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			Some places speak distinctly. Certain dark gardens cry aloud for a murder; certain old houses demand to be haunted; certain coasts are set apart for shipwreck.

		

	
		
			Robert Louis Stevenson
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			Sandisquoy, Orkney

			At the End

			He opens his eyes to darkness. 

			Not the near-instant totality of black, whose suddenness is the last thing he remembers. This dark is faded, uneven patches of light bleeding through it like sun through cheap linen, and it smells of sweat and ozone. There’s something wrong with his face, some odd shrouded heaviness against his skin, and a smell like rotting vegetation. He’s cold, too, colder than he’s ever been. And why can’t he move his hands? Or his legs?

			Fear, bright and sudden, like a signal flare igniting in his chest. It closes around his heart and squeezes. Hard. And bit by bit, as memory returns, he starts to understand the reality of what’s happened to him.

			A noise at the door he’d stupidly left unlocked, breaking the habit of a lifetime. Footsteps in the hallway, so stealthy-quiet he’d failed to register them at first. Half turning, then, too late, as a hard and heavy something smashed down onto his neck. And as he sank to his knees, a . . . a hood, he thinks. Dragged down over his face, held in place and weighed down somehow, so that when the next blow came he was already blinded.

			That’s why he can’t see, isn’t it? Can’t move his hands either, can’t even feel them, so he can’t wipe away the sticky wetness trickling down the right side of his face. And now he can hear the footsteps again, this time on . . . gravel? Shingle? 

			He tries to turn his head towards the sound, but the weight moves and tightens, slamming his head backwards. He strains to listen as the footsteps come closer. Closer. And stop.

			‘You’re awake, then? Good, I thought I saw you moving.’

			A wheeze of fear, forcing its way up through his bruised throat. This is beyond bad, beyond anything he’d imagined. The voice is muffled, obviously disguised, to the extent that he can’t be sure if it’s male or female. But it’s familiar, too. Like someone—

			‘Hold on, let’s get that off you.’

			More movement; closer to him this time. Hands on his shoulders, the tightness round his neck loosening momentarily as the hood’s yanked upwards and off. Then there’s brightness blinding him. Making him blink and screw up his eyes against the glare as a sun-blurred figure bends towards him.

			It glances at the throbbing area above his left ear. Nods. Steps back a little, bends to place what looks like a small rucksack down on the shingle. Then moves to stand in front of him again, silhouetted against the light. Unwinds the scarf around its neck. And raises a hand in greeting.

			‘Hello, Billy. How’re you doing there?’

			He blinks the blood and tears out of his eyes. Runs his tongue over his cracked lips, tastes the copper and salt tang of blood. Because what he’s seeing . . . it can’t be. It just can’t.

			No. 

			He tries to shake his head, tries to say that’s not his name. But his tongue feels thick and stupid in his mouth, and he can’t get the words out. And the figure in front of him keeps shifting in and out of focus. Christ, what’s happening to him? Why?

			‘Not . . . not real.’ His voice a rasping whisper, forcing the words out through the creeping numbness in his throat and mouth. ‘Can’t be . . . real.’

			‘Afraid it is.’ The figure bends closer, lets him get a good look. ‘But I’m guessing it’s a little hard to trust what you’re seeing right now.’ A mock-pitying sigh. ‘You can run, but you can’t hide. That’s what they say, isn’t it . . . and didn’t you run a long way, in the end? Well, this is your time to settle up.’

			Wind; sudden ozone-sharp gusts of it, cutting through the sun’s heat. Whipping across his face as the panic starts to scrabble at his insides. He jerks his head, feels something tear in his neck as he tries to pull away from whatever he’s been tethered to, and grits his teeth against the bright flare of pain it produces. 

			This isn’t going to happen, not to him, not today. He’s slowed a little, yes, but he’s better than this. So much better. If he can just get a hand free . . .

			‘Come on, this is crazy! Whatever the problem is, we can talk it over, can’t we? Sort it out between us—’

			‘Sorry, no can do.’ A bright, dismissive smile, cutting across his words. And a glance over one shoulder. ‘Need to wrap this up. Time and tide, you know?’

			‘What . . . what are you going to do?’

			‘Me? Nothing. I won’t have to.’ A smartphone is held out in front of him. ‘This is where you are. No place like home, right?’

			At first, all he can make out on the screen is the tumbled drystone wall where his scrubby garden slopes down to the shore. Then the camera pans out, showing him the jetty’s rotting timbers . . . and the trussed-up figure tied to one of the posts, just above the waterline. 

			He’s not aware of his bladder letting go as he watches, just a momentary lessening of the chill around his groin. And then the panic takes over and he’s straining every muscle, fighting the numbness invading his body in a desperate attempt to get away from what’s waiting for him. 

			‘You don’t need to do this.’ Words tumbling out of him now, clamouring to be heard. ‘Please! I’ve got money—’

			A starburst of pain across his face, slamming his head back against the wooden jetty post.

			‘You’re offering me money? Seriously?’ A wintry, disbelieving anger in the face that’s looking down at him. ‘Trust me, this can get worse. A lot worse.’ One hand reaches into the rucksack. Takes out a plastic container and unscrews the cap. Holds it close to his face, close enough for the knowledge of what’s in there to turn his bones to water.

			‘Please.’ Sobbing now, tears and snot tracking down his face. ‘They’ll find you. They’ll know—’

			‘I doubt it.’ His killer repacks the rucksack, glances at the now-darkening sky. Gives him a quick, malicious smile before hefting the rucksack and raising a hand in farewell.

			‘Tide’s coming in, Billy. Be sure and don’t catch a chill.’
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			Mainland, Orkney

			Late October

			Black rainclouds hanging above the sullen grey sea. Dark huddles of cattle along the shoreline, hunched against the early-morning chill as Etta’s post van heads along the A965.

			It had been shaping up to be a decent day when she left on her early-morning drive to Kirkwall. A glint of sun on the water as she headed up over the Churchill Barriers, not much wind to speak of; with autumn well and truly on its way in the islands, always something to be thankful for. But by the time she’d got to the sorting office the sun had dimmed, dulling the waters to a murky grey, and now there’s a rising wind battering the van as she heads for Finstown and the north coast. 

			Still, she’s got a light round today, even by Orkney standards. After this stop, she’s only got a couple of QVC parcels to drop off. A quick run to Dounby, then it’s back to Kirkwall and a bacon roll with Callum in the sorting office. Who happens to be a fine-looking man for his age – fit, the youngsters would say – and just the right kind of cheery to take her mind off having to stop here in the first place.

			Bloody heater’s on the blink again. Etta zips up her fleece a little higher, slips her hand into the pocket to find the chocolate caramel she knows is hiding there, and pops it into her mouth. Tells herself she’s daft for wishing Callum was sitting there beside her as the van climbs the long slow hill that leads to her destination. 

			Daft or needing a holiday, maybe. What’s got into her today? She likes Callum fine, but she’s never wanted his company on her round before. Never needed to have people around her all the time like some folk do; frankly, most days Etta can take them or leave them. Not that she’s uncaring, mind; she keeps an eye on the older folks on her rounds, spends a bit of time with them if she can. Still, there are places Etta doesn’t feel the need to linger. And Sandisquoy is one of them. 

			Partly, it’s the bay itself. From a distance, it looks scenic enough; the kind of place tourists might take windswept selfies to show their pals back home, though the stink of decomposing seaweed at low tide means they tend not to hang around too long. But there’s an odd, overlooked kind of feel to the place that Etta can’t explain, one that makes you glance over your shoulder if you walk down to the shore. And then, of course, there’s Sandisquoy House itself. Even in midsummer, when the light seldom fades beyond a muted grey into the night’s smallest hours, the old stone-built manse keeps its place in the shadows. Some sort of gallery, supposed to be, though Etta can’t remember seeing it open more than half a dozen times, even in peak tourist season. 

			She pulls in off the road, kills the engine. Picks up the couple of bits of junk mail it’s hardly worth delivering and sets off to the battered mailbox at the top of the track. She’s only done this run maybe a dozen times, but there’s no way she’d forget the routine she’s supposed to follow, even if the instructions weren’t taped to the box. Mainly, because it’s just too bloody weird:

			POSTMAN

			Get the mailbox key from the key safe (combination under the fourth whitewashed stone to the left). Unlock the box and put the post inside. If an item is too bulky for the box, lower it over the drystone wall by the gate.

			NO NEED TO CALL AT THE HOUSE

			No need, eh? Aye, no worries on that score, pal. Even without that bloody rude note taped to the mailbox, there’s nothing about Sandisquoy House that would make Etta want to hang around the place. Nothing—

			A hint of movement as she turns to go back to the van, parked by the derelict jetty. Seal? It’s breeding season for grey seals, but this looks bigger. Darker. And there’s something about the motion, something about the way the shape is clinging to the furthest jetty timbers that looks . . . not right.

			She opens the gate and makes her way down the rutted track. Maybe the seal’s got tangled up in a fishing net? Wouldn’t be the first time. She can just about make out a line of sleek dark heads bobbing out at sea as the rain begins to fall. Watching her as she clambers over the sagging fence and heads down to the shore.

			And then the smell is everywhere around her, a high, throat-burning stench that makes her want to gag. Etta takes off her glasses, wipes them on the hem of her fleece before replacing them. Pulls a tissue from her pocket and holds it to her nose as she goes closer to the slumped dark thing beside the jetty. Telling herself it isn’t, it can’t be—

			Bending over. Retching. The phone she’d reached for to call the SSPCA dropping from her fingers as a crab, disturbed by her approach, scuttles out of one eyeless socket and down the man’s grey-green mottled cheek.
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			Police Scotland Divisional HQ

			Old Perth Road

			Inverness

			‘At least we’ve got a decent-sized room this time.’ DS Iain ‘Fergie’ Ferguson puts down the box he’s been carrying, looks round the Major Investigation Team’s new home. ‘You’ve got to admit, Burnett Road was getting a wee bit cramped for us. And there’s a canteen too – might even have that posh coffee you like, eh? Could be worse, boss.’

			‘Tempting fate, Fergie. Tempting fate.’

			Lukas Mahler crosses to the window, looks out at the less than inspiring view of the staff car park. And tries to shake the uncomfortable feeling that’s been dogging him ever since the MIT’s move to HQ had been announced. 

			Fergie’s right about the conditions they’d been working in at their old home, he supposes. This move had been coming for months, and only Detective Chief Inspector June ‘Braveheart’ Wallace’s determination to stay in her eyrie at Burnett Road had delayed it until now. But with June on sick leave, the Chief Super had lit a fire under Facilities Management and pushed the move through in record time. 

			Now, less than four months after June’s departure, Chae Hunt has got his wish. The entire MIT has moved across the city into divisional headquarters at Inshes, with all the advantages and disadvantages that entails. 

			On the plus side, there’s no denying their new home is physically more comfortable. It’s less prone to leaking after a spell of heavy rain, for one thing. And weekend shifts are certainly calmer without the possibility of encountering Friday night revellers tanked up on cheap booze and desperate for ‘a square go’ on their way to the cells. 

			In fact, if you didn’t know the Armed Response Unit’s glory boys lurked behind toughened glass in one corner of the ground floor, North Div HQ could easily be the home of some prosperous city business; Mahler half expects to be greeted by piped muzak when he walks through the foyer of the sandstone and smoked glass building each morning. Even so, if June Wallace had made the move along with her team, he knows he’d be feeling less out of place right now.

			June Wallace had been more than his immediate boss; tough as tempered steel but fair and well respected, the DCI had been the MIT’s shock absorber, a welcome buffer zone between the team and Hunt’s determination to micro-manage them. Now, with June on long-term sick leave and Mahler temporarily promoted to June’s old post, Chae Hunt is seizing the opportunity to flex his muscles. And the entire MIT is developing an uneasy shoulder twitch in response. 

			‘Right enough, you never know what’s around the corner,’ Fergie agrees. ‘Look on the bright side, though, eh? Like that “Managing Change” wifie was telling us on her course the other week, there’s always positives.’ 

			‘The course you had to leave halfway through because you got that urgent phone call from Zofia?’

			‘Aye, well. I got the gist of the thing.’ Fergie takes a file out of the box, frowns at it and dumps it in his in-tray. ‘And look at it this way – Pete and Naz have more room for the techie stuff they need, Donna’s only five minutes away from her dad now, so she can look in on him if there’s a problem, and Gary . . . ach, that one’s not bothered where he works as long as he can slope off for a crafty ciggie when no one’s looking.’ 

			Fergie glances at his watch, then at Mahler. ‘Did you want to stay for the morning briefing? We’re waiting for an update on that stabbing in Nairn and the hit-and-run at Culbokie, but . . .’

			Mahler does want to. But Chae Hunt is expecting him upstairs in fifteen minutes with the latest on the ongoing investigations into Kat Williams and Patrick Grey, the murderous couple who’d preyed on young children across the UK for fifteen years before an apparent cold case had uncovered the secret of their vile past. 

			And this is Fergie’s show now, anyway; as a DI, Mahler had taken a more active part in the MIT’s investigations than his job description strictly warranted. As long as he’d done the necessary admin more or less on time, June Wallace had let him get away with it. But with Chae Hunt breathing down his neck, Mahler knows those days are over, at least for the foreseeable future.

			He shakes his head. ‘I won’t hold you up. I’ve a meeting with the Chief shortly, so—’

			Footsteps coming down the corridor towards them. Email alerts pinging into his and Fergie’s mobile at the same instant that Dave Christie, the duty crime-scene manager, puts his head round the door.

			‘Good, I’ve caught you both.’ He nods at their mobiles. ‘Just flagged up a report on STORM for you – unexplained death, called in by Kirkwall Police.’

			‘Orkney?’

			Christie nods again. ‘You’ll want to take a look at it before the morning briefing. Wee road trip and a ferry ride for me on the cards, I’m thinking.’

			Mahler exchanges glances with Fergie. Whatever’s come in, it’s bad enough to put that grim, closed-down expression on Christie’s normally cheerful features. Bad enough for the tension to build across Mahler’s shoulder blades, even before he’s fired up his laptop and logged into the System for Tasking and Operational Resource Management. 

			He calls up the incident summary and reads through the details. Deceased male, tied to one of the posts of a disused jetty, called in by a luckless postie who’d made the grim discovery during her daily round. Mahler’s seen enough bodies recovered from water to hope it hadn’t been there too long.

			He turns the laptop towards Fergie, angles the screen so he can read it too. ‘Do we have an ID?’

			Christie shakes his head. ‘Nothing confirmed, but the jetty belongs to a nearby property, Sandisquoy House. Owner’s one William Spencer, who’s a bit of a recluse by all accounts – and there’s no sign of him at the property.’

			‘Not sounding too good, that.’ Fergie peers at the screen. ‘Local guy?’

			‘No, a Londoner,’ Christie tells them. ‘Lived on Orkney since 2013, but you know what it’s like up there. If you’re not three-quarters Viking on your granny’s side, you’re an incomer for the next three generations.’

			‘London?’ Mahler reads through the details again. Frowns as the name hovers on the edge of his memory. ‘Not known to us by any chance, is he?’

			Christie shakes his head. ‘Artist. Why?’

			‘Doesn’t matter.’ Coincidence, he tells himself. It has to be. ‘Right, if you sort out your arrangements, I’ll bring the Chief up to speed. Fergie, I’ll need you to—’ he breaks off as Fergie scrolls to the end of the report, and an image appears on screen. ‘What’s that?’

			‘When the first responder entered the house, Spencer’s wallet was sitting on the hall table,’ Christie tells him. ‘It was empty – no cards, no cash, nothing – but his driving licence was on the floor beside it. Fallen out unnoticed, at a guess.’

			‘And that’s definitely him? The owner of the property?’ Mahler tries to convince himself he’s mistaken. The name’s wrong, for one thing, and the face he’s looking at is older than it should be, even allowing for a gap of ten years. But that tightness across his shoulders is digging in, refusing to let go. And there’s only one way to make sense of what it’s telling him. 

			‘Okay.’ Mahler turns to Fergie. ‘I need you to sit this one out, I’m afraid. I’m going to try and get a flight to Kirkwall, but failing that I’ll drive up to Gill’s Bay and take the Pentalina ferry after the morning briefing.’

			‘You’re going yourself, boss?’

			Confusion on Fergie’s face, and rightly so. Fergie should be the one to go, of course he should; DCIs don’t normally attend initial crime scenes. Their role is managerial, allocating resources and directing lines of enquiry. Normally. But if Mahler’s right, if the face on that driving licence is an older, wearier version of the one he remembers . . . He forces down the gathering sourness at the back of his throat and turns to Fergie.

			‘I have to. We need a confirmed ID for him, and I . . . I can do that.’

			‘You know him, boss?’

			Mahler takes a final look at the image on the screen. Nods. ‘The name threw me at first, and the licence photo isn’t the best. But yes, I know exactly who he is.’
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			Apart from the lingering smell of fresh paint, Chae Hunt’s office at Divisional HQ is a near-perfect reproduction of his former one at Burnett Road. No family photos, no personal touches of any kind, apart from the set of framed commendations on his wall. That, and the near-arctic room temperature Mahler encounters each time he walks through the door. 

			As always, Hunt looks as though he’s just got back from a Caribbean holiday, the result of weekly spray tans and regular sunbed top-ups, according to the gossip-mongers. But by the time Mahler’s passed on Dave Christie’s report and told Hunt what he plans to do about it, there’s a distinctly pallid tinge to the Chief’s caramel complexion.

			‘Tied to a jetty on Orkney? Christ on a sodding bike. And you’re convinced the victim’s this former boss of yours?’

			‘If you compare the two images I sent on to you, there’s a strong resemblance—’

			‘There’s a resemblance,’ Hunt concedes. ‘At this stage, I’m not prepared to go further than that. And I’m certainly not prepared to send you off on a jaunt to Orkney on the strength of it. Supposing it is your boy – why the hell would he be living up there under an assumed name in the first place?’ 

			‘Alex Fleming retired early from the Met on health grounds, sir. A heart condition, I believe.’ Though Alex’s drinking would have had a part in that decision, he suspects. ‘Perhaps he wanted a completely fresh start? A new name for a new stage of his life?’

			Hunt’s eyebrow twitches upwards. ‘Most folk just buy a bloody sports car.’ He skim-reads the rest of the report Mahler’s forwarded to him. ‘Do we know how long the body’s been there?’

			Mahler shakes his head. ‘The jetty’s semi-derelict, on the northernmost tip of the main island. If it hadn’t been for our unfortunate postie, it might have lain undiscovered for longer.’

			‘Wonderful. So, we’re talking two scene examiners and a van on the next ferry?’

			‘Plus a biologist for samples if we can get one from Aberdeen,’ Mahler confirms. ‘According to Kirkwall police, the body’s in pretty poor condition, so the sooner we can set things in motion—’

			‘I’m aware of that, thank you,’ Hunt snaps. ‘That’s not at issue here – the budget’s well and truly screwed for this quarter, of course, but that can’t be helped. But if you think I’m authorising you to spend time out of the office on something any good DI is perfectly capable of handling—’

			‘Normally I’d agree, of course. But with Andy Black still . . . still unavailable, I’ve only got one DI at the moment,’ Mahler points out. He watches Hunt’s face darken with the mention of Black’s ongoing suspension, then plays his trump card. ‘And if I’m right about our victim’s identity, the Met are going to be all over this. We’ll want to be on top of things from the outset, sir.’

			A twitch of annoyance disturbs the botoxed serenity of Hunt’s forehead, before he gives a grudging nod. ‘Yes, well. With June Wallace still on sick leave, we’re all having to manage our expectations, aren’t we? But if you are right, we’ll need to make sure your former colleagues understand who’s running the enquiry from the get-go.’

			‘Of course. So you’re happy to authorise my journey, sir?’

			‘I’m nothing of the kind. But in the circumstances, I’ll allow it.’ Hunt gives him a bilious look. ‘Go on, get your flights booked – one night’s accommodation, but only if it’s absolutely necessary. Is that clear?’

			‘Perfectly.’ Mahler’s about to leave when Hunt’s tablet pings with an email alert. Hunt glances at it and gestures to Mahler to wait. Hunt opens the email, glances at it. Smiles a thin-edged smile as he looks across at Mahler. And delivers the last news Mahler had expected to hear so soon.

			‘Well, at least the MIT will be back to full complement shortly,’ Hunt tells him. ‘The investigation into DI Black’s conduct has concluded. He’ll be returning to duty next week.’
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			Kirkwall

			Orkney

			The rain is falling when Mahler’s Loganair flight comes in to land at Kirkwall; fine but relentless, turning the Orkney landscape into a featureless grey blur. Smaller even than Inverness Airport, the tiny concourse is semi-deserted apart from a tour group ordering lattes at the café, so it’s easy to spot the nervous-looking young officer in Police Scotland black who’s been detailed to pick him up. Even if he does seem to be looking straight past Mahler and scanning the half-dozen passengers waiting by the baggage reclaim. 

			Mahler walks over, makes himself known. And watches the officer’s expression cycle from relief to mild panic as he looks down at the pair of takeaway coffees he’s holding.

			‘DI Mahler? Yes, sorry, I—’

			‘He’s a DCI, Colin. Aye, they’re making them younger these days – just like bobbies, eh?’ A woman’s voice, cheerfully Doric and loud enough to make the group of latte drinkers turn and stare. 

			Mahler looks round to see a tall, business-suited woman with close-cropped ice-blonde hair making her way towards him. ‘Don’t worry, he’s my nephew so I can say that to him.’ She grins, holds out her hand to Mahler. ‘Cath McAvoy, the Fiscal. We’ve spoken on the phone, haven’t we? About that malicious wounding in Stromness last year?’

			‘Of course.’ No wonder she’d sounded familiar. Since returning to Scotland four years earlier, Mahler’s worked with a number of procurators fiscal, a uniquely Scottish amalgam of local coroner and public prosecutor offices that are separate elsewhere. And Cath McAvoy’s establishing a growing reputation as one of the very best. ‘I’m sorry, if I’d known we were on the same plane—’

			The fiscal pulls a face. ‘I’d have been back last night, but had to switch a couple of meetings round – right, let’s get going. Your scene examiners took the ferry from Gill’s Bay, I’m guessing, so if we head off to Sandisquoy now we’ll be able to meet up with them and Tony Armstrong – he’s the local inspector who’s taken on the crime-scene manager role for this one.’ She grins at her nephew. ‘Those our coffees, Colin? Good lad.’ 

			She takes them, passes one to Mahler. ‘I’d get it down you now if I were you.’ Her face tightens, losing its cheerfulness. ‘From what I’ve heard, you’ll not be fancying much after we’ve had a look at our poor dead mannie.’

			The road to Sandisquoy Bay takes them to the northernmost coast of Mainland, Orkney’s largest island, past clusters of small, weathered cottages and lush jewel-green fields. An old, old landscape, layer upon layer of history lying on the land where people have lived and farmed since Neolithic times. 

			Somewhere to be at peace, Mahler thinks, surprising himself with the thought because peace has never come easily to him. But this place has an otherness to it, a feeling of being not quite part of the modern world in spite of the scattering of new housing developments and the occasional tour bus they meet on the road. 

			They’ve been driving for almost an hour since leaving Kirkwall when they crest another of the island’s long unhurried hills. Almost immediately afterwards, the land slopes away towards a long, sheltered bay. A gaunt Victorian building sits near the shoreline, with the scene examiner’s van parked next to it. 

			Their forensic tent has been erected almost on the water’s edge, beside the broken spine of a crumbling wooden jetty. But it’s the building itself that catches Mahler’s attention as they turn off the main road and onto a narrow dirt track. Built from dull grey stone so dark it’s almost black, it squats alone on the shoreline like a huge carrion bird, its stepped gables disturbingly like vast folded wings.

			‘That’s Sandisquoy there. Named after the bay, and—’ The fiscal breaks off, throws him a sharp glance as they follow the track down towards the house. ‘Aye, can’t say I’m a fan of the place myself.’

			‘You’ve been there?’

			‘Just walked around the headland a couple of times,’ she tells him. ‘Apparently Sandisquoy was an old manse once upon a time, though it’s miles from the nearest kirk. Not exactly dream home material, is it? Not the kind of place you’d run an art gallery from either, I’d have thought. Are you sure this William Spencer’s really your former boss at the Met?’

			Mahler shakes his head. Perhaps it’s the way Sandisquoy House sits in a natural depression in the landscape, so that even on sunny days, he suspects the light would struggle to reach it. Or the odd lack of windows, particularly on the upper floors. But the closer they get, the more he’s starting to dislike the place. And the harder he’s finding it to imagine the Alex Fleming he knew living somewhere like this. 

			‘It was Alex’s photo on that driving licence,’ he tells the fiscal. ‘Right now, that’s the only thing I’m sure about – believe me, if this turns out to be a case of identity theft, I’ll be delighted.’

			‘Aye, well. Let’s hope that’s what we’re looking at, then.’ She leans forward, taps her nephew on the shoulder. ‘Colin, you’re fine to let us out here. I can see Tony waiting for us down by the tape.’

			They walk down the track to a cordoned-off area, marked by Police Scotland blue and white incident tape. McAvoy introduces Mahler to the local police inspector and crime-scene manager, a big, weather-beaten man with a shock of iron-grey hair who was among the first responders. A couple of years off retirement, Mahler estimates, Armstrong’s expression speaks volumes about what’s waiting for them down by the shore. 

			Dave Christie appears as they’re struggling into their protective suits. The scene examiner looks them up and down, sighs and holds out two pairs of bright blue bootees. 

			‘Here, I knew you’d forget them – not that there’s much more contamination you could bring to the scene, frankly.’

			‘That bad?’

			Christie gives the fiscal a sombre nod. ‘Body’s been in the water for at least a couple of days. Tide’s been in and out, crabs and the like have got curious, so overall . . . well, you’ll see for yourself.’

			‘He’s still in situ?’

			Another nod. ‘Will be for a while, while we work out how to move him. It’s down this way.’

			The approach path runs parallel to the dirt track for a couple of hundred yards before dividing in two a little short of the house. Mahler and McAvoy follow the scene examiner down the left-hand fork, through the yellowing marram grass to the sand and shingle foreshore. 

			This close to the jetty, Mahler can see it’s in even worse condition than his first view of it had indicated; the walkway has completely fallen away, and the pilings that remain jut crookedly upwards, like the ribs of an ancient sea creature. Those that he can see, at least. The forensic tent covers the right side of the structure’s final section . . . and if he hadn’t already known what the tent concealed, the smell being carried towards him on the rising wind is ripely, stomach-churningly unambiguous.

			Christie glances at Mahler. Reads something in his face, perhaps, that he thought he’d managed to keep hidden. ‘Lukas, we’ve got plenty of images we can send on – 360-degree panoramics, close-ups, the whole shebang. You don’t need to physically see—’

			‘I do. Are the features intact enough to be identified?’

			‘I’d say so, yes. But . . .’ Christie shrugs, nods. ‘Okay, then.’ He walks down to the tent, motions to Mahler and McAvoy to follow, and pushes open the entrance flap. 

			As soon as they enter, the smell hits them. Bad enough in the open air, once inside, there’s nowhere to escape the blast of overheated, sweet-sour ripeness that rises to meet them.

			‘Jesus Christ.’ The fiscal coughs, puts an instinctive hand up to her face. The masks they’re wearing are no protection against what’s assaulting their nasal passages right now. Or the sight of the grey, misshapen thing lashed to one of the jetty uprights. ‘That’s after just a few days?’

			‘About that, aye,’ Christie tells her. ‘Though we’ll need to get him back to Raigmore for the PM to confirm that. Talking of which, the tide will be coming in soon, so we need to start moving him as soon as we can. Lukas, if you’re ready—’

			‘Yes.’ Not the face, though. Not that. Not yet. 

			Mahler closes off the clamminess of the tent, the unrelenting smell of death hanging in the tainted air. Concentrate. Closes off the look of concern he’d glimpsed on Christie’s face. Focus, he tells himself. He clears his mind of anything but the need to evaluate the scene in front of him, and walks over to the wooden upright. 

			The corpse’s hands and feet have been bound with cable ties, and there’s an obvious wound to the base of the skull. But Mahler can’t see any sort of restraint around the victim’s torso, so what’s holding him in position?

			Christie glances at Mahler, nods. ‘Aye, it took me a minute to work it out too. Look there.’ The scene examiner lifts a section of the victim’s thick grey hair, points to a dark leather band encircling its mottled neck. Roughly three centimetres wide, the band passes through the rotting slats of the jetty and loops round the wooden upright, forming a type of noose. 

			‘That’s just a normal leather belt, as far as I can tell. Did the job, though – together with the cable ties, someone wanted to make damn sure there was no way out for . . . well, whoever he is.’

			‘That’s the question, isn’t it?’ Mahler points at the belt. ‘Any chance you could get something from that buckle?’

			‘Latent prints? Aye, maybe. Have to see once we get him off there.’

			Mahler checks the position of the body in relation to the wooden upright. Frowns. ‘That’s the only thing holding him in place? Could he have been killed somewhere else and placed here post-mortem?’

			‘We’ve got drag-marks leading here from the house,’ Christie tells him. ‘So he’ll have been incapacitated, at the very least. Again, we’ll have a clearer idea once we move him.’ Christie glances at Mahler, hesitates. ‘If you’re ready to take a look?’

			At his nod, the scene examiner pushes back the hair still obscuring the corpse’s features. Mahler bends closer, makes himself look at what remains of its face. And reconstructs it in his mind until he’s certain there’s no mistake. 

			He straightens up, unclenches his jaw. Releases a long, slow breath. And turns to face Christie and the fiscal.

			‘Yes,’ he tells them. ‘Yes, that’s Alex Fleming.’
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			Divisional HQ

			Inverness

			8.30 a.m.

			‘Okay, folks, that’s it.’

			Fergie finishes the morning briefing and watches the team file out. No daft questions from Skivey Pete or Big Gary for once; the hit-and-run at Culbokie has just turned into a murder enquiry, and no one’s in the mood to give him a hard time this morning. 

			But God, it still feels weird to be taking them through the investigation strategy as their detective inspector. Acting DI, he reminds himself; nothing permanent about this promotion. At least, he damn well hopes not. The boss isn’t too happy about having to step into June Wallace’s shoes while she’s on sick leave, but at least Mahler had the skills to hit the ground running. Right now, Fergie’s not even sure where the damn ground is.

			Zofia knows he’s not happy about it, but she thinks all that’s wrong with him is a bad case of impostor syndrome. But Zo hasn’t seen him standing in front of their bedroom mirror in his new suit, sucking in his gut and tugging at his collar. Feeling like a kid wearing his big brother’s hand-me-downs on his first day at the big school. Impostor syndrome? No bloody syndrome about it, as far as Fergie’s concerned. He is an impostor, and sooner or later someone’s going to find him out. He just hopes he doesn’t mess up too badly when it happens.

			Oh, he’s had his chances to go for promotion in the past; had the nod from June Wallace a few years back a couple of times, in fact. But by then he’d seen the job changing, paperwork breeding paperwork until it seemed like you had two choices. You could be out there keeping folk safe and bringing in the bad guys, or you could climb the ladder and find yourself writing reports and filling in spreadsheets about it. And right from the start, he’d known which route he wanted to follow. 

			True, the boss manages to balance both sides of the job, but the boss . . . well, the boss is a bit different to most coppers. And Fergie’s not sure even Mahler will manage to pull it off for long. The whole MIT’s exhausted after the horrors of the Child Snatcher case a few short months ago. They’re still dealing with the fallout from what they’d found at the old steading at Culloden, and by Fergie’s reckoning, the boss is pretty close to running on empty after that one. 

			At least the MIT will be back to full strength once Andy Black’s back at work; there’ll be two DIs to do the damn admin, for one thing. Though looking back, he can’t remember Andy ever pulling his weight in the paperwork department, even before his suspension. 

			Not what you’d call a team player at the best of times, Andy. He blames the boss for the reprimand he got for messing up in the Child Snatcher case, and if there’s one thing Andy’s good at, it’s holding grudges. Then there’s wee Nazreen Khan: whip-smart, ambitious, good-looking. Pushing all of Andy’s buttons since the day she joined the team. 

			Fergie worries there may be something truly rotten behind Andy’s attitude, some sort of disgusting mix of prejudice and misogyny he doesn’t even want to think about right now, not with everything else they’ve got going on at the moment. But he can see a time when they’ll have to go there, him and the boss, and—

			His mobile lights up on the desk, a tinny little jingle announcing yet another bloody email’s arrival. Fergie squares his shoulders and walks over to take a look, wincing as he scrolls through what looks like an endless list. Some with red flags, some with red flags and attachments. 

			Christ, he hates attachments; they’re usually forms, or spreadsheets, or some other impenetrable guff that’s guaranteed to make his brain feel like it’s slowly catching fire inside his head. Either that or it’s one of those daft ‘Tell us how satisfied you are in your role so we can ignore everything you say’ surveys that HR sends out every so often. Sometimes Fergie wonders if they’re really some sort of psychological testing method in disguise, to see how much crap folk like him are willing to put up with.

			He sits at his desk, opens up his laptop to take a closer look at the notification that’s just come in from the Crown Office. And almost wishes it had been one of those daft survey things that landed in his inbox. 

			There’re no attachments with this one, and it’s only a couple of paragraphs long. But the name in the subject header is enough to give him a bloody headache, just the same: James Douglas Gordon. 

			Hack writer. 

			Z-list celeb. 

			Triple murderer.
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			Sandisquoy

			Orkney

			By the time the contracted undertakers arrive, the weather is starting to turn again. Ponderous black clouds are gathering over the bay, and there’s a rising wind whipping the sides of the forensic tent.

			Mahler watches from the house’s porch as the hearse makes its way down the track; moving faster than the norm, this one. But there are no distressed relatives here to be mindful of, he supposes. And every need for urgency.

			‘Does he have family, do you know? Anyone we need to inform?’ 

			Mahler turns to the fiscal, shakes his head. ‘No siblings, as far as I’m aware, and his mother died some years ago. As for relationships, I’ve no idea.’

			‘You didn’t know him that well, then?’

			‘Apparently not.’ 

			A sharpness in his voice he hadn’t intended. But Alex Fleming had been Mahler’s first DI when he’d joined the Met; a big, genial man with a laugh you could hear from one end of Charing Cross nick to the other, he’d shown more kindness to the young detective with the foreign-sounding name and non-existent social skills than Mahler suspects he’d probably deserved. 

			It was down to Fleming and Raj Lal, one of the few friends he’d made during his training at Hendon, that Mahler had got through those early days in the Met. In different ways, the job had destroyed them both within a couple of years. But Raj’s death had at least made an appalling sort of sense. Nothing about Alex Fleming’s death currently makes sense to Mahler. Nothing at all. 

			The hearse pulls up and waits just shy of the police cordon. With high tide due in just over a couple of hours, David Christie’s team have been working against the clock to record every scrap of information at the scene. When they leave Sandisquoy, the locus will have been photographed from every conceivable angle, and a 360-degree panoramic video taken to ensure nothing is missed that could be vital to the investigation’s progress. And now, there’s only one final task left for them to accomplish.

			Movement from inside the tent. The flaps open, and Christie looks out. Retreats. And reappears, carrying one end of something long, bulky and unmistakable. Mahler’s told himself this is part of his job, steeled himself not to think of the thing that lies inside it, extremities bagged, wrapped in plastic sheeting and sealed like a macabre Christmas cracker. But Christie’s colleague, who’s carrying the other end, stumbles briefly on the uneven ground as they exit the tent, causing the load they’re carrying to shift slightly. And Mahler finds he can’t make himself stand and watch, after all.

			He tells the fiscal he wants to take a look at the interior of the house now the scene examiners have finished there, and goes inside.

			The cold hits him as soon as he’s over the threshold. Not just the chill of an old house left unoccupied for a day or so; this is a deep, multi-layered cold that feels as though it lives within the fabric of the building itself. Mahler zips up the parka he’s thrown over his suit jacket. And tries to imagine living somewhere like this for any length of time.

			‘Jeez-o, and I thought it was freezing outside.’ Cath McAvoy follows him down the hall, past an ornate wooden dresser and into the kitchen. ‘How long has he been here?’

			‘Three years, according to the electoral roll.’ Again, though, he’s listed under the name of William Spencer. How could Alex have taken over another identity so successfully? And more importantly, why had he done it? 

			Mahler looks round at the dark, old-fashioned kitchen. A traditional Orkney chair with its high wicker back sits next to an iron range, angled towards the back door. On the drying rack next to the sink, there’s an upturned saucepan, together with a single mug, plate and set of cutlery. Other than that, there are no other items of crockery, no cooking implements at all that he can see. 

			‘Not a foodie, then.’ The fiscal pulls open a cupboard door and peers at the empty shelving. ‘Can’t even see a fridge in here, can you? Man living on his own, you’d think there’d be somewhere to keep a couple of beers. But it looks like he hardly set foot in the place.’

			Mahler shakes his head. Wherever Alex Fleming had spent his time, it certainly hadn’t been in this room. ‘Let’s take a look at the rest of the house.’

			There are two more rooms on this floor: a sparsely furnished living room with maroon velvet curtains, smelling faintly of mildew, and a back parlour which looks as though it might have been used as a dining room at some point. In this second room, a row of cardboard boxes have been pushed against the far wall, mouse-nibbled and sealed with duct tape.

			Both rooms have the same dusty, neglected air, and Mahler can’t help wondering if Alex Fleming had spent much time at Sandisquoy. There’s no sign here of his prize record collection, no sign of the stack of Stephen King paperbacks he’d hoarded. Had this soulless house really been somewhere Alex had called home? Or had something made him invent an entire new personality to go with his new name?

			‘I thought you said he ran an art gallery?’

			The fiscal shrugs. ‘The William Spencer Gallery is listed in Creative Orkney, yes. Could have given it up, I suppose – don’t remember seeing his name on anything recently. Let’s see if upstairs is a wee bit cheerier.’ 

			She goes to the foot of the stairs to look for a light switch. Finds one and flips it, frowning when nothing happens. ‘Power was working earlier, wasn’t it?’

			‘Must be a fuse.’ The light
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