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Dedicated to John Fisher

24th January 1941 – 24th January 2021

Lived a life in the Antipodes, but always a Scot.

Your story, told over a good malt whisky, of a young policeman’s search for his family history sparked the story which follows.

I wish you could have read it.




Epigraph

The deil’s awa the deil’s awa,

The deil’s awa wi’ the Exciseman,

He’s danc’d awa he’s danc’d awa

He’s danc’d awa wi’ the Exciseman.

Robert Burns 1792
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Tam Hardie was now sure. He had found the place. He felt a swell of emotion in his chest as he surveyed the dense tangle of bracken, gorse and brambles that covered the low wall of the cemetery. The only evidence of a chapel was a few scattered heaps of granite blocks surrounding the grassy broch. The landscape was sweeping, panoramic and bleak. The sea was not quite visible but it was definitely there being the source of the incoming haar, which crept closer by the second. As it swirled, he could just make out the wind farms in the surrounding fields that lay motionless in the still air.

He had read some mentions of the disused burial ground on the web, but it had taken a lot of driving around the barren landscape as well as asking the locals in the inn in Dunbeath before he had managed to find it.

He picked out the creased black-and-white photograph from his Barbour jacket pocket and looked again at the old image that he had studied many times over the years. As a younger man, he had given it scant attention but age and the reality of one’s mortality have a way of making you more nostalgic for the past. Tam felt a rush of excitement. The undergrowth was thicker and taller, and the wall was a little shorter and more dilapidated, but Tam was certain. This was the burial ground his grandfather had once told him about.

He walked quickly, wheezing heavily in the late afternoon chill as the cold mist began to creep across the landscape from the North Sea. He shivered as the damp, clammy air bit at his exposed skin. His chest burned and he coughed, deep wracking hacks that made his head swim. Wiping his mouth with his handkerchief, he tried to ignore the spots of blood on the white fabric. Something made him shudder, and it wasn’t just the haar dropping the air temperature, as it always did. He looked over his shoulder, back towards his Range Rover. Was that a noise, he wondered? He stood there for a long moment staring into the distance, but nothing moved. He shivered, surprised at the slight nip of nerves that began to form in his stomach. Shaking his head, he moved on, determined to face whatever lay in that graveyard.

Tam picked his phone out of his pocket, and noting the faltering signal, called his eldest son, Tam Junior.

‘Pa, you okay, man? The boys were wondering where you’d gone.’

‘I’m fine, boy, I’m fine. I think I’ve found it, like.’

‘Seriously?’

‘I’m walking to the burial ground now. It’s the one, no doubt about it and if the grave is there, it’ll be plain as the nose on your face.’

‘Well, take care. You shouldn’t be out on your own.’

‘Ach quit your blethering. Has that bastard Turkish Joe called yet?’

‘Aye. He wants thirty on the key, though.’

‘Well, the cheeky bastard can piss off. I’m no paying thirty grand a kilo and who else is going to take it?’

‘I said, man. He got a little pissed off when I told him.’

‘He’ll see sense. Right, I’m gonna check this shite-hole out. I’ll speak later.’ He hung up without waiting for a reply.

The rusted gate creaked arthritically as he eased it open. The noise disturbed a murder of crows that had been nestling in the brush, causing Tam to flinch. ‘Bastard craws,’ he spat, his heart thumping in his chest. There was something about this place.

He edged forward a little at a time through the wildly overgrown shrubs and weeds, his muscles complaining with the effort. ‘Bollocks to being this old,’ he muttered under his breath. He had been fearsomely strong in his younger years, a gifted boxer and an even more lethal brawler. No one came out on top of a square go with Tam Hardie, or at least that’s what all the folk in his tenement used to say.

Breathing heavily, his head spinning, he forced his way through the spiky shrubs, wincing as the gorse spikes pierced his hands. Most of the headstones were broken and battered but several jutted out from the undergrowth, with fading inscriptions caused by the centuries of relentless weather. The place reeked of age and long-forgotten history.

The haar swirled around him and he wondered if this was a fool’s errand after all. He shivered, once more, this time with that inescapable feeling of someone walking over his grave. It was, he had to admit, appropriate. His well-honed antennae quivered as he looked around him, but he saw nothing. Tam wasn’t used to fear, so he forced it down before it took hold.

His attention shifted from his feet for a second as his eyes moved to a gravestone that still stood proudly erect a few metres ahead of him, its inscription still fairly clear. Quickening his pace, he missed his footing and his boot caught the corner of something hard and flat that was almost entirely covered by weeds and thick moss. ‘Shite,’ he hissed as he fell to the damp earth in a painful heap, cracking his knee on the edge of a flat, partially concealed gravestone. Still muttering suppressed oaths, feeling suddenly a little guilty about blaspheming on consecrated ground, he looked at the memorial with renewed interest. Unlike the other more exposed and upright stones, the word “Grave” was still clearly and crisply edged, almost as if the mason had only recently finished with his hammer and chisel.

With rising excitement, he got to his feet and began to scrape the thick moss from the large, flat granite surface. He pulled his old clasp knife from his Barbour pocket, extended the sharp, worn blade and began hacking away at the vegetation.

After a couple of minutes of furious scraping and chopping, his work was done. Tam Hardie stood, a mix of apprehension and excitement beginning to take hold as he saw the six words that his grandfather had assured him would be there.

This Grave Never to be Opened

There were no names, no dates, nothing beyond that foreboding statement. His breathing quickened painfully as he tried to suck in the damp air. This was the place. Without a doubt, this was it.

He cleared more of the moss and muck away from the smooth granite, exposing the inscription and removing the trailing bramble fronds from the surface. When it was bare, he stood and stared. The weight of history sat heavily on his shoulders as he thought about what legend had always said would be within that grave. He tapped the heavy granite with his knife, noting that it was solid, unmoving and embedded into the damp sod beneath.

The nasty prickling sensation between Tam’s shoulder blades returned, and something in the instinctive part of his brain told him that he was no longer alone. As he was just about to turn, a soft, almost whispered voice spoke behind him.

‘They said someone would come.’

He spun around, knife raised. A small, familiar figure was facing him, staring with deep, sunken eyes. The bedraggled man was hunched over awkwardly with one hand inside his jacket. Tam’s instincts flared. This meant only one thing. The man wore heavy boots and had a filthy old Mackintosh draped over his bony shoulders.

‘Jesus, you almost gave me a heart attack. What the hell are you doing here?’ Tam blurted out, his heart thumping, his hand gripping the knife, tightly.

‘Who are you, mind?’ the smaller man said in a quiet voice.

‘I, son, am Tam Hardie, and you’d not be staring like that at me if you knew who the hell I am,’ he said brandishing the knife that was still in his hand, but feeling a strange sense of dread in response to the much smaller, slighter man. It was his eyes, dark and unfathomable and empty of even a trace of fear. And that wasn’t something Tam was used to. Tam knew, instinctively that the stranger meant him harm. Gripping the knife even tighter, he raised it up, menacingly – the dull, worn flat tip pointing unerringly towards the man. ‘Whatever you’re thinking of doing, pal, I’d advise against it. I’ve killed many men over the years, and you don’t scare me even a wee bit.’ Even as the words left his lips, he knew that they weren’t quite true.

The man smiled, just slightly, showing no trace of fear. His lips pursed, his eyes twinkling and yet somehow vague and empty.

‘Aye, they always said a Hardie would come, eventually.’ He reached inside his coat, and something long and metallic glinted as he pulled the grimy fabric to one side.

‘You can join your ancestors, Hardie, and you’ll burn with them.’
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Detective Sergeant Max Craigie yawned deeply, scratching at his shaved scalp, feeling the stubble bristle against his fingers as he stared blankly at his computer terminal in the open-plan office at the headquarters of the Serious Organised Crime team at Gartcosh. He was really tired after a 4 a.m. start that morning. The team had crashed through the doors of a suspected Glasgow stash-house after an informant had tipped them off that a large quantity of high-grade heroin was hidden there.

This had been Max’s first major job since joining the team six months ago after transferring in from the Met Police. So, he felt a little prickle of embarrassment as he sat in the office, staring at but not seeing the words on his computer monitor. The rest of the team had tried to hide their smiles at his obvious discomfort, and a mild stream of piss-taking had already gently begun as they all sat round clutching mugs of tea. This had been a resource-heavy operation utilising the firearms teams, specialist method of entry teams and licensed search officers. They’d spent several hours tearing the flat to pieces, but not a trace of any heroin was found. In fact, the place was totally empty, not a stick of furniture, not a single sock. It was like it had been professionally deep-cleaned ready for a new tenant.

‘Nice job, Max. Breakfast rules apply after sending us through a door to an empty house. You got me out of my warm bed for that pile of shite. Who was the snout on this one? Bloody cockney cops coming up here and dragging us out of our beds.’ The voice from an adjacent desk was heavy with sarcasm, but at the same time, a touch of understanding. Every cop had smashed through the wrong door at one time or another.

Max sighed, once more, as he laughed off the jibe with a forced smile. He had wanted his first job to go well, but it looked like “Cookie”, the informant, had been a little late with his information.

Whilst a newbie to the team, he wasn’t a beginner in policing. He had fifteen years’ service, until recently all in London where he had been pretty successful, making detective after only four years and being posted to the elite Flying Squad only five years after that. It had all been going well until one particular job had gone all wrong. His head swam as it jolted back to that day, two years ago, the image of the sawn-off shotgun swinging in his direction, held by the panic-stricken masked raider. Max remembered as if it was yesterday. The look of pure, unadulterated panic in the eyes of the gunman from behind the skull-emblazoned mask as he brought the shotgun to bear on Max. He remembered the Glock 17 bucking in his hands as he double-tapped the gunman, centre mass, and he had dropped like a stone.

A loud and brash voice bawled across the office dragged Max from his reverie. ‘Max, what the fuck? You told me this was a sure thing.’ Max looked up from his desk to see the portly, balding figure of Detective Inspector Ross Fraser, his face flushed with anger as he limped across the office. His suit was rumpled and clearly hadn’t been to a dry-cleaners for some time, if the stain on the lapel was anything to go by.

‘You okay, Guvnor?’ Max said, smiling at Fraser’s worn and unpolished Oxford shoes. Sartorial elegance was not at the top of Ross Fraser’s priority list.

‘No, I am fucking not, and none of that cockney Met “Guvnor” shite, either.’ He mimed quotation marks with his fingers. ‘You’re in Police Scotland now, no Sweeney bollocks in here, pal.’

‘You look sore, Ross,’ Max said, smiling. Despite his angry demeanour, Ross Fraser was a good-humoured and kind-hearted man, who had welcomed Max to the team with open arms. It was probably because they were both Highlanders, had both served in the Black Watch a few years apart, and were both fans of Ross County FC. Max was originally from the Black Isle, just north of Inverness, and Ross was from Dingwall, a few miles away. It was a series of small coincidences, but they had helped strike a chord of friendship between them.

‘Sore as a bastard, man. It’s the pissing gout shite again. Chat in my office?’ He winced as he limped towards the glass-walled office in the middle of the open-plan space, dotted with desks where all the other members of the Serious Organised Crime team sat beavering away.

‘Too much fine living, Guv. Didn’t Henry the Eighth have gout? All that port and venison.’

‘Piss off and bring me a tea. We need to chat.’ DI Fraser limped inside his glass sanctuary without looking backwards.

Max smiled to himself as he fixed a couple of teas. Ross was full of bluster and bullshit, but he and Max had hit it off immediately. Despite the pugnacious manner, Ross was a highly talented detective, with a long history littered with successes against the major criminal groups that their team was operating against.

Max’s posting direct from the Met to the Serious Organised Crime team was unusual, as most transferring detectives would have been put straight into a main office somewhere dealing with volume and routine crimes. A phone call from Max’s old boss in London had let them know of his skills and experience. It made total sense to get him working in this area, owing to his training in surveillance, informant handling and firearms. Max didn’t feel too flattered by this, realising that it was most likely a simple fact of saving money by not having to put someone else through long and difficult training courses with a high attrition rate.

He’d quickly settled into his new work and was enjoying being in Scotland and away from his life as DS Max Craigie in London. DS Craigie, the officer being investigated for shooting an armed criminal. He’d needed a fresh challenge, and the opportunity to work in Scotland had seemed to him to be exactly that.

‘Tea, two sugars, Guv, although with your gout, maybe a bit less sugar would be in order.’

‘Don’t you start, you cheeky twat. Having a mere two sugars is a nod to health, especially now that Mrs Fraser has bloody stopped me smoking. Why did this job blow out then? Intel was that Turkish Joe had laid up ten kilos of pure smack in that flat. Is Cookie being a dodgy bastard?’

‘They’re all dodgy bastards. Goes with the turf.’

‘Aye, well that’s true. He’d been reliable up until now. He was bang on with the snide pawnbroker. We recovered a whole stack of nicked watches from that job.’

‘I’ve called him. He’s just as mystified as us. He says it was definitely there three days ago and it was being stashed there until Turkish Joe could offload it somewhere.’

‘This is why I need you in here. As far as I can see the only person who could take on that amount of gear is Hardie and his family.’

Max shrugged.

‘How long have you been with us?’ Ross sipped his tea, screwing his face up slightly. ‘Shite tea, by the way. You need more practice.’

‘Six months, or so?’

‘Settling in?’

‘Aye, it’s fine.’

‘Not missing London?’

‘Nope. Glad to be back in Scotland after all these years.’

‘Heard from Katie?’

‘Aye, sometimes, but we’ve agreed to not talk for a while. You know, space and that.’

‘Is that a problem?’

Max shrugged. ‘Just the way it is, Guv. I didn’t want to stay in London and she didn’t want to come, not at the moment, anyway. Maybe in the future.’

‘Ah well, you can be a single gadabout now, lucky boy. Wives always give it you in the bloody neck; take Mrs Fraser, for instance. I wish the old bint would throw me out.’

‘That’s definitely not true. And Katie didn’t throw me out, but you knew that already,’ said Max, refusing to bite.

‘Bloody is true, drives me up the wall,’ said Ross, scowling at the framed picture of his wife on his desk, with what Max could see was affection. Despite the bumptiousness, Ross was devoted to his wife and kids.

‘Is the shooting inquiry all finished?’

‘I thought so. Inquest jury returned a lawful killing verdict, CPS ruled no evidence against me and IOPC ruled it all legit.’

‘But?’ Ross, asked, his eyebrows raised.

‘Family have applied for a judicial review of the findings, bringing up all sorts of shite.’

‘Jeez, that’s crap, man. When will they let it drop?’

‘They’re clinging on to the fact that in my notes I said I shot twice, but the weapon exam showed that I shot three times. As far as I can remember it was only two, but, you know, human brain is a funny thing.’

‘I read something about this. You know, extreme stress messing with recall?’

‘That’s true, but it’s enough for an anti-police set of solicitors to keep pushing. Not much I can do about it, just have to let it play out. Two shots or three, the bloke had a loaded sawn-off that he was swinging towards me and it was all captured on CCTV.’ Max affected an air of nonchalance, but couldn’t help the familiar feeling of dread that began to creep into his chest as he talked about the incident. It was palpable, like a knot of flesh.

‘You okay?’

Max said nothing, just raised his eyebrows waiting for his boss to continue. A mix of an incident in Afghanistan years ago and the shooting in London had left their mark on Max and Ross knew it. He was feeling better, however, and the dreams were less frequent now, especially since he’d quit drinking. The silence hung in the brightly lit office, the tension tangible.

Max eventually broke. ‘I’m all good, Ross. I want to work hard and stay as busy as I can.’

‘Well, since I’ve a shit-ton of work for you … Do you know about the Hardie family?’

‘I’ve heard about them, of course. Glasgow based, but influence all over, main suppliers of heroin and cocaine through the country. Father is Tam and he has his three boys, Tam Junior, Frankie and Davie, all up to their eyes in organised crime. As I understand it, they’re mad, ruthless bastards who control most of the drugs in Scotland. No one can get up to anything more than a bit of shoplifting unless Old Man Hardie gives the go-ahead.’

‘That’s about the size of it. Tam is an old man now, but still rules the family and all their employees with a rod of iron, supported by his eldest boy, Tam Junior. He’s properly ruthless and there’s nothing he won’t do to protect his turf. All hard bastards, boxers and MMA fighters, but also very clever buggers – the boys did well at posh schools. We’ve never got them for anything serious, and he has enough legitimate business interests now, with pubs, clubs, saunas, et cetera.’

‘Okay. So?’

‘Old Man Hardie has gone missing. Off the radar completely to the extent that his eldest boy Tam Junior has reported him missing, and it’s unprecedented for them to seek out the help of the police.’

‘So why?’

‘Not sure. I suspect that the manner of his disappearance means they need our resources. He’s also sick, as in dying, lung cancer, so it’s been designated as high-risk. If they’re reporting him missing, then something bad has happened and all we have at the moment is that Pa Hardie went off doing some family history up in the Highlands. We need to grip this. We don’t want angry Hardies going mental and shaking down all the scrotes around Scotland. He needs finding, pronto. I’ll email the link to the report. Have a good squint at it before you go and see the family.’

‘Okay. But why Serious Crime and why me? This is surely a local missing person problem?’

‘You’d think so, but – and it pains me to say this – the Hardies have people everywhere, including many police stations. We need a clean skin to see this with fresh eyes and to make sure we aren’t missing something. This could be a real opportunity, Max. The Hardies have been a major thorn in our sides for decades and you have no history in Police Scotland, leaving here for the Army, as you did, as a sixteen-year-old. You’re an unknown.’

Max shrugged. ‘Fair enough.’

‘Take Janie with you. Have you worked with her yet?’

‘Yeah, a couple of times; she was on the spin. Seems solid enough, quiet mind.’

‘Spin? What is this cockney crap you keep coming out with?’ Ross said with a sneer.

‘Spin as in “spin his drum”. You must’ve heard that before.’

Ross shook his head in mock annoyance. Even Scottish cops knew the Met term for searching property was to “spin a drum”. He continued with a half-smile, ‘She’s a good cop, very young, an accelerated promotion flyer. Posh bird, like. DC at the moment, but she won’t be for long. Who knows, she’ll probably be our boss soon enough. She’s a bit of an odd fish, and she has had a few problems settling, but I trust her. And her old boss in Vice who’s a pal of mine really rated her, and I trust his judgement. Right, cut along, man, get this sorted. A wildly aggrieved bunch of Hardies is the last thing we need.’

‘Sure, we’ll be on our way soon.’

‘Overtime is no issue on this. We need to find out what’s happened to the old bugger.’

‘We’re on it,’ Max said, standing up.

‘One thing …’

Max paused and looked at his boss’s red and meaty face. There was concern written all over it. In the short time he had known Ross, he had not seen this expression. It was normally more sarcastic or split with a big grin.

‘Don’t get close to the Hardies, Max, and don’t mention this job to anyone else inside or outside the office. They’re properly bad people, so don’t let them know anything about you and never drop your guard. There’s nothing they won’t do if they feel it’ll advance their cause.’
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‘Nice neighbourhood,’ said Max as the BMW driven by DC Janie Calder swept along the wide, well-kept streets.

‘Aye well, they’re worth a few quid, these guys,’ said Janie.

Janie was in her early twenties, with a well-educated Edinburgh accent. She was lean and fit-looking and was casually dressed in jeans and a polo shirt. She seemed shy, slightly nervous. Max had never really spoken to her before, but he had heard the rumblings on the team. Accelerated promotion officers sometimes attracted a little suspicion, and there were enough dinosaurs in Police Scotland that being young and a woman was probably not helping her cause too much either.

‘Have you had much contact with the Hardies?’ said Max, yawning.

‘Nothing direct, talking to Tam Junior today was the first time I’ve ever spoken to one of them. Did a little surveillance on the youngest of them when we had a whisper that he was running round tooled up with a gun. He kept losing us, almost as if he knew he was being followed, if you get my drift.’ Janie’s eyes had a frustrated look in them.

‘That bad?’

‘Yep. Rumours that they’ve several cops on the payroll. Nothing confirmed, though.’

‘Jeez, and I thought we had problems in the Met.’

‘The Hardies are the biggest fish in Scotland and they’ve money to burn. They’ve an arrangement with the Turkish gangs for heroin and they source their cocaine direct from the cartel in Colombia. Old Man Hardie has a grip on all the disco drugs with the Dutch supplying him direct. He apparently takes even the slightest suggestion of disrespect from anyone very personally and if only half the rumours about him are true … Apparently, his speciality back in the day was removing large pieces of skin from those who displeased him. Hence his nickname, “Peeler”, which I guess is a little ironic. Here is their place now.’

‘What about the Hardie boys?’ said Max.

‘Tam is very much the senior and is being primed to take over. The other two, Davie and Frankie, are enforcers as far as I can tell.’

‘Been doing your research,’ said Max.

Janie just shrugged, averting her eyes.

The Hardie residence was massive. A huge, modern building overlooking a vast swathe of the South Lanarkshire countryside. They gained entry to the extensive grounds via electric gates that swung open as soon as they pulled up. There was no need to ring a bell or intercom, so they had clearly been seen on CCTV.

‘Looks like they were waiting for us. I assume we look just like cops, then,’ said Max.

‘I imagine there are cameras all over. I think the Hardies are fairly particular about their security.’

‘I’m not surprised. Jesus, would you look at the size of this place.’ Max tried not to sound too overawed. The whole property was designed around a central tower with three spurs jutting out in opposite directions. There were few walls; the place seemed to be mainly constructed with glass and steel.

‘Yep, built in 2009. The Hardies bought it a few years ago for a shade under two million quid. Not clear where the money came from, but there’s no mortgage, that’s for sure.’

Max let out a low whistle, admiring the landscaped gardens as they drove slowly up the smooth tarmac drive. The sun reflected from the large windows at the front.

‘Looks like a bloody building society, to me. Still, each to their own,’ Max said. He’d never been a fan of the huge, sprawling modern architecture. His recently purchased home was a small two-hundred-year-old stone farm cottage at the end of a rutted track.

‘It’s hard going, all dead ends and blind alleys, but they’ve plenty of legitimate businesses and off-shores that, at the moment, are keeping us away from their cash.’ She pulled up outside the huge, glossy front door that was at the top of a large set of sweeping stone steps.

‘Well, let’s see where this takes us, then,’ said Max, getting out of the car.

The large door swung open noiselessly as they ascended the steps, and a well-built male stepped into the sunlight, his face grim.

‘Officers?’ he said, with no trace of a smile.

Max and Janie both reached for their warrant cards. ‘Yes, I’m DS Max Craigie and this is DC Janie Calder, and you are?’ Max left the question hanging, despite the fact that he knew exactly who this was. The family resemblance was remarkable. Tam Hardie Junior. He was casually, if expensively dressed in designer jeans and a Ralph Lauren polo shirt and his wrist glittered with a Rolex. He was tall and beefy, his broken nose and cauliflower ear telling the story of a brawler. In contrast, his light grey and silver-flecked hair was well cut and styled, and he sported a neat goatee beard.

‘I’m Tam Hardie. Come in. There’s coffee on.’ His demeanour was polite and business-like, but it was impossible to hide the concern that was written on his rough features.

The interior of the house was just as impressive as the outside. He led them into a huge, double-height hall with a galleried landing above them and a polished marble floor. He led the way into an enormous, modern kitchen. Acres of granite worktops and state-of-the-art appliances seemed to be everywhere, along with a huge range cooker and well-stocked, glass-doored wine fridge.

Hardie indicated to a line of bar stools next to a vast kitchen island. Max figured that the cost of the granite he was about to lean on was probably equal to about six months’ salary.

‘Coffee?’ Tam said, flatly, his eyebrows raised. There was a delicious aroma of freshly brewed coffee that pervaded the sleek kitchen.

‘Sure, thanks,’ said Max.

‘Very kind. Thank you, Mr Hardie,’ said Janie.

‘No problem. Your accent is Highland. Am I right, DS Craigie?’

‘Aye, Ross-shire.’

‘Nice part of the world. My cousin lives there, has a wee garage, and we go up sometimes,’ said Hardie.

‘It’s a good place,’ was all that Max said, not wishing to go further down the small talk line.

The big man busied himself before an enormous, professional-looking machine and within a minute two steaming china mugs had been deposited before the detectives.

‘Milk and sugar just there,’ Hardie said, nodding towards a small earthenware jug and a bowl that contained rustic-looking sugar lumps.

‘So, what can you tell us about your father, Mr Hardie?’ Max said after taking a sip of the rich, dark brew.

Hardie paused for a second, gathering his thoughts. ‘Pa has been very ill, Detective. He has terminal lung cancer and only months left to live. He’s been getting reflective about life and had this bee in his bonnet about some old family story. I don’t know too much about it, but he’s been studying all the genealogy websites and looking for family trees and the like. It had become all-consuming for him. He called it his quest to find out the truth about the family history and “right the wrongs of the past”. I’ll be honest, I thought he was going a bit doolally with the drugs and all, so I didn’t pay too much attention.’

Hardie’s accent was not what Max had expected from the son of a rough Scottish gangster with a frightening reputation. In fact, his delivery and accent were more approaching cultured than rough.

‘When did you last see him?’

‘Day before yesterday. He went off early in the morning saying he was looking for an ancestor’s grave somewhere up north, didn’t really say where exactly. He called me later that day to say he had found an old graveyard and he thought that it was the one. I heard nothing else after that. I was away from home yesterday on business so I didn’t know he hadn’t come home. My wife and kids are away in Cyprus at the moment. I just assumed he would be home. Despite being very unwell, he’s still independent and gets pissed off if we keep checking up on him.’

‘What car was he driving?’

‘Range Rover.’

‘Know the registration?’

Hardie told them.

‘Any ideas where the graveyard was?’

‘Other than way up north, no. Like I said, this was very much his thing and he had been getting a wee bit obsessed about it, spending all hours on his computer.’

‘Do you have the computer to hand? We could examine it to see where he may have been planning to visit.’

‘No. He always took it with him. Wouldn’t let anyone else near his precious old laptop.’

Max couldn’t help but wonder about this. It was very unlikely that any member of the Hardie family would want police poking around in his computer. Who knows what could be on it?

‘Okay, how about his phone?’

‘He called us on the same number he’s had for years.’

‘What time?’

‘About 2 p.m. on Monday.’

Max checked his watch. It was just after two, now Wednesday, meaning that Hardie Senior had not been heard from for forty-eight hours.

‘Can you be exact about the time? It may be important.’

Hardie sighed and pulled his phone out of his pocket. Scrolling through he said, ‘Fourteen-twenty, just a two-minute call on Monday. Exact enough, Detective?’ His tone was curt for the first time since they had arrived and Max noted a flash of Hardie’s genuine temperament.

‘His phone may be the best way of us tracking his movements. Nothing else since then, right?’

‘Right,’ he said, clearly now bored of having officers in his house.

‘What type of phone did he carry?’

‘Why is that important?’ Hardie was beginning to become impatient.

‘Because of the GPS function. If we could discover his passwords, we may be able to track him accurately,’ Max said, maintaining his diplomatic approach.

‘He didn’t like smartphones. Thought that everyone was tracking him or stealing his identity and the like. He had the same Nokia for years.’

‘Now I have to ask. Does your father have any enemies?’ Max said in an innocent voice.

A slow smile stretched across Hardie’s face at the question and he looked down at his polished loafers.

‘DS Craigie, my father is an old, sick man, but he has a rich and varied past. He doubtless stepped on a few toes whilst he worked his way up the business ladder. I can’t imagine anyone would be stupid enough to challenge him, whether they considered him an enemy or not. You must’ve experienced situations like this in London, so let’s cut the chat, and why don’t you just find my father?’

Janie spoke for the first time. ‘We’ll get straight on it, Mr Hardie. Can we see where he spends his time in the house? There may be some clues as to his whereabouts.’

Hardie turned from Max to Janie and fixed her with a long, searching stare, his ice-blue eyes boring into hers for an uncomfortable amount of time. His voice shifted from flat to patronising. ‘No, you may not, my dear. My father is a private man and would not appreciate the police prying into his private affairs. Now we all know that you’ll be using telephone intelligence to locate my father, so can we cut the poorly disguised attempts to pry into our lives for ancillary purposes? You need to find my father, or we’ll be forced to use our own resources and methods to do so, which may cause unforeseen collateral difficulties for law-enforcement agencies. Do we understand each other?’

Janie opened her mouth to speak, her eyes showing rising anger, but Max pre-empted her outburst. ‘Perfectly, Mr Hardie. We’ll get right on with it, and we’ll call you as soon as we have anything.’
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‘What did you make of that, then?’ asked Max as Janie pulled away from the Hardie residence.

‘Arrogant.’

‘Agreed, but there’s no mileage in getting on his wrong side at this stage. His coffee-giving, nice-guy routine didn’t last long, did it?’

‘No. Not even a little bit. I suspect we are being played.’

‘You’re probably right, but folk like the Hardies don’t involve cops. I think they’ve hit a brick wall trying to find him, and we are the last resort. They’re criminals, not detectives.’

‘That’s true enough. So how do we play it?’

‘We don’t tell them anything we’re doing until we have something concrete. He’s clearly worried about his old man, but we need to be the ones to find him, so we’re in control of the situation. When did the phone intelligence department say they’d have the data?’

‘Any time, I hope; in fact, it may be ready now.’ She plucked her smartphone out of her pocket and unlocked it, passing it to Max as she drove. ‘Check my emails. It may be there.’

Max opened the email application on the phone, and sure enough he recognised the telephone intelligence unit email address three emails down from the top.

‘It’s here, perfect timing.’ Max opened the email and zoomed in on the Excel spreadsheet, which gave a long list of call data for the old gang boss’s phone. It was a busy line and the phone was clearly in regular use.

‘Last call was just as Tam Junior said, fourteen-twenty hours. Tam Senior called Tam Junior, two-minute call.’

‘What was the cell site?’

‘Hold up, just checking,’ said Max copying and pasting the postcode into the map application on the phone. The map screen scrolled and a red pin dropped.

‘So where?’ Janie asked.

‘Middle of nowhere, a small village called Latheron. In the middle of the A9 in Caithness, up towards Thurso. It’s difficult to be accurate, but I guess there’s only one way to find out.’

‘I’ve a nasty feeling about what you’re going to say,’ Janie said, resignation in her voice.

‘It’s a high priority, and it’s still early. We have plenty of daylight left. It’s mid-summer so in the Highlands it’ll be light until midnight, pretty much.’

Janie yawned. ‘How long to get there?’

Max pressed the directions tab on the map. ‘Less than five hours. Excellent, we’ll be there mid-afternoon. I’ll call the boss.’

Janie nodded. ‘Cool, it’s an interesting one this.’

‘Hope I’m not ruining your social life,’ said Max.

‘No big deal, nothing I can’t cancel.’

‘Think of the money, you’ll be on the overtime very soon.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘Did you notice the little dig from Hardie in there?’ said Max, changing the subject.

‘Which one?’

‘Him flexing his muscles and demonstrating his reach?’

Janie looked questioningly at Max. ‘London?’

‘Exactly. He was demonstrating that he can find out things about us. It’s interesting, he only knew we were coming an hour before we arrived and he used that time to find out about us. His referring to my time in London was just his way of demonstrating that.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Indeed.’

‘So, what does this mean?’

‘It means we tread carefully. Very carefully.’
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The late summer sun beat down across the A9 as Max and Janie travelled north in the BMW. They both marvelled at the stunning scenery of the Cairngorm mountain range as they traversed the roof of the United Kingdom on their way to Caithness, pausing only briefly to refuel and use the bathroom at Inverness.

‘You ready?’ Max said handing over a large coffee from the Costa machine in the garage.

‘Guess I’m cancelling the date I had, then,’ said Janie, reaching for her phone and looking at the screen.

‘You had a date? Anyone nice?’

‘First-timer, doesn’t matter. I’m cancelling right now.’ Janie tapped out a message on her phone.

‘Done.’

‘Blimey, you’re ruthless,’ said Max.

‘I want to know where Old Man Hardie is.’

‘Will he be upset?’

‘I doubt it. We’ve never met.’

‘Internet dating?’

Janie just smiled, shyly.

‘Mystery to me, pal.’

‘It’s how people meet nowadays, Sarge.’

Max felt a sudden pang of embarrassment, so decided that now was the time to change the subject. ‘Only another two and a half hours. You want me to drive the rest of the way?’

‘Sure. This is your home turf, right?’

‘Almost, just across the Kessock Bridge in a wee while. I grew up on the Black Isle.’

‘Nice, remote island life, then. I’m an Edinburgh girl, never been this far north. In fact, I get nervous when the pavement runs out. We always holidayed in Northumberland. I hated it, all wide-open spaces and empty beaches.’

‘Proper townie, you. Black Isle isn’t actually an isle; it’s a peninsula. Three sides surrounded by water.’

‘Do you still have family there?’

‘Just an elderly aunt. I occasionally go back to visit her when I’m about. It’s nice. A big pod of dolphins often visits, at Chanonry Point.’

‘Cool. You think we’ll find Hardie?’

‘Maybe. He’s gone somewhere, just need to narrow it down.’

‘Aye. It’s just I could do with a bit of a successful job at the moment.’

‘Why?’ said Max, looking at her, curiously.

‘It may make the team actually realise that I’m worth having. Some of them aren’t exactly welcoming.’

‘You know what cops are like, always suspicious of someone with an education. Especially one with a posh private school accent who plays classical music or free-form jazz in the car and obsessively vacuums whatever car she’s using.’

‘You heard about that?’

‘Listening to a difficult string piece or some free-form jazz will always make cops comment, but they like the fact that you leave cars clean. Most of them are bloody slobs.’

‘Half the cars are like bloody skips. You like it?’

‘What?’

‘Jazz?’

‘No, sounds to me like a toddler playing with a piano.’

‘Philistine,’ said Janie.

Max laughed.

‘So, that’s why people think I’m weird?’ she said.

‘Well, I wasn’t going to say anything,’ said Max with a smile.

For the first time that day, Max saw her properly smile back, and it lit her face up.

‘More to Scotland than Glasgow and Edinburgh, as you are about to discover. Caithness is very wild and remote,’ said Max, keen to move the conversation on.

‘Gives me the creeps. Come on, sooner we get there, sooner we can get back to civilisation.’

*

The onwards journey became less interesting. The wild and craggy Munros of the Cairngorms gave way to the sweeping hills of Ross-shire and the remote regions of Sutherland, as they hugged the A9 that snaked along the coastline.

‘How much longer?’ asked Janie, blearily waking from a slumber and yawning.

‘Soon. Just ten minutes from Latheron where the phone lost its signal.’

‘Good, I need the loo and my bum is sore.’ Janie managed to grimace and chuckle at the same time. ‘What’s the plan?’

‘See when we get there. It’s a tiny place and I want to know if anyone saw anything. He’s pretty distinctive and he had a flash Range Rover. Highland folk tend to notice things like that, plus we need to look at any graveyards in the local area.’

Latheron was a tiny hamlet, with a few houses dotted either side of the road, a war memorial and an unused post office. Beyond that there was nothing of any note. No shops, no pub, no hotel; in fact, almost nobody to see anywhere.

‘Well, this was worth five hours in the car,’ Janie said, yawning again. ‘You have to wonder what attracted a Glasgow gangster to this blip on the A9.’

‘Any churches nearby?’ Max asked, his eyes taking in the scene.

‘There are a number heading up the coast road, over towards John o’Groats.’ She passed the phone to Max who stared intently at the screen.

‘It’s not tight enough. We need it to be more accurate, so we can close down the search area,’ said Max.

‘Show me the phone data again,’ said Janie.

Max fiddled with the phone before handing it back to Janie.

‘No, not up there. The azimuth is all wrong. I don’t think he went that way.’

‘Azimuth?’ Max was confused.

Janie smiled. ‘Each cell site tower has at least three or more cell selectors to give three-sixty-degree coverage. They all have identifiers, so if we use the key supplied you can see that the selector Hardie last hit was not pointing that way. He went north up the A9, not up the A99. If he had gone up the A99 he would have hit the north-east-facing azimuth, not the north-west one. Think of the cell tower as the centre of a pie chart. He was somewhere in this sector.’ Janie zoomed the map into the zone that covered a huge area north of Latheron.

‘Okay, you satisfied? It’s still a massive area, with no churches or graveyards on the map, so what do you suggest?’

‘We need some local intel, I’d say. Any suggestions on that front? This is more your type of neighbourhood than mine.’

‘Pub?’ Max smiled broadly. ‘You said you needed the loo and there was a small inn we drove past back in Dunbeath.’

‘Sounds perfect. I’m hungry.’

*

‘This place looks terrible,’ Janie said staring at the grey, single-storey building in a large car park. The only indication that it was any form of a hostelry was the decrepit sign in green letters that declared it to be a “restaurant”.

‘It’s better than you’d think. I called in here once last year on my way to Thurso when I was going surfing and it was nice enough. Good fish and chips.’

‘Well, it would be hard for it to be worse than it looks. It reminds me of a public convenience.’

They got out of the car, the afternoon sun warming their faces and the smell of sea redolent in the air. The distant hum of the North Sea was audible in the silence as they walked to the unprepossessing building. Max realised how hungry he was, having barely eaten anything all day.

Inside, the contrast with the bleak and depressing exterior couldn’t have been more obvious. It was warm and welcoming with whitewashed walls and a wood-slatted bar behind which a woman stood, polishing glasses. She smiled brightly as they entered. ‘Afternoon, folks, how are we?’ Her American accent was as broad as it was unexpected.

‘All good thanks. We okay for a late lunch?’

‘Sure, have a seat anywhere – we’re not exactly busy,’ she said.

They took a seat by the window and the waitress appeared almost immediately. ‘Drinks?’

‘Do you have cranberry juice?’ Max asked.

Janie raised an eyebrow at him.

‘Sure do, straight or with soda?’ the waitress asked.

‘With soda,’ Max said.

‘Ma’am?’ She looked at Janie.

‘Coke, please.’

‘Okay, menu on the blackboard over there. Fish is haddock today, and we have some venison in and we probably have some prawns left if the lunch diners didn’t finish them off.’ She let forth her beaming smile and headed back to the bar.

‘Cranberry juice? You have waterworks problems, Max?’

‘I just like it.’

‘That’s rather progressive of you. I’m used to colleagues going for a pint of heavy.’

‘We are on duty, and I don’t really drink anyway.’

‘Not at all?’

‘Not really. At least, not for a while.’

There was a long silence before Janie spoke again. ‘I did hear about what happened in London. Guys were talking about it a bit, not to me you understand, but I overheard them.’

‘It’s not a secret. I shot a guy before he shot me, it was all over the news. I’m the officer referred to as Zulu 43. One of those things.’

‘And you discovered that drinking alcohol wasn’t the best way of medicating, right?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Aye, I’ve learned that lesson too,’ Janie said.

‘I also really like cranberry juice. Does it bother you – the guys not being overly welcoming?’ Max said, trying to move on.

‘Not really. Well, maybe a bit,’ she said, lowering her eyes.

‘It’ll be fine, mate. They’re mostly all right guys, and you’re a good cop. They’ll thaw.’

There was a brief pause as the waitress deposited their drinks and they both asked for the fish and chips.

Before the waitress made to leave with their orders, Max smiled his thanks and asked, ‘Do you know much about this area?’

‘A little. My husband and I run this place together and he’s a local boy.’

‘Do you know of any old graveyards around here? Like, really old and probably abandoned?’

‘Mind if I ask why?’

Max fumbled into his pocket and produced his warrant card. ‘I’m DS Max Craigie from Police Scotland in Glasgow; this is DC Janie Calder. We’re on an inquiry up here, hence our late lunch stop.’

The waitress stared at the proffered card, and appraised both Max and Janie with renewed interest, her face showing some puzzlement. ‘Well, this is a coincidence. A guy came in here asking the same question a couple of days ago. I’m just wondering why Highland graveyards have suddenly got so popular.’

Max and Janie exchanged a look. ‘Did you get the name of this man?’

‘Can’t say I did. Old guy, must’ve been eighty. Didn’t look very well, if I’m honest. He asked my husband about it, but I think it was Willie who gave him directions.’

‘Is your husband here now?’ asked Janie.

‘Sure, he’s in the kitchen. I’ll take these orders through and ask him to come and see you.’ She disappeared out of view via a swing door.

‘Nice work,’ Janie said, looking directly at Max with her deep blue eyes.

‘Pardon?’

‘It’s no coincidence we’re here, is it?’

‘Just a hunch, and I’m genuinely hungry.’

‘Hmm.’ Janie looked at Max with a frown.

‘Think about it. Tam Hardie would’ve driven five hours up from Glasgow, just as we have done. He’s searching for an old, disused graveyard. What better place to start your investigations than the local pub? There is basically nothing else here. He called his son at two o’clock, probably after stopping for lunch here, which is conveniently the nearest place.’

‘You’re smarter than you look, Sarge.’

‘Are you saying I look daft, like?’

Janie chuckled, her face a mix of amusement and embarrassment.

A slim man in his early forties wearing a clean white apron approached the table with a smile. He had a bright, open face and piercing dark eyes.

‘Afternoon, officers, I’m Duncan Ferguson. I own this place with my wife, Mary, who you’ve just met. I understand you’re asking about a previous customer?’

‘Hi, I’m DS Craigie and this is DC Calder.’ They both showed their warrant cards. ‘I understand that a customer was asking about a local graveyard a couple of days ago?’

His accent was a typical soft Caithnessian. ‘Aye, so he did. An elderly guy, in his eighties, I’d say. He was chatting to Willie, one of our regulars, about it.’

‘What can you tell me about the customer?’

‘Just an old chap. Short hair, Barbour jacket. Hard eyes, mind. He looked like he had seen lots of life, if you understand me.’ He spoke softly and thoughtfully.

‘Do you know where the graveyard is?’

‘Can’t say I do. I only came back here a couple of years ago, after living overseas. I’ve not heard anything like it.’

‘That’s a shame. Any idea who might know?’

‘Sorry, not really, Officer.’

‘So, do you think Willie managed to explain it?’

‘No idea, I’m afraid. Willie is usually really shy and doesn’t like talking to folk. He’s a bit of a loner. I’m not sure he’s the full shilling, if you understand me. He just comes in here now and again for a pint.’

‘Where does Willie stay?’

‘I’m not sure – close enough to come here for a drink.’

‘Can you describe him?’

‘Wee fellow, short and skinny with longish scruffy hair, always in work clothes. Can I ask what this is about?’

‘Missing person inquiry, just nosing around a little, but mainly here because we’re hungry, and this looks tremendous,’ Max said looking at Mary
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