?’

Suddenly, the sensation she’d experienced on the train, half-asleep, the hall of mirrors, came back to her. Debbie had said there were likely multiple copies of the painting floating around auction houses. Her breath caught. The answer had been right in front of her.

‘It’s not a copy, is it? It’s the original.’

Kendall winked, then gave her a congratulatory smile.

‘So where is the copy? ’Cos I know you made one.’

‘France. On a wall. In a vault. It doesn’t really matter.’

The hall of mirrors was back. Giles returned to his sketching.

‘Giles, I’m prepared to tell the Met and the judge just how co-operative you’ve been, but you’re really gonna have to spell it out for me.’

‘It’s simple really,’ he began. ‘You sell the original, but what the new owner gets is the copy. You then auction the original on the dark web. The new owner has their provenance, so they can sell it on. Mostly, they’re buying the idea of a picture anyway.’

‘The more expensive the work of art, the less likely anyone is to question its provenance,’ Shona said. It was what Debbie had told her. Now she was seeing it in action.

‘Who are you working for, Giles?’

Vinny and Ravi had found the shell company in the British Virgin Islands, but not the cryptocurrency from the sales Kendall had made.

Giles Kendall raised an eyebrow. ‘The answer is for auction. Time to make your bid.’

‘I’ll give your solicitor a written statement that you’ve been open and co-operated with me and my officers, and that your information has resulted in the dismantling of an international fraud and money-laundering operation. You can’t call me as a character witness at any trial, but you can put me in the witness box to answer any questions relating to the case.’

Giles Kendall looked up from his notebook and nodded. His expression had grown serious. The brightly lit cell had dimmed, as if a cloud had passed across the room, and the lines on the forger’s face seemed more deeply etched. He put down his pencil and tore out the page he’d been working on.

‘Are you sure you don’t just want to hand me over to the Met officers? Sometimes it’s better not to know what is real and what’s a fake.’

‘I’m sure,’ Shona replied, though a creeping sense of foreboding had brushed her spine with its cold fingers.

He leaned forward and placed the folded page from the notebook in her hand.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘When you introduced yourself, I realised who you were.’

She opened it, expecting to find a name written down, but it was just a series of pencil strokes. She turned the paper ninety degrees and it coalesced into a human face. Given how Kendall had been transfixed by Jess, she expected to see her DC staring back at her. But then she recognised who this was. Shona couldn’t suppress a gasp. It was a remarkable likeness. The fine lines of a well-cut jacket. A country gent. The round florid face. It was Sandy Oliver to a T.



When Shona got back upstairs to her office, her hands were shaking, and she had to sit down. The shock in her gut was turning to boiling anger. For all she judged Sandy for his treatment of Rob and his superior manner with her, she’d never thought he was capable of this. He’d even warned Giles Kendall about her. He’d tarnished the Oliver name in Dumfries and Galloway more than Rob ever could. If it wasn’t for Becca, she’d revert to her maiden name of Davidson. She already felt she was sidestepping gossip like landmines – You’re Shona Oliver? Are you related to… Lady Cairns had proved that, no matter what Murdo said.

She called Murdo in and told him what Giles Kendall had revealed. He stared at her open mouthed, then his features settled into a grim determination.

‘It gives me no pleasure to be proved right,’ he said. ‘I always thought he was a sleekit lowse.’

‘Get forensics. Go over the place. I’ll need to step back now. I’m going to call DI Dalrymple over in Galloway and ask him to take this on. You can work with him again, can’t you?’

‘Course. He’s sound.’ Murdo had operated as his sergeant when Shona had been seconded as liaison for the film shoot.

‘And you’ll need to brief the Met cops who’ve come for Kendall of developments.’

‘Why d’you think Kendall told you?’

‘Well, he didn’t so much tell me as let me work it out. I asked if he’d painted our lost lassie. I told him it was because I needed to send the Madonna home.’

‘Aye, well, you can never ken what’ll work wi’ thon arty types. Shame you have tae hand the case over,’ he continued. ‘Breaking a big art fraud operation wide open like this is a grand feather in your cap.’

‘To be honest, Murdo, it’s one I’d rather not have had.’ Rob had told her that he and Sandy had discussed cryptocurrencies. Did that mean he’d known all along what Sandy was up to? She sighed, pushing away the implications for the future that were sprouting like mushrooms. ‘Right now, my priority is Mark Brownlow and Max Blake, wherever they are.’
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Chapter 40

Sandy Oliver’s arrest for art fraud would hit the media in the next day or so. Murdo had detained him, and DI Dalrymple had arrived soon afterwards to take Sandy up to Kilmarnock to be processed. She thought that was probably Murdo’s idea, to save her blushes.

After what Simon Wallace had told her about Becca’s state of mind, Shona had waited patiently for her daughter to call, not wishing to push her back into entrenched resentment by pestering her with messages demanding reconciliation. But with the news about Sandy about to go public, she felt she couldn’t wait any longer.

Becca answered after the first ring. ‘Mum, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said all those things. I know you were only worried for me.’

‘Oh darlin’, I’m sorry too.’ Shona felt relief wash over her. It wasn’t too late to fix things. She tilted her head back so the tears, happy though they were, wouldn’t fall.

‘I talked to my counsellor, Angie, about it. She said that sometimes life is about making the right choices, even when they’re hard, and I see that now. She made me see I shouldn’t blame you for trying to protect me.’

Since the day she’d been born, protecting her daughter had been Shona’s priority, but now she knew there were some things she couldn’t deflect. Becca would have to deal with them but, as her mother, she’d always back her up.

‘You’d like her,’ Becca said. ‘She said she thought you were a good person for going out on the lifeboat and for getting justice for families who’d lost loved ones. I think she understands, because she’s had a really hard life herself.’

‘Sounds like she knows what she’s talking about, then.’

‘I think she does. She thinks I have a great mother.’ Becca paused. ‘And so does Simon. And so do I.’

‘Well, I have a great daughter I’m so very proud of, even if it comes out wrong sometimes.’ She let the comment about Simon slide. She was so grateful for his help, but she wasn’t ready to talk about what he might mean to her with Becca.

There had been a whole speech she’d prepared in her head for when she finally talked to Becca, but now she decided the best thing she could do was to ask about what currently mattered to her daughter most.

‘How’s Jack?’

‘He’s better. It’ll be a while before he can go home.’ Their separation must be looming large in Becca’s mind, even if it signalled Jack’s recovery. ‘But Roddy says I can stay with them at Easter, if Jack’s home by then. That’s okay, isn’t it, Mum?’

‘Yes, absolutely.’ Shona paused. ‘Becca, darlin’, there’s something I need to tell you.’

She took the news of Sandy’s arrest in silence, and Shona worried that it brought back bad memories of her father’s trial and sentencing.

‘Becca? Are you okay?’

‘Yes, Mum. I’m okay. But it’d be nice to have some family members not in jail.’



Despite the public appeal and the updated e-fit of Brownlow, no reported sightings of either him or Max Blake came in overnight. She’d called PC Malcolm Todd from the mountain rescue team and he’d agreed another multi-agency sweep of the poet’s route was needed to rule out that he’d fallen and lain undetected in some out-of-the-way spot. She could liaise with the coastguard and the lifeboat. They’d need the helicopter. Hannah had gone through Max Blake’s blog and contacted everyone mentioned in it, with no result.

In the meantime, the hunt for Brownlow was out in the open and that meant a press conference was scheduled for later. The Super had tactfully suggested that, with Sandy’s arrest, it was not the day to present herself to the media, and he would handle it.

She was preparing a briefing document for him when Murdo strode across the room to where she stood in front of the whiteboard, phone clamped to his ear.

‘We’ll be right down,’ he said and ended the call. ‘Boss, you need tae come.’



Among the winter dead, there’d been a resurrection. At eleven a.m. that morning, the poet, Max Blake, had walked into a pub in Castle Douglas, whistling happily, and ordered a pint. The landlord recognised him and called the local police office. Thinking that he might have suffered a breakdown or had been held somewhere against his will, they suggested he come with them to hospital to get checked over.

‘Is he okay? Where’s he been?’ Shona asked.

‘He refused tae say at first. Then he finally admitted he’d been staying with a female friend in an oot-of-the-way cottage where the power had been knocked oot by the storm.’

‘What! And he never thought to contact anyone?’

‘That’s what the boys said tae him. But he apparently said they’d been snowed in and this, I quote, had presented him with an amazing opportunity for digital detox and to connect fully with the natural world.’ Murdo’s face registered his disgust. ‘I’ve no’ heard it called that before.’

The two officers had wisely brought him to Cornwall Mount.

‘Where is he?’ Shona said, when they reached the custody suite. The desk sergeant pointed to an interview room.

Max Blake was a less substantial version of the man in the publicity photographs. In print he presented as lean; in the flesh he looked skinny, the boy-band haircut more limp rag than stylish sweep.

‘I’ve had half the polis out looking for you, Mr Blake,’ Shona said, by way of introduction. Her relief that he was alive was fighting a losing battle with her anger at his reckless behaviour. ‘Your poor wife has been worried sick. Did you not think to let us know where you were?’

He had the grace to look superficially contrite, but after what DS Dan Ridley had told her in London about Blake’s previous escapades, she doubted it was anything more than a tactic.

‘We found a man’s body in St Monenna’s. We thought it was you, Mr Blake.’ Shona was exasperated by his lack of apology and determined to give him a shock.

‘I did visit St Monenna’s,’ he said.

‘We know. We found your neckerchief.’

‘I was wondering where I dropped that. It’s a fascinating place, isn’t it? Legend says the water at St Monenna’s will protect you from your enemies, and those who betray you will drown. With no grave, they’ll gain no rest after death and be forced to walk between the worlds forever for their sins. Wasn’t it Dante that said the ninth, and lowest, circle of hell is reserved for betrayers?’

Shona stared at him, speechless. Weren’t poets supposed to have empathy and human understanding?

‘I’m going to leave you with Sergeant O’Halloran for a few minutes while I contact your wife to reassure her you’re fine.’ It was best she left before she gave him a free character analysis and said things which she may publicly be forced to regret. She had no doubt Murdo would deliver his own version of this while she was away, but the poet had a hide like a rhino, and she doubted his narcissistic self-assurance could ever be pierced.

Jane Blake took the news that her husband was back from the dead as a vindication of her previous assessment.

‘I knew nothing had happened to him,’ she said flatly. ‘Where does he say he’s been?’

‘Staying with a friend.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘I’m going to let you get on,’ Shona said, hearing the children screaming in the background. ‘We’ll be finished interviewing him shortly. I’ll tell him to call.’

Shona couldn’t decide if his wife had suspected what was really going on; maybe it had happened once too often, and she’d reported him missing to publicly shame him. Either way, it’d be all over the countryside that he was back. She’d better tell the Super before he saw it on social media.

‘Well, that’s wonderful,’ Davies said. ‘Timing couldn’t be better.’

‘It’s a little more complicated than that, sir,’ she cautioned.

‘We’ll chalk this up as a success. Might eclipse the other news, which I’m sure you’ll find particularly helpful.’

‘I can hardly help Sandy Oliver’s actions,’ she snapped. There it was again. The taint of someone else’s sins rubbing off on her.

‘Let’s take the wins where we can, Shona.’

Davies was obviously warming up his sound bites.

‘Yes, sir.’

There’d be no criminal charges, but she had a feeling it would be Jane Blake who would ultimately dispense justice.

When she went back in to tell the poet he was free to go, wishing she could add and don’t come back, she saw from Blake’s mortified expression that Murdo had had his own go at demonstrating the error of his ways. He’d been a beat sergeant long enough to refine his technique, and it appeared to have been effective. She only hoped he’d learned his lesson, but knew it was unlikely to last. What was it Giles Kendall had said? Making art was a compulsion and real life was just grist to the mill. She hoped Jane Blake and her children wouldn’t be ground to dust in the process.



Back upstairs, Shona finished the briefing report on Mark Brownlow and sent it across to Superintendent Davies. The office was filled with a productive hum but still Shona felt the nagging frustration build. The lack of sightings meant she’d been wrong, and Brownlow had got clean away. She stalked between the desks, double-checking reports she’d already received, but it did nothing to alleviate her anxiety.

‘Jess? Anything from Cairnryan port police?’

‘No, boss.’

‘Ravi? Any activity at empty properties?’

‘No, boss.’

‘Murdo? Have Nick Cairns’s forest rangers and their drone found anything?’

‘No’ yet, boss.’

When it was time for the press conference, they gathered around the screen to watch. Shona saw Murdo looking at her out of the tail of his eye when Davies delivered the news of Max Blake’s return, which all but overshadowed their appeal for a murderer on the loose.

When it was over, Shona returned to her office and paced, until Murdo came in with coffee and comments about her wearing out the carpet.

She went back out to the main room and began her rounds all over again.

‘Vinny? Any sightings of Brownlow?’

‘No, boss,’ Chloe replied.

‘Hannah? Crank calls aside, anything coming in from the appeal?’

Hannah frowned as she hung up. ‘No, boss, but…’

Shona stopped mid-stride. ‘What?’

‘I’ve just been talking to a nurse over at the Royal Infirmary. A woman who attended A&E earlier with her young son gave a false address. The boy needed a few stitches, then left when the nurses’ backs were turned. They were concerned it was a child protection issue.’

Shona sighed. This was a job for uniform – a welfare check and social services brought in, if necessary.

‘The nurse said the parents were jumpy, so I called site security. I’ve asked them to send us the CCTV.’

‘Why?’

‘The nurse thinks they left in a black pick-up with a busted taillight.’

Their eyes met just as Chloe called, ‘It’s here!’

Shona crossed back to her desk. Heads began to pop up from behind monitors across the office, alerted that something was happening. Vinny’s fingers flew across the keyboard as he zoomed in and enhanced the image. Chloe was already in the ANPR database, checking the vehicle’s plates. These didn’t match the previous index number they had, but after the press conference, Shona didn’t think Brownlow would be foolish enough to break cover without changing them.

‘These are false,’ Chloe declared. ‘Registered to a Range Rover in Aberdeen.’

‘But is it the same vehicle?’ Shona said, gripping the back of Chloe’s chair as she scanned the multiple images, unable to follow exactly what was happening.

With a final flourish, Vinny sat back and gestured to his screen. Twin pictures of the vehicles’ rear sat side by side. He pointed to the left one. ‘GoPro footage.’ Then to the right. ‘Hospital carpark.’

Shona looked to Chloe for confirmation.

‘It’s the same vehicle.’

‘Grand job.’ Murdo patted Hannah’s shoulder and the woman turned pink with pleasure.

‘Yes, fantastic work,’ Shona seconded, before turning back to Chloe. Vinny was already busy again, accessing traffic cameras around the hospital. ‘Show me the parents.’

Both adults were wrapped up against the cold and identification. Shona leaned forward and peered at the screen, but it was impossible to tell if the man was Mark Brownlow. He had a cap pulled low, a scarf that obscured his jawline and glasses that made it impossible to check his distinctive pale blue eyes. But she thought he was the right height and build.

‘I think it’s him,’ Shona said, pointing to a still frame of the man’s right arm. A series of blue lines emerged from the cuff of his jacket. ‘Can you enhance that, Chloe?’

‘A swallow tattoo,’ she confirmed.

‘I know where they went,’ Vinny said, abruptly. Shona looked at the map on the screen. It was a familiar landscape. She’d been proved right in her hypothesis, but it gave her only fleeting satisfaction. Traffic cameras had tracked the vehicle to the edge of Dalgeddie Forest. Then, just as abruptly as he’d appeared, Brownlow vanished.


OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 41

Mark Brownlow had chosen his ground well. The forest was large and had been quarried at some point. There were gaps where no accurate surveying had taken place because of rockfalls and landslips. Shona was reminded of the Solway Firth: the marine charts similarly blank, borders and depths shifting with each tide. The trees, less cautious than humans, had simply colonised the places as they found them. They were so densely grouped that they rode over huge hummocks in the ground which could have concealed anything from outcrops of rock or old farm buildings to mythical, slumbering beasts coiled around the twisted roots. The message was the same for both sea and forest – enter at your peril. Here be dragons.

Nick had gathered his forest rangers; Shona brought as many officers as she could round up and put patrol cars on the exit roads. They met a mile down the track from where they thought the vehicle had entered the forest, at a bay carved out by the logging crews. Beyond that, the snow lay so thick that it was difficult to tell road from ditch. Shona’s regular strategy would have been to deploy tactical support units and dog teams, but the area was just too vast. It’d take them a week to search, maybe longer.

‘I want mixed teams of four or five people – forest rangers and officers. We don’t know if the suspect’s armed, but he’s ex-military and resourceful,’ she said, deploying Simon’s succinct assessment. ‘This is about containing, not detaining. Any sign of him, report your position, do not engage. Jess will allocate a grid square for each group.’

‘Murdo,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Ravi is going with one of the groups. Firearms and mountain rescue are on their way. I need you to stay here with the map and co-ordinate for me. Mark off and reallocate squares as they move through.’

He looked at her suspiciously, but eventually nodded. ‘What’ll you be doing?’

‘We’re going with two of Nick Cairns’s lads to check out the quarry buildings.’ She patted her chest. ‘Jess and I have both got stab vests, PAVA spray and batons. I don’t think he’d use somewhere that accessible, but I don’t want rangers down there on their own.’

‘Aye, fair enough. Just be careful, the both of you.’

‘You as well.’

They checked their radios and set off in single file. The rangers pointed out features as they went. Some trees here were giants, old and intimidating. Visitors from a bigger country. She thought memorising the patterns of their bark or their outline would be a useful navigation method, since any clues on the ground were now invisible under several inches of snow. Above her, the sky was overcast. A few minutes later she realised how futile her plan was. All the trees looked the same. Without the sun to give her clues, she’d become completely disorientated and couldn’t tell where the command post, with Murdo in charge, lay. Pairing officers with the local forest rangers had been a smarter move than she’d realised.

Chris was the older of the two rangers and carried a red, first aid backpack. Alex was stocky, his cheeks bright red from the cold. Both men moved with the ease of long acquaintance with the forest. Shona noticed Jess did too – her knees slightly bent, stride shortened, walking poles in a steady rhythm – and tried to follow her example.

As they went further from the track, the snow lay not like a decorative Christmas dusting but like deep ash from some catastrophic fire. The branches of the firs swept down to the ground. The dark spaces enclosed by their grasp brought simultaneously a craving for sanctuary and a sense of her own vulnerability, where every shadow seemed to hide a human shape. Her footsteps were impossibly loud. The deep powder squeaked and groaned, compacting under each step.

The only other sound was the intermittent radio traffic, as groups recorded their positions and asked for updates.

Suddenly, one of the shadows beneath the trees burst outwards, an explosion of dark, coarse pelt and rank odour. In a single, swift movement, Jess had drawn her baton and whirled to face it. The PAVA spray was in Shona’s hand, her heart leaping as high as the deer now crashing away through the undergrowth – its terror, no doubt, matching her own. She’d had no sense the creature was anywhere near her. How could it move in silence when she made so much noise? And if this creature could travel unheard through the stillness, what else lay in wait?

‘You okay?’ Chris said.

Shona nodded. ‘How much further?’

‘Only about fifty metres. Down there.’ As he lifted his pole to indicate the direction, it shattered with a dull ping.

It took a fraction of a second for them to process what had happened, then they hit the snow simultaneously. The compression Shona had felt in the air said it was a gunshot, but there’d been no sound. She gingerly raised her head and scanned the trees nearest to them, until her attention snagged on an unfamiliar object. A metal spike jutted from a trunk, just above where her head had been.

‘Crossbow,’ hissed Jess.

From the position of the bolt, Shona began to calculate the likely position of the shooter.

But there was another flash of movement, like a bird through the branches, and a sound like an exhaled breath. Then a scream.

The younger of the two rangers lay three metres in front her, writhing and clutching his leg.

‘Call it in, Jess,’ Shona ordered.

It was Brownlow, it had to be. But it was impossible to see how he’d got a clear shot at them through the dense trees. Alex was low, on the ground. Brownlow must be high, but none of the quarry buildings would give him such elevation.

Fucksake. Ex-military. Resourceful. He was likely shooting deer on a regular basis to supplement his food stock. She’d only considered if he had access to firearms. How had she not foreseen this risk?

‘Up there,’ Jess said. ‘On the ridge.’

It was well camouflaged but just visible if you looked hard. A tree house.

Alex was gasping, clutching his leg. They were all pinned down, unable to move. Chris was telling Alex he’d be fine, but Shona wasn’t sure he would be. If the bolt had nicked his femoral artery, he’d bleed out fast without intervention.

The rangers had been about three metres ahead. Shona and Jess had more cover.

‘Chris? Listen to me. Our guy’s on a platform on the ridge. When I say go, I’ll distract him and you’re going to drag Alex back to us, okay?’

‘Boss?’ Jess’s tone was a warning. Shona jutted her chin towards the heavily laden branches above and saw by the change in her constable’s expression that she’d been understood.

‘Ready?’

‘Yes,’ Chris said, his voice barely a whisper.

‘Go!’

Shona and Jess leaped up, grabbing at the sweeping branches and sending their cargo of icy crystals exploding into the air. The space between the pines became an opaque snow globe, as a third bolt buried itself in the ground where the rangers had lain.

But both had made it under the tree, Chris already pulling trauma dressings from his the first aid pack.

‘Can you strap him up?’ Shona asked, staying low.

Chris nodded, but there was more blood than there should be.

Jess was on the radio. ‘Firearms are on their way.’

‘ETA?’

‘Half an hour,’ Jess mouthed.

Shona calculated the amount of blood Alex had already lost. It’d be too late.

‘There’s no clear shot at Brownie,’ Shona whispered. ‘And they’ll not make an assault in case the place is booby trapped. This’ll be a stand-off.’ She shook her head. Brownlow wasn’t going to add the ranger or any of her officers to his tally of deaths if she could help it.

‘Chris, where’s the nearest road?’

He looked up at her, biting his lip as he calculated. ‘As the crow flies, the old quarry access road down there.’ He pointed back through the trees. ‘There’ll be a lot of snow. But if we can get a stretcher up here, we’ll be able to carry him down to a fourbie.’ Under the cover of a broad tree trunk, he’d raised Alex’s legs to slow the bleeding and prioritise the blood supply to his chest and brain, but his breathing was shallow and his lips pale. Shona knew the signs and what they meant, and it seemed Chis did too. ‘Better make it soon.’

She radioed Murdo with their plan. Jess and Chris would stay with the casualty, and Shona would go down to the road and guide the rescue team and tactical unit in. If Brownlow stayed put, her route wouldn’t be visible from the tree house. All the others had to do was sit tight.

His voice was laden with worry, but he agreed.

Shona peered out from beneath the branches. There was no sign of movement from the platform, but she didn’t doubt he had a scope trained on them. She remembered the technique they practised on the lifeboat for getting out of quicksand and mud, one she’d so nearly had to deploy rescuing Billy Bain, the kitesurfer: lean forward and swim, spreading your weight. It took nerve to put your face so close to the water, but the snow was less daunting. Slowly, she lay flat and pushed her way across the surface of the powdery snow – half-swim, half-commando-crawl.

When she judged she was far enough out of Brownlow’s range and sight line, she scrambled to her feet and ran. Trip hazards were everywhere, and she concentrated on avoiding the tree roots.

She looked up and suddenly realised she had no idea where she was. Watching the ground had been the priority. She retraced her steps a few metres, but animal tracks and falls of ice and snow from the higher branches had left a confused terrain. She craned her neck, searching for any glimpse of the sun that might give her a clue where she was heading, but only the monochrome grey stretched above her. The map she’d checked before they left the command post was still fresh in her mind, but useless without her current position. The compass on her phone seemed only to add to her confusion, and when she tried the GPS app, it refused to connect.

She’d lost her bearings on the water before – in fog and in the great tumbling waves of a confused sea – but it had never felt like this. The trunks were closing in on her like prison bars. She forced herself to be calm, to think. Jess would never have got lost like this.

Downhill. The ranger, Chris, had said downhill.

She scanned the land for any slope and saw how it fell away to her left. She’d drifted off course but now she saw her route clearly. Relief coursed through her and she hurried on, conscious of the sweat now freezing on her face.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. An email from Simon, with an attachment, and marked urgent. She slowed, taking great cold gulps of air and making a conscious effort to slow down her breathing as she read it. She stumbled on as she quickly scanned the document. It was an independent report that had been made just after the accident. It had been dismissed by the MOD investigators as unreliable, because it contained timeline errors that cast doubt on the established narrative. At the last paragraph, she stopped, taking a second to catch her breath. The final piece of the puzzle surrounding John MacFarlane’s death fell into place.

And then she saw them. Twenty metres away.

A man, a woman and a little boy. They wore green ponchos that blended with the trunks and branches, giving them a timeless air. For a sickening second, she thought they were ghosts of long-dead forest folk. Then the man, alerted by some sound, turned and instantly raised a very modern crossbow, pointing it straight at her. She thought of the spike embedded in the tree, of Alex the ranger’s pierced and bloody thigh, and her legs nearly went from under her. At this range, she had no doubt he’d kill her.

She put up her hands. ‘Mr Brownlow, please. I’m not armed.’

He looked exactly like his e-fit. The woman was small and blonde, with an oval face. Shona was close enough to see that the child had his father’s dark hair but his mother’s brown eyes, and there was no doubt this was the family she’d seen on the hospital CCTV.

‘Take Scotty to the truck,’ Brownlow told the woman. She hesitated, then turned away, following an unseen path that led her steeply downhill. Just before they disappeared, the boy glanced back over his shoulder, and then he and his mother were gone.

‘Mr Brownlow, my name is Detective Inspector Shona Oliver. I know Scott Pike was your brother and that you believe John MacFarlane was to blame for his death. But, please, lower your weapon. Killing a police officer won’t get you justice.’

‘Oh, I’ve got justice,’ he replied, his pale blue eyes ablaze. ‘I know MacFarlane murdered him, and then he pinned it on me and Carl. Said we hadn’t done our jobs properly. He didn’t just murder Scott; he destroyed us all.’

‘But why? What reason did he have for killing your brother?’ Shona said. The report Simon had sent, while illuminating MacFarlane’s part in Scott Pike’s death, hadn’t offered any motive.

‘Over a card game. That’s all it was.’ Brownlow gave a disbelieving laugh. ‘They argued. He said Scott cheated, but he didn’t. Maybe he only meant to give Scott a scare. Let the air out the bag, leave him for a minute then blow it up again. But he couldn’t get the pump to work. He’d overtightened a valve when they’d set up, and it snapped. We had to sit and listen to my brother drown. Water seeping in, pressure pulling his eyes and tongue out.’

‘Is that why you drowned John?’

‘Taste of his own medicine. Not too quick, but not as long as Scott took. Twenty-five minutes he knew he was dying, and we knew it too.’

‘Did you know he was here in Dalgeddie Forest?’ She was edging round, hoping to throw herself downhill, roll if she had to, where he wouldn’t be able to keep her in his sight line.

‘No, that was a happy accident. I followed him home, but I dropped the blasted hammer, else you’d never have found me. That was it, wasn’t it? My own stupid fault.’

He wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve. Shona took a step towards the road, but he was too quick.

‘Stand still!’ he yelled, the raised crossbow once more pointing at her chest.

‘It’s okay, Mr Brownlow.’ She raised her hands once more. ‘The cave, why St Monenna’s?’ She’d edged closer to the road and saw the drop was steeper than she’d anticipated. An old part of the quarry working. More of a cliff.

Below, in the gloom, the Ford Ranger was parked, hidden beneath branches that were now being removed by the woman and the boy.

‘Why St Monenna’s? Don’t you know your local history?’ he scoffed.

‘She was an Irish princess who escaped a forced marriage and kept holy bees. It became a church.’

‘But there’s another side that’s not very Christian. It’s a place of retribution. A place where those who betray others drown, like her father did when he came after her.’

‘So you drowned MacFarlane in the sea.’ The poet Max Blake’s words came back to her – St Monenna will make sure those who betray you will be forced to walk between the worlds forever for their sins. He’d given her a potential motive, but she’d dismissed it. Perhaps if she’d listened to Murdo and his stories of holy bees, she’d have made the connection. And now that mistake was about to prove fatal.

‘Drowning was a more fitting end for that bastard MacFarlane,’ Brownlow said. ‘Either way, his soul won’t rest.’ He raised the crossbow. ‘I’m sorry to do this, but I’d like to see my boy grow up.’

‘Scott? You named him after your brother. What would he say about you killing an unarmed woman?’

But he didn’t answer her, instead taking aim with the crossbow.

The fall would kill her, but the bolt would too. It was time to make a choice. Her heart pounded in her throat. She wanted Becca’s legacy to be that her mother had fought to live.

There was a clatter from below, another branch being dragged from the pick-up. Shona’s time was up. Brownlow glanced down the slope and she took her chance.

She dodged low and to one side. Brownlow fired; the bolt sent up a plume of snow where, seconds before, her foot had been.

He was advancing on her now as she stumbled down the slope towards the cliff. To her right, the snow looked frozen smooth, without any tracks. She could move faster across it. Too late she realised her mistake. The thin crust gave way into the deeper drift below. She tripped, falling to her knees. Stinging snow filled her mouth and eyes, blinding her. She looked back and saw a shape gaining on her. She scrabbled backwards, but Brownlow kept coming. Then he was standing over her, panting, the crossbow inches from her face.

‘No! Stop!’ She put up her hands. Her final thought would be Becca. In a last bid for life, she kicked out at him, knowing all the while it wouldn’t be enough.

Her boot made contact with a root buried in the snow, but then Brownie gurgled and fell forward onto her. The crossbow discharged its bolt, skimming past her face so close that she felt a puff of air on her cheek, before it buried itself in the ground beside her.

She struggled clear. He wasn’t dead. Blood oozed from the back of his head.

Murdo was coming towards them, weighing a rock in his hand. A second lay in the snow beside the prone Brownlow.

‘Cannae be bothered wi’ all this crossbow guff. Langholm Cricket Club spin bowler. That’s all the skill you need to take out the opposition.’
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Chapter 42

Shona was as good as her word. Three months later, when the forger, Giles Kendall, went to trial at the Old Bailey, she travelled to London to speak on his behalf. There was never any doubt he’d receive a custodial sentence, but his trial was a sensation, and his celebrity status assured. In some cases, his forgeries had become more valuable than the original works he’d copied.

Giles was allowed pencil and paper in the dock and produced daily sketches which were much coveted by the courtroom staff. Shona received one of herself. Debbie, from the Art and Antiques Unit, was sitting next to her in the public gallery when she opened the envelope.

‘I’m well jealous,’ she said. ‘Hang on to it. That’ll probably be worth more than your house one day.’

‘I’m worried it might,’ Shona replied. ‘The thought of looking after it is terrifying. Don’t suppose I could just stick it in a book and leave it on my shelf.’

‘I could look after it for you,’ Debbie said with a sly smile. ‘I know of a temperature-controlled archive room where it would go quite nicely.’

‘But would you be making endless photocopies and turning them into cryptocurrency?’

‘Obviously. But don’t worry. It’d go straight on the dark web. You’d never know it happened.’ She grinned. ‘Right, that’s us done. Are you ready to see an old friend?’

The trial was almost over, and Shona wouldn’t be back for the sentencing. Giles Kendall would go to prison, but his work, the uncounted flowerings of his talent, would remain an indelible presence in the outside world.

She was glad to get out of the Old Bailey. She hated the place. It was where Rob had been tried. She still remembered the disinfectant smell of the cells in the basement. The utter incomprehension at the verdict. She’d believed it was all some big mistake and the jury would see that. A detective trusting in a jury. She must’ve been mad.

The court was emptying in a blur of gowns and wigs. The fear that this might be where she too would meet her nemesis sat like a dark cloud at the edge of her vision. The National Crime Agency were still pursuing their investigations into the corrupt network that surrounded her former boss, and she had no idea how it would end.

Debbie was nudging her elbow. ‘Shona? Ready?’

‘Yeah. Let’s get out of here.’

A brisk wind blew up the Thames. As they strolled along the Embankment, Shona regaled Debbie with stories from her days as a volunteer on the lifeboat at Tower, the busiest station in the country. Multiple call-outs every day, trying to sleep at the old station when the wake of every passing boat sent their prefab accommodation slapping against the river wall. The friends she made for life. The unmatchable rush of saving a life.

They turned up to New Scotland Yard. A familiar face was loitering in the lobby.

‘Dan.’ Shona reached up to kiss his cheek. ‘I didn’t think you were going to make it.’

‘You kidding? Not missing meeting your celebrity friend.’ He paused. ‘Everything all right with your murder case?’

She nodded. ‘Mark Brownlow has been charged with the murder of John MacFarlane. His partner, Ursula, and child, Scotty, are under social services, but they’ve no cause for concern. She made Brownlow take them to the hospital when the child cut himself. To his credit, he did it even though he knew the risks. The Procurator Fiscal is still considering attempted murder of the ranger and a police officer. That would be me.’ She gave him a tight smile. ‘But Mark Brownlow’s testimony about the card game between his brother Scott Pike and MacFarlane will be entered into the official record. There’s every chance they’ll find his brother was the victim of an unlawful killing.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s just a shame Brownlow didn’t persist with the MOD, rather than dispensing his own justice and ruining so many lives.’

‘Maybe he thought he didn’t have any option,’ Dan replied, quietly.

Their eyes met and there was a moment of awkwardness. What they’d done by helping to cover up Delfont’s killing wasn’t the same. But didn’t everyone who took the law into their own hands think that?

‘What about the poet, Max Blake?’ Dan said, moving them quickly on.

‘His wife, Jane, has left him. But she seems to be making a new career as a chat-show guest. Did you know she climbed Mount Everest when she was twenty-one? His agent has dumped him and taken her on. Talk about revenge! Murdo and Hannah were both fans of Max Blake, but they seem to be getting even more enjoyment out of discussing how they always saw through him and he was a talentless hack.’

Debbie came back with a guest pass for Shona. ‘C’mon, you two. Less chatting.’

In her office, an impeccably dressed man in a suit rose to his feet when they entered. He held out his hand.

‘Jasper Lochhead,’ he said, greeting each of them in turn.

He’d travelled from his home in Paris to be reunited with his lost painting, the original Madonna. The one he hadn’t even known was missing.

‘I’m so grateful to you, DI Oliver. You’ve prevented a great wrong, a generational crime that would’ve rolled on unchecked for centuries if it wasn’t for your swift action.’

‘Thank you,’ Shona said, slightly taken aback. ‘I can’t believe I had her sat in my office for a week.’

Debbie crossed to the packing crate that Shona knew so well and removed the front panel. ‘So, this is our famous lady. She’s become quite the celebrity.’

‘Captivating, isn’t she?’ Jasper said.

Dan let out a soft gasp.

Shona’s smile widened. It felt simultaneously like seeing the painting for the first time and meeting an old friend.

The Madonna shone, bathing the soulless grey office with the warm glow of a dusty Renaissance dawn.

‘You must permit me to reward you, DI Oliver,’ Jasper said, fishing in his pocket and bringing out an old-fashioned chequebook and a gold pen. ‘A finder’s fee of 10 per cent is common practice.’

She stared at him in horror. ‘No, please. I couldn’t accept it. I really was just doing my job.’

Debbie had told her that the publicity surrounding the case had brought the artist Sandro Benedetti’s work into the public eye. Giles Kendall had thought him underrated, so she hoped he was pleased. The Madonna and Child had already doubled in value. She’d be walking away with £40K.

‘Can I see the copy?’ she said, as much to divert the conversation away from money as to satisfy her curiosity.

‘If you wish.’ He placed Giles Kendall’s version, which he’d brought with him from France, beside the original. Shona looked from one to the other and back. The forger had been so sure, even on a phone screen, which was the real thing. He’d captured the expression, the luminosity, even the tiny chips of damage to the surface. But there was something magical about the original. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Perhaps 500 years of adoration did that for you.

‘What will happen to the copy now?’ she said.

‘I’ll probably burn it,’ Jasper said.

Both Shona and Debbie exchanged a look.

‘For security reasons?’ Shona said. Perhaps he didn’t want to risk another switch taking place under his very nose.

‘No, I just don’t need it,’ Jasper replied.

‘You could give it to me,’ Shona blurted out. ‘As a souvenir.’

‘You’d want it?’ He seemed surprised.

It wasn’t the Madonna she’d believed it to be. But perhaps she could learn to love her in her altered form. She’d hang it in High Pines; a reminder of all the things icons were venerated for – principally, the love to be cherished in family relationships. Without any kind of role model, Shona had carved her own path with Becca and arrived through the storms of her teenage years at something like an equilibrium.

‘I’m your mother, you can tell me anything,’ she’d recently said to her daughter.

‘You’re my mother. I’m not telling you anything,’ Becca had retorted.

‘Right answer,’ Shona had replied, and they’d both laughed, safe in the knowledge that when it really mattered, they’d be there for each other, through the laughter and the tears.

She now only connected the picture with Sandy in the vaguest terms. He had never appreciated the Madonna, but exploited her purely for his own financial gain, so he’d forfeited any claims to be remembered alongside her.

Shona was then a little appalled at her own forwardness. ‘But I’m not even sure it’s yours to give.’ She looked at Debbie. ‘Will it be needed for the trial?’ If not Giles Kendall’s then certainly Sandy’s.

‘We might be asked to produce it in court,’ she said. ‘As long as the owner can give us access, it’ll be fine. So, which of you is taking her home?’

They smiled awkwardly at each other until Jasper took the copy and thrust it into Shona’s hands.

‘It’ll remind me of Giles Kendall too,’ she said. ‘We’ve become quite good friends.’

Jasper looked horrified, but Debbie laughed.

‘Don’t you and Giles go teaming up and making work for me, ma’am.’ Then, when Jasper turned to look for his coat, she added in a whisper, ‘A Giles Kendall copy like this will definitely be worth more than your house one day.’

‘It’s been wonderful to meet you,’ Jasper said, shaking hands all round.

‘It’s been lovely to meet you too,’ Shona replied. ‘Though I hope you don’t have any more encounters with law enforcement.’

‘Quite!’ he agreed.
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Chapter 43

Dan smirked when they reached the foyer. ‘How does it feel to be a generational detective?’

‘Shut up. You’re just jealous ’cos I got a party bag.’

He laughed, then his expression turned serious. ‘Did you fit in a visit to Rob?’

‘Ah. No. I’ve not told anyone, not even Becca, but I doubt I’ll be making regular visits from now on.’ She paused. ‘We’ve been teetering on the edge for years. But Rob has decided he’s divorcing me.’

‘Oh. How come? I mean, why now?’

‘When I realised what Sandy had done,’ Shona began in a low voice, ‘one of my first concerns was that he’d dragged Rob into it. He’d lose any chance of parole and end up with another prison term. I knew Rob had given Sandy advice on cryptocurrencies, he told me himself, but I couldn’t believe he realised what his brother was up to. I visited him to warn him, and d’you know what? Rob actually blamed me for the arrest. Said it was the last straw. He wanted a divorce. He was leaving me.’

Shona remembered how his pompous pronouncement had the air of farce, given the fact that he wouldn’t be going anywhere for some time to come.

‘And how d’you feel about it now?’ Dan said.

She sighed. ‘Relieved. Exhausted. Just done, really. Unpicking the finances over High Pines will take time, but I can’t even think about that at the moment.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Dan said.

‘Don’t be. It’s long overdue.’ She gave him an ironic smile. ‘I just didn’t think it was fair to divorce him while he was in prison. He’s put me right on that.’

‘Well, call me if you need to chat.’

‘Thanks for the offer, Dan. But I just want to put all that to one side, see Becca through this tough time with her friend Jack. Maybe it’s ’cos someone recently pointed a crossbow at me, but I just want a quiet life and not have any other bombshells to deal with.’

‘I can see that.’ He grinned. ‘You’ll still go out with the lifeboat?’

‘Oh, yes, of course,’ she said, then sighed. ‘But I think we’ll lose Graham Finlayson, and probably Maggie too.’

Her initial hope that the return of the eagle, Mairéad, would act as John MacFarlane’s legacy and bring her namesake some comfort had been blown out of the water by Brownlow’s revelations about her lover’s true nature. Neither Graham nor Maggie was answering her calls, and the last time she’d passed The Old Inn it had looked shut up.

‘When Tommy and Freya came back from Orkney, all he said was “I left you alone for a fortnight and you wrecked ma crew”.’

‘I’m sure he doesn’t really blame you.’

‘No, but I blame myself,’ she said quietly. ‘I can see the way some of the others look at me. Don’t pinch a biscuit, or Wee Shona will lock you up. I’ve become the village bogey-witch.’

‘Is that even a thing?’ He looked at her with comic side-eye.

‘If it’s not, I invented it.’

‘Shona the Bogey-Witch. Sounds like a children’s TV character. You could get a costume. Do parties.’

‘London has gone to your head, young man,’ she said with mock seriousness. ‘I mind when you used to respect senior officers.’

‘I do,’ he said, evenly. ‘I respect you.’

They stood regarding each other for a moment, their friendship reforged.

Dan clapped his palms together. ‘But I really have to get back to work.’ He pulled her close and hugged her. ‘Don’t be a stranger. I mean it.’

‘You neither.’ She hugged him back.



When Shona got back to High Pines, she kicked off her shoes and took the painting straight up to the lounge that looked out over the water. The huge, floor-to-ceiling windows were ablaze with the sunset. Spring was just around the corner and the trees on the far bank of the estuary were already changing from dull brown to fresh green. When summer arrived, it’d bring the first anniversary of Kate’s death with it. She’d make sure they did something to celebrate her life and acknowledge their own grief. Ravi would have ideas, and maybe in his reassessed relationship with Jess he’d find a source of support that would ultimately surprise him.

She checked her messages and saw a backlog of emails she’d neglected during her time in London. On her train journey home, she’d chatted on the phone to Becca, and then to Simon Wallace for an hour. Their long-delayed dinner was fixed for next week. She was still unsure what she wanted from it but felt a lightness and calm when they talked that told her she needn’t rush to decide anything. He’d already proved himself a true friend. She smiled to herself. Whatever else they became for each other was a bonus.

She stretched out her tired shoulders. She should eat, get an early night before she was back in the office tomorrow. She began scanning through her emails, ordering the jobs she’d tackle first and deleting any junk.

Her finger hovered over an unfamiliar name. Angie MacDonald. Could that be Becca’s counsellor? Why would she be contacting Shona? She remembered the conversation she’d had with her daughter about the woman’s questions regarding her. The unease that this related to some previous case returned with a vengeance. She’d block and report her, but first she needed to know what level of threat she posed. Shona sat down at the dining table and opened the message.


I wanted to tell you how impressed I was with your daughter’s resilience and courage in the face of her terrible experience. She is a great credit to you. I have thought long and hard about sending this email, but meeting Becca feels like fate and getting to know her has given me the courage to write this. I haven’t told Becca I’m doing this, and I won’t. She knows me by my true name, Angie MacDonald, but I wasn’t always the person I am today.

I was born Angela Drummond Davidson, and I am your mother.



Shona dropped her phone like it was red hot. Her ears roared as questions rushed in like rogue waves. No, it couldn’t be true. This was a cruel hoax. It was as she thought: revenge for a past arrest. Or the woman was a fantasist who’d latched on to Becca’s story, seen Shona in the press and, through some twisted process, concocted this lie.

She needed to warn Becca to stay as far away from Angie MacDonald as possible. She grabbed her phone, but a niggle of doubt stopped her in her tracks. The woman was off her head, but Shona had never gone looking for her mother, assuming she was long dead. Without a foundation of facts with which to counteract this fantasy, her resolve faltered. What did she herself really know about her mother?

Shona sprang up and paced the now-dimming room. The sun had set and only its afterglow lit the windows of High Pines. Her tower, her sanctuary, her certainty of who she was had been breached. She stared at her phone like it was the traitor who’d allowed this to happen.

Then she took a deep breath. You know who you are, she told herself. You’re DI Shona Oliver, resourceful and smart, and you’ve seen off bigger threats than this. Just think for a minute.

The name Angela Drummond Davidson was right. That would have been difficult to find – and link to Shona – but not impossible. The woman was a counsellor with Victim Support Scotland, so she must have an online presence. Shona googled her.

When her face appeared, Shona felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. Angie MacDonald was the image of Shona’s grandmother, the resemblance so strong that it was like seeing a ghost.

Shona turned the phone screen down on the dining table and swallowed hard.

She had no idea what she felt. No road map for seeing the face of a mother she couldn’t even remember. There were no tears – happy, sad or angry – just a numbness in her chest.

She wasn’t sure how long she stood there. The room was a collection of shadows when she crossed to the package she’d carried back from London. She took out the painting. Returning to the tall windows, the last pool of light, she propped the Madonna up and asked her a question. Is it true?

Shona’s own life and work had taught her there were many kinds of mothers in the world… The mothers that religion and society had long venerated for the sacrifice of their own hopes and dreams for those of their children. Mothers who practised tough love, casting their offspring loose to make their own mistakes. Or a third kind – the absent ones. Their paths were often strewn with poverty, crime, poor decisions and victimhood. They weren’t all good, but they weren’t all evil, either.

‘What d’you think?’ Shona said out loud in the darkness.

The Madonna cradled her child and stared back – I think you already know the answer.

She wasn’t her original Madonna, the one who’d sat in Shona’s office offering Sandro Benedetti’s 500-year-old vision of perfection to the viewer. This was a modern incarnation. But perhaps Shona could learn to value this mother in her imperfect form too.

She picked up her phone and reopened the email.

Dear Angie, she began.
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