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To Mum and Dad




Thank you. I love you, and I know you both would’ve been chuffed to bits.




Twenty years ago

The woody, sweet scent of cinnamon punctures the darkness where he sits at the kitchen table. An oversized pot, half full of mulled wine, still lies on the cooker top. Beads of condensation beneath the pot’s glass lid shimmer in the soft orange glow seeping through the window above the sink. He leans forward, reaches over the plate in front of him and picks up the bottle again, his knuckles turning white as he takes a drink and enjoys the silence.

From where he sits he can see thick icicles hanging from the gutter. Lamp posts, their tops heavy with snowfall, throw shadows against the council houses that line the street. A cold wind drives frenzied snowflakes against glass-encased bulbs.

His sigh is loud as he turns towards the panelled door leading to the living room. They had sprayed white foam into the corners of its panes and, through the clear glass above the fake snow, he can see the silhouette of the tree in the corner. Its plastic branches are tired, limp ends bowing beneath the weight of handmade decorations – old, but they can’t bear to replace them. The cold wooden chair creaks as he leans back and closes his eyes.

The moan disturbs him.

Shifting his weight to the edge of the seat, he looks beyond the small circular dining table to the floor.

She’s moving.

The back of her white nightdress looks rust-coloured in the shadows as she drags herself across the linoleum. If only she’d stayed in bed. He reaches towards the plate on the table, his icy finger poking a hole in the cling film, ripping at it before pulling a biscuit from the top of the pile. It breaks easily, a chunk shoved into his mouth before he picks at the small crumbs that have fallen into the buttons of his pyjama top. They taste soft and sickly sweet, the way he likes them.

As per tradition, they had made them and the wine together that day. Family time, she liked to call it. Pretending everything was all right, as fake as the snow on the door’s glass panes. They forced themselves to smile, trying to maintain a sense of normality. He went along with it to keep them both happy, feeling guilt and a rage that he feared would erupt and scorch them all, knowing who deserved to burn. But he kept it hidden, bubbling beneath.

She always allowed them one biscuit each; this year only three were taken instead of four. And then she double wrapped them in cling film and promised they could have whatever Santa didn’t eat. Except that now Christmas wouldn’t be coming.

His teeth bite into biscuit; he keeps biting until there’s nothing left, dark eyes watching her matted hair as she crawls across the cold floor, small movements leaving a black trail in the dark. Glass crunches beneath her.

When he stands up, he’s careful not to scrape the chair legs against the linoleum. It’s important not to wake him upstairs. He crouches, moves the glass handle away from her side – the only thing that didn’t shatter when he smashed the water jug against her head. Her wet hair feels heavy as he tucks it behind her ear, taking no chances as to whether she can hear him.

‘It’s all your fault.’

Her body resists as he strains to roll her over on to her back, but he does it. She needs to see him, to see that he’s his own man. Her breath comes in short rasps, and her eyes are wide, pleading. He jabs his finger towards the ceiling and puts it to his lips, where the flicker of a smile lies, signalling for her to stay silent.

The cheap material of his pyjama bottoms rustles as he straightens and goes to the kitchen drawers. In the top one, he sees the pink plastic spoon next to blue, the only ones they kept: a reminder of the baby years. In the next drawer, he curls his fingers around the worn wooden handle of the breadknife. It will do. She has to pay, and today is the perfect day. He sees the kitchen tongs and smiles as he lifts them from the drawer and moves towards her, the knife blade glinting in the gloom.

‘Please, I love you.’ Desperate. Breathless.

He kneels, drops the blade and tongs by his side and clamps his hand over her mouth, stares into her eyes. She’s struggling to keep them open, blood pouring from her head wound. He listens, relieved that he still hasn’t heard movement from upstairs. Nothing.

He sits astride her, his weight bearing down on her, and prises open her mouth, dirty nails digging into her tongue’s strong, slippery flesh. Pulling at it, he lifts the tongs and holds her tongue fast. With his other hand, he lifts the knife. Her eyes fly open as she bucks against him, trying hard to clamp her mouth shut but unable to as his hands and cold metal fill the space between her lips. Her hands claw at his, legs kicking against the floor. Impressing him with what little strength she has left, using it to jerk her groin upwards in a vain attempt to throw his bulk from her.

Her wet eyes never leave his.

He hears the creak of the floorboards overhead, the unmistakeable soft footsteps making their way down the carpeted stairs. It is the cry that makes him look towards the door, deep into terrified eyes.

For that, he is sorry.




Chapter 1

Thursday, 24 October

DI EVE HUNTER SAT upright in the leather chair, not even trying to look comfortable. They both knew it was the last thing she felt.

‘You’re welcome to use the sofa.’ Dr Shetty, the Police Consultant Psychiatrist, swept an arm over to the corner of the tastefully decorated room, a collection of rainbow-coloured bangles jangling against one another on her wrist as she did. Her voice was soft, traces of the Indian heritage still strong.

Eve shook her head, resenting the soothing tone to the doctor’s voice that had lulled her into saying more than she’d meant to over the past twelve months. Even though her leg would have thanked her for the lie-down, she’d rather sit opposite the psychiatrist, both of them in armchairs: more chance of being in control and with her wits about her. That and the fact that if she lay on the sofa, there was no escaping the reality that she was in therapy.

‘How have you been?’

Same question every time. Eve lifted her hand, tucked her long fringe behind her ear, the smell of burning incense almost suffocating. She concentrated. Today was important. ‘Fine.’

Eve hadn’t been other people’s definition of fine in a long time, but it was the only way she knew how to answer. She shifted, leather upholstery creaking in the silence. ‘It’ll be good to get back to work.’

She ignored the flash of doubt that passed across Dr Shetty’s face. Eve was used to the doctor displaying a full range of emotions. An open book whereas Eve kept hers firmly shut.

Dr Shetty smiled. It was that smile that never reached her eyes, the one that set Eve’s jaw on edge. ‘It’s a big day for you next week. But I do feel progress has been made.’

Eve almost laughed. Since the first period of enforced leave or the second?

‘Your resilience was something the first time around, but to then have to go through what you did on your return to work … the injury …’ Dr Shetty stared at her. ‘It’s been a long road.’

Eve closed her eyes, kept them closed, knowing Dr Shetty was looking for some kind of reaction. Knowing everything she said was designed to prompt an answer that would then be scrutinised and analysed. Eve had learned fast what was expected of her. Shows of emotion, times of reflection, signs of making peace with the past, seeing a way forward. But what Eve really saw was the woman lying there. Lynne. Almost a year ago to the day, slumped on the damp-ridden tenement floor in North Anderson Drive, blood pooling beneath her, the three teeth that had been knocked from her mouth scattered across the shabby vinyl. Brutally battered. Raped. Her long-term partner Johnny MacNeill Jnr the perpetrator, a local hood from a family known for trouble in the city.



The sound of a car starting had propelled Eve and her partner DS Nicola Sanders from the third-floor tenement and down the stairs, both of them leaping two steps at a time. Eve ran to their squad car, jumping into the driver’s seat, Sanders letting her take the lead. The woman lying there, broken, was a scene too close to home for Eve. It ignited a rage and a need for justice that fuelled the chase as she drove too fast, too hard. Erratic. She could still hear Sanders’ sharp intake of breath, see her hand reaching for the dashboard as the car in front veered off the road, flipping into the air, seeming to pause, Johnny Jnr being thrown around in front like a rag doll before the vehicle crashed to the ground, on to its roof, leaving him with life-changing injuries.

The subsequent investigation and therapy sessions after the car accident had taken their toll on Eve. Her privacy had been shattered by the invasive questioning to determine her state of mind that night, and to assess whether the events would affect her ability to work effectively afterwards. She was left powerless, with the decision over her fitness to work lying in the hands of others.

Eve had also been hounded by the press. Local hack Claire Jenkins, in particular, had become a mouthpiece for Johnny’s family, especially his father, who had made it his mission to bang on in the media about the injustice of it all: the police recklessness, their responsibility for his son’s injuries. A joke considering what he did for a living. Eve was eternally grateful to the force’s press man, Elliott Jones, for his attempts to protect her from the onslaught, but the stress and sleepless nights had her at breaking point.

No one had been as shocked as Eve when she was cleared of any wrongdoing. She returned to work, straight into the wrath of MacNeill Snr, who decided to take matters into his own hands. His actions were to change everything.



Eve opened her eyes, shook the memories from her mind. Dr Shetty studied her, head cocked to the side, fountain pen poised between forefinger and thumb, hovering above the ruled notebook on her lap. The doctor brought her head to centre, her large hooped earrings swaying as she did.

Eve hated that she felt as vulnerable as a kid when she was here. She could only blame herself for that. Over time, she’d convinced herself it had been the stress – the relentless intrusion of the media, the pressure of the upcoming investigation findings and the threat she might lose her job – that had seen Eve, to her horror afterwards, telling Dr Shetty the one thing she’d spent her life hiding.

Dr Shetty. Of all people. The expert at prodding. A stranger. Uncovering the secret that had driven Eve the night of the crash. The resulting rage she had always feared would ruin her one day. So few people knew. She understood the doctor was bound by patient confidentiality but she still hated having to reveal her darkest secret.

‘Do you feel ready?’

What mattered was that Dr Shetty felt she was ready. She needed the doctor’s validation if she were to stand a chance of getting back to work. But the crushing doubts were never far away.

‘Eve?’

Concern was creeping into the psychiatrist’s voice. Eve composed herself, sat a little straighter, ignored the grumbling in her leg. She’d taken extra painkillers to make sure she’d get through the meeting. Everything depended on her answer.

She nodded as Dr Shetty laid the pen flat against the lined paper, the bangles on her arm clanging together. The doctor balanced the pen and notebook on her crossed knees, stopping the pen from rolling to the ground. Eve was doing the same with her answers, trying to keep them steady, knowing Dr Shetty’s report today would go a long way to stopping Eve’s world from toppling off its axis. She cleared her throat, knew she needed to sound confident. Convincing. ‘Obviously I have concerns about my return. Mostly about how the team will handle it. Whether I’ll still have their respect, their belief that I’m capable.’

That part, at least, was the truth. Her job was her life. She needed to be good at it, craved the validation from her fellow officers, even though she would never admit or show that. She had a reputation for being a law unto herself, but she did what she had to in order to get the job done. Her and her team. Only the bad guys suffered in the long run. At least, that’s what she used to believe.

Her team. DS Mark Cooper. He would welcome her back, regardless of the fact he’d been covering her role. Cooper was a solid family man, and he had been a good friend to Eve. He brought out the good in her. The smooth to her rough. They’d always had each other’s backs. She’d never doubted that.

She wasn’t sure about the new DC who’d been taken on. She didn’t even know her name, only that she was a woman. Then there was DC Scott Ferguson, someone who wouldn’t be pleased to see her return, along with the officers throughout the station who hung around with him. He had little respect for Eve, and their relationship had deteriorated between her return to work after the car chase and then what happened to DC Sanders. Guilt on his part, perhaps, when it came to Sanders. Whatever the reason, there was no disputing he was a good officer. Possessing an uncanny intuition, he played a vital part in her team, even though it sometimes felt as if she was overseeing an unruly teenager. Regardless, if her boss, DCI Jim Hastings, and the management above him sanctioned her return, then Ferguson would have to wind his neck back in.

‘How’s the sleep?’

Eve paused, trying to keep the irritation from her face. The doc was searching for reasons, any reason, to advise she wasn’t ready. How many times would she have to answer the same questions? Hopefully the dark circles beneath her eyes weren’t obvious. ‘I’m sleeping no problem.’

Dr Shetty looked like she might even believe her. The doctor presumed her difficulty in sleeping after the car accident was the result of misplaced guilt with what had happened to MacNeill Jnr in the crash. A guilt she believed they had tackled in their time together. Eve had let her believe it, had even encouraged it, knowing all the time the real reason was the stress of having to hide the fact that she was to blame for the car ending up on its roof.

She had never voiced that revelation in this room or anywhere else, and never would. A couple of people had their suspicions, didn’t believe the official line that it was the actions of Johnny Jr himself that had caused the car accident. But not one of them ever had the balls to say it to her face. It wasn’t a confession from her that would either shock or confirm suspicion. It was the fact she had no regrets for taking the vicious sonofabitch out of the picture.

Her only regret – the thing she could never forgive herself for – was that her actions that night had led to MacNeill Snr’s need for revenge, and then what happened to Sanders. The woman and colleague who had worked by her side for as long as she could remember.

Eve could take the gruelling rehabilitation and follow-up physiotherapy for her injured leg; her real punishment came from her visits to Sanders. She didn’t know what was worse: seeing her colleague’s devastating injuries or Sanders’ deafening silence, the lack of eye contact, the refusal to forgive. But the difference this time, what made it worse than any car accident or investigation, was that Eve welcomed the guilt and regret. She wanted it to consume her. And that was something no amount of therapy would ever help with.




Chapter 2

Monday, 4 November

The hotel lift, when it came, was empty. Eve pressed the button for the second floor and groaned as the door slid shut. She’d looked better. She tutted, wished she could get rid of the deep shadows beneath her hazel eyes. Eyes she hated. She pulled at the fringe of her choppy bob that had frizzed in the wet wind. Eve straightened her blouse collar for the umpteenth time. It didn’t help. She pulled at the lapels of her fitted grey suit jacket and looked at her trousers, cursing their bottoms, which had sponged the wet from the pavements, the sand from the snow gritters more than likely going to leave a white line behind once they dried. She tried to get her head ready, even if her clothes weren’t up to the job.

She was back.

Hastings had rigidly steered things in her favour, with Dr Shetty supporting her case.

They’d gone for it.

A return to Chief Investigating Officer with the Aberdeen Major Investigation Team, but with an unspoken threat not to balls it up. The real test and a private talk with Hastings were yet to come.

The lift doors squeaked open. The tall, skinny female standing in the corridor straightened, stepping forward to block her exit until Eve showed her ID. The officer nodded but said nothing, her thin mouth set in a tight straight line. She stepped back, hands behind her, repositioning herself against the corridor wall.

Eve turned left, the blue-and-white police tape visible out of the corner of her eye, and walked the short distance to the end of the corridor, conscious of her limp with each step she took away from the woman. Was everyone going to be as friendly? Her feet sank into the plush carpet. It smelled new. The expensive embossed wallpaper was dotted with framed black-and-white images of monstrous steel structures rising from the freezing depths of the North Sea. A nod to Aberdeen’s oil industry. The boom town it had become in the 1970s, when its population almost doubled.

She glanced at the photographs: a reminder of the current struggles in the downturn, the city’s fight to establish itself as a place of learning and new technologies before the day when the oil ran out. A long shot maybe, but Aberdeen still boasted the highest number of millionaires in the UK outside of London. Like anywhere, though, the wealth was offset by poverty-stricken areas. The sudden money pouring into the city had brought its fair share of problems: drugs and prostitution, amongst many others. All problems that kept Eve in a job. Debatable sometimes whether she’d picked the right job, and she questioned it again now as she looked along the corridor.

A Scenes of Crime Officer (SOCO) stood at the door of the suite, his bulk and more tape blocking the entrance. She’d worked with him before, but he was as talkative as the officer at the lift had been. Eve signed in before getting suited and booted. Her heart raced. It had been six months. Once she ducked beneath the tape and opened the door, there’d be no going back. Her hand wrapped around the brass door handle, squeezed and froze. She counted to three in silence, then forced herself to push the handle, hoping the officer standing beside her hadn’t noticed her pause, and opened the door into a scene ripped from a crime drama.

What would be classed as a large suite was now cramped due to the number of people filling the space. The room was dark, walls and bedding matching the hotel reception: red, black and white checked tartan interrupting the black and silver in places. SOCOs moved about the room, their white suits rustling as they photographed, recorded and bagged. They floated around the room like ghosts. Not one of them interrupted their focus or turned in her direction.

The room was freezing. Thankfully, someone had already switched the heating off. There was a door to her left, which she assumed was the bathroom. She took a deep breath. A SOCO came out of the bathroom carrying a bag, the tight elastic of his white hood framing his face like the cover of a home-made jar of jam.

‘OK to go in?’

The hood turned to Eve. ‘Yeah, we’ve got what we need.’

‘Hey … Eve.’

She stopped mid-step, the voice behind her making her turn.

DS Mark Cooper’s smile seemed genuine. ‘Good to have you back. Hastings said you’d be coming.’ His brown eyes didn’t meet hers. Not the norm, but one thing hadn’t changed. Her old friend and colleague still defied his age, his gangly frame and smooth face making him look like he should be getting up for a paper round in the morning.

‘Thanks.’ For the first time ever, Eve didn’t know what else to say or how to be around him.

Cooper motioned to a woman standing by his side, a woman Eve didn’t recognize. ‘This is Jo Mearns. She’s the new DC.’

Eve’s heart lurched, realizing this must be Sanders’ replacement. She went to lift her hand to greet Mearns but stopped when she saw the blue eyes blazing beneath knitted eyebrows, the small plump mouth closing over the gap in her two front teeth, lips pursing as she looked at Eve. Spiky.

Eve stayed put, staring at her, a mere inch between them in height, their bodies so close that she could feel Mearns’ breath on her face, see the challenge in her eyes. Her attitude stopped Eve from bothering to introduce herself. Not that she had to. After the last year, she’d be hard pushed to find someone on the force who didn’t know her face. The woman had a problem with her. Eve had enough of her own.

‘Pleasure, I’m sure.’

Mearns had the decency to step aside at Eve’s clipped tone, dodging around her outside the bathroom’s doorway.

Cooper raised his arm towards the open door. ‘In here.’

Eve turned into the room. ‘Jesus …’

What she could see of the body was propped against the tiled bathroom wall, legs outstretched. The pathologist, Brian MacLean, was kneeling just beside it. Eve could see black trousers sticking out past him, stockings covering the feet. A woman. Her head was bowed forward, long brown hair hanging limp, obscuring her face. As if she’d sat and fallen asleep. Eve could see nothing else, but her instinct told her this was going to be a bad one.

The bathroom was as big as Eve’s bedroom, small black tiles covering the walls, larger tiles on the floor, grout that once would have been white. A wet room, but what lay on the floor and was splashed against the wall wasn’t water. The blood was everywhere.

She took a deep breath, tried to calm herself, conscious of the new DC assessing her from the doorway. A DC who, for all her attitude, looked a light shade of green. Eve wondered if it was her first dead body. She looked at Cooper. ‘What’s the story?’

‘Cleaner found her this morning.’

‘We got a statement?’

Cooper nodded, reached into his inside pocket for his notebook and flipped it open. ‘Nadia Koprowski. Came to work expecting to strip beds, clean toilets and stepped into this instead. Puked when she found her. Thankfully made it to a bin.’

‘Who called it in?’

‘The guy on the desk downstairs. Got a statement off him too.’

‘What about the manager?’

‘Down south on a course. Antsy on the phone, distraught even. Not about the victim, of course. More worried about the hotel’s reputation.’

Eve moved her weight on to her other foot. ‘Any ID for the vic?’

‘Yeah, Melanie Ross. Eighteen years old, according to the driver’s licence in her handbag. Got her address. No one’s been notified yet. We were waiting until you got here.’

Today had to be hard for Cooper. Six months of covering her role, of experiencing that step up, and now he was having to hand over the reins. Hopefully it wasn’t going to be a problem between them – professionally or personally. She realized she hadn’t seen DC Scott Ferguson yet, someone she fully expected to have problems with.

‘Where’s Ferguson?’

The question threw Cooper for a second, DC Mearns still by his side staring at Eve with a face that looked like it was sucking something sour. ‘Hastings has got him working on something at the station.’

Eve nodded once. ‘Anything else on the victim?’ She kept her voice firm, in control, determined not to let Mearns unnerve her.

‘Her purse and ID weren’t the only things in the bag. Seems our Melanie knew her way around a sex-toy catalogue – implies she knew who she was coming to meet.’

Eve took a minute to think. ‘Did she check in alone?’

‘That’s the thing.’ Cooper waved his notebook. ‘She never checked in. Room was booked for single occupancy by a Mr Phillips. Done over the phone with a card registered to the same name.’

‘Anything on this Mr Phillips?’

‘They’re trying to trace him. The mobile given at the time of booking is switched off. DC Ferguson is trying to get access to bank details for contact info.’

‘Anyone remember Mr Phillips checking in?’

Cooper shook his head. ‘The guy downstairs, Andrew …’ Cooper checked his notebook again, ‘Slessor, Andrew Slessor, said that he was on yesterday and would’ve checked him in, but he can’t remember specifics. We’ve asked for the CCTV tapes, but there’s nothing available for the back entrance. Camera’s been faulty for weeks.’

Eve tutted. ‘Thanks, Cooper.’ And she was thankful to him, for more than having the bases covered today. Namely the professionalism and familiarity he was displaying to counteract the attitude coming from DC Mearns. She nodded over to MacLean, who was kneeling by the body. ‘Has he got a time of death?’

‘Reckons early this morning. Says he’ll know more once he gets her to the lab.’

MacLean looked to be finishing.

‘I’ll have a word.’ Eve signalled for Cooper and Mearns to step away. She had to take charge, draw a line from today.

‘OK. But be prepared. Her face is a mess.’

Cooper was making the transition easy for her, looking out for her welfare as he’d always done. Eve walked towards MacLean, who stood, ready to leave, then saw her and stopped.

‘I’d say welcome back …’ MacLean was staring at her but seemed to be fixed on a spot above her head, or at least one eye was. Eve was never sure which eye she was supposed to focus on. His greying moustache twitched. She shook the slim hand that MacLean was offering and looked at the woman. Her face. She crouched. It was hard to make out her features. Her cheeks and forehead had been slashed, the blood turning black and crusty on top. The criss-cross of wounds reminded Eve of a lattice-topped pie. It was a bizarre image, but one she couldn’t shake.

‘Who did this to you, Melanie?’ Her voice caught as she leaned in closer to the girl. ‘I’m going to find out, I promise you that.’ She straightened. She had to hold herself together.

‘Poor cow.’ MacLean lifted his bag from the floor.

Nothing had changed in MacLean’s manner. Abrupt and with a warped sense of humour, he wasn’t always appropriate, but it was a mechanism that he adopted to cope. A sense of humour went a long way in this line of work.

‘What can you tell me?’

‘She’s been dead since the early hours of this morning. Wounds to the face were inflicted while she was still alive. Looks like a scalpel was used. No sign of it though.’

‘Christ.’

‘Aye, he’s a real charmer. Only comfort you can take from it is that I’m fairly certain she was drugged. I’m not sure what with yet, but her hands were tied with cord. Looks like some sort of venetian-blind cord, and there’s no sign of struggle. No marks on her wrists, no trail of blood. She sat there and let it happen.’

‘What?’ She must’ve heard the last bit wrong.

‘My guess is that the drug left her unable to move. We can only hope it numbed the pain too. I’ll know more once the test results come back.’

‘What kind of sick—’

‘Nothing queerer than folk, Eve.’

Eve checked the bathroom again. ‘What’s with all the stuff?’ There were mirrors, magazines and make-up strewn across the floor. No, that was wrong. They’d been placed. Staged. The magazines were fanned out like they were on top of a glass table in a waiting room, the mirrors all facing the body.

‘It’s your job to work that one out. Although, judging by her face and what was left on the body, I think our man’s trying to send us a message.’

‘Left on the body?’

‘They haven’t told you yet?’

Eve frowned.

‘Newspaper cutting, pinned to her top. It’s with forensics.’

‘Saying what?’

‘A headline – “Aberdeen Model Through to Finals of Competition”.’

‘That’s it?’

‘Yup.’

‘Anything else?’ She hoped to God there wasn’t. It was obvious the woman had suffered enough, and this thing was getting more twisted by the minute.

‘Fully dressed, no obvious signs of sexual activity. I’ll know more once I’ve examined her at the lab. It’s a work uniform she’s wearing.’

‘Any idea where?’

MacLean nodded towards the woman. ‘Don’t need an idea. Her work badge told us. Boots the Chemist. Guys bagged the badge and took it away.’

Eve made a mental note to have someone contact Melanie’s employer.

‘One more thing. Probably the most important.’

Eve closed her eyes, not sure she wanted to hear it.

‘It seems our killer’s into souvenirs. But I think it’s safe to say he’s probably not into small talk.’

‘How come?’

‘Her tongue’s missing.’




Chapter 3

‘Missing?’ DCI Jim Hastings echoed. ‘What do you mean?’

Eve held the mobile phone away from her ear, her boss’s growl still audible.

‘Taken, sir.’

‘For Christ’s sake.’

Eve shook her head. Her boss was making it sound as if it were her fault. She parted the black vertical blinds with her forefinger and thumb and looked out at the grand granite-housed businesses opposite, across the never-ending stream of traffic travelling up from the city centre along Queen’s Road. A frozen stream, cars and buses at a standstill in the thick snow that was falling fast, collecting on roofs, blanketing pavements and slowing pedestrians too. Maybe the countless 4×4s would get a shot at what they were built for.

‘Eve?’

Her attention was dragged back to the call. ‘Yeah, MacLean reckons the tongue was removed with a scalpel. Her face is a mess. Looks like she was drugged. Probably awake but unable to move, although we won’t know for sure until the lab results come back.’

‘For fu—’

‘It gets worse. I think the scene was staged.’ A crackle of silence. She wondered if her boss would trust her instincts, bracing herself for the explosion. She turned towards the reception desk, letting the silence stretch down the line. The man sitting there was immaculate, dressed to match the black-and-silver decor. An expensive suit, pristine white shirt, perfect knot on his glossy grey tie. Even his black hair, with its precise parting shining in the glow of the white lights on the countertop Christmas tree. Christmas was arriving earlier every year, but at least the tree complemented the colour scheme. He’d already called for the floor to be mopped where her shoes had left puddles on her arrival. The receptionist ducked his head and shuffled papers as if he hadn’t noticed her.

‘What was at the scene?’

‘Mirrors, magazines, make-up. On the floor around the body. All brand new; none of it belongs to the hotel. And a newspaper headline, pinned to her clothing.’ Eve recited the headline from memory, no need for her notebook.

‘Can we get anything from the stuff? Do we have the article that went with the headline yet?’

‘All run-of-the-mill items, but they’ve been bagged and tagged. You never know, we might get something in amongst the masses that’ve probably handled it all before it left the shops. I’ll get Elliott on the case about the article.’

‘What the hell does it mean? Should we be expecting another one?’

Eve shifted the weight off her aching leg, needing painkillers, still standing by the window. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. But it’s not the usual, is it? Hard to tell what she looked like, but, one thing’s for sure, someone obviously had a problem with her face.’ At least Hastings was willing to take her opinion on board.

‘Hopefully just hers and no one else’s.’

There was a slight pause down the line. Eve lowered her voice. ‘Sir?’

‘How’re you bearing up?’

The question threw Eve. She hadn’t realized she was back in bloody therapy. ‘I’m fine, sir.’

‘Has there been any word on the owner of the card, the guy that booked the room?’ Hastings seemed oblivious to her annoyance. She let it go.

‘No, but we should have details soon. Cooper said DC Ferguson is looking into that and the CCTV.’

Hastings tutted. ‘How the hell can no one have heard or seen anything?’

‘The rooms either side of the suite were empty last night. Sign of the times. We’ve got nothing to go on until we get details for Mr Phillips from the bank.’

‘What’s happening now?’

‘They’re moving the body. Van’s parked out back. Trying to contain things as long as we can.’

‘It’s a hotel. Some nosy bugger will have called the press.’

‘Maybe not, sir. It’s a Monday. Most residents are here for work, those that still have a job, and probably left the hotel before we arrived. There are a few customers in the bar and restaurant, but I think they’re mainly visitors, maybe a couple of business lunches. Staff are doing a good job of putting on a front.’ Eve half expected to see reporters arrive any minute.

‘Still, like you say, it’s not the usual, so we better be ready for them. I’ll get Elliott on it, that and the article. Are Cooper and Mearns with you?’

‘Yeah, they’re waiting upstairs until the body’s cleared.’

‘OK. Have the family been notified?’

‘No, but we’ve got an address. Craigiebuckler area. Must be the parents’ place, as I can’t see an eighteen-year-old shop assistant being able to afford a shed there. I’m going to head round, see if anyone’s home.’ Eve’s mouth went dry.

‘You OK with that? I need you on top of things.’

There it was again. Questioning her ability. ‘Course, sir.’ She did her best to keep her voice steady, hating that she had to.

‘Then you better go before they hear about it on the bloody news.’

‘Elliott’s good at keeping them at bay.’ Eve had a lot of respect for the force’s media guy, knew he’d tried to save her when the press had come sniffing around after what happened to Sanders.

‘Take Mearns with you; she’s good at that sort of thing. I’ll make sure Elliott has all the bases covered on the PR front; can’t have the media scumbags accusing us of being uncaring and incompetent.’

Eve hadn’t forgotten the earlier encounter with Mearns. ‘Sir, I—’

‘And get Cooper back here. He can start by getting the incident room set up and the team ready.’



Melanie Ross’s mother was as small as a child herself, but the short grey hair and deep wrinkles lining her face betrayed her age. She was perched on the edge of an oversized two-seater floral sofa, and it was doubtful whether her feet would’ve reached the floor otherwise. She sat wringing a damp handkerchief between liver-spotted hands that lay on her pleated skirt. Her neck was covered in red blotches. She raised a trembling hand to her thick glasses and nudged them to dab at her eyes.

The tick of the grandfather clock in the corner dominated the space, the only other sounds a far-off kettle boiling and the occasional clink of china as DC Mearns moved about the kitchen. Eve sat on the armchair opposite, grateful Mearns was somewhere else, giving Mrs Ross time to take in everything that was pointing towards the fact her child was gone. There was a quiet pop as the woman’s lips opened, her mouth struggling to move against the dryness.

‘Are you sure there’s no mistake?’

Eve wanted to relieve Mrs Ross’s pain but didn’t want to give her false hope. ‘Nothing’s definite yet. We believe it to be Melanie due to the reasons I explained, but she’ll need to be formally identified.’

Mrs Ross tilted back and forth. ‘I know it’s her. I mean, her work uniform, her bag, her phone … the fact she didn’t come home. I … I can’t take it in.’

The words were broken by sobs. She looked fragile, as if the sofa’s plump cushions could swallow her whole at any minute. Eve didn’t know what to say to her, how to comfort her. Emotions had never been her strong point. Mrs Ross rocked faster, staring at the floor, lost in her own thoughts.

The walls were covered with framed pictures. Family pictures. Mrs Ross and her husband. Mrs Ross and Melanie. The couple and their daughter. Melanie as an adult. She was, had been, stunning. Some of the shots hanging above an old piano looked professionally done. Eve couldn’t see a trace of the Rosses in their daughter’s features. How had this rather plain-looking couple produced someone so beautiful?

Melanie, as she’d found her, flashed into her mind. She swallowed the lump in her throat and gazed at a rectangular hatch which separated the living room from the kitchen. In a street where the latest model 4x4s dominated the driveways, the decor of the large semi-detached granite house was old fashioned but homely. Mrs Ross reminded her of her grandmother. Softly spoken with a kind face, but Eve’s grandmother had possessed a personality big enough for two.

Mearns was visible through the hatch, going about the kitchen, methodical, opening and closing cupboards and drawers as if she knew where things would be. Ordered, like her appearance, trousers looking as if they’d been collected from the dry-cleaners that morning, her long mousey-brown hair fastened tightly in a bun at the nape of her neck, blonde highlights catching the overhead kitchen light.

Eve didn’t know what to make of her. She sure as hell wasn’t short of self-confidence or attitude. They hadn’t a chance to exchange more than a few clipped comments on the drive over, barely more than five minutes from the hotel. But Eve had been surprised to hear Mearns’ broad Bolton accent. She’d apparently transferred from the force down south. Mearns must’ve hit the ground running, Scottish law differing from English. Eve got the sense Mearns thought she had something to prove – and that she definitely had a problem with Eve.

Mrs Ross continued to stare at the floor as Mearns came into the room and slid a saucer and cup across the glass tabletop towards her, a finger of shortbread balanced beside the teaspoon.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

‘I thought something hot and sweet might help with the shock.’ Mearns sat next to her on the couch and placed a hand on the woman’s arm.

She sounded like Peter Kay and Paddy McGuinness. It seemed inappropriate to be thinking about comedians considering the situation they were in, but the Bolton accent was alien to Aberdeen, and Eve’s only real experience of it was off the telly. Somehow that connection made Mearns’ accent seem familiar, soothing and homely. What was needed to comfort Mrs Ross. Good to see a soft side to her new colleague, but she doubted she would be experiencing it herself any time soon.

Mearns patted Mrs Ross’s arm. ‘Our family-liaison officer, Sarah, is on her way to sit with you, to help out, and your husband shouldn’t be too long.’

Melanie’s mother lifted the cup with shaking hands. The tea slopped over the edges, dripping light brown liquid on to the immaculate cream carpet. She didn’t seem to notice.

Perhaps that was how Sanders’ husband had looked when he was first told what had happened that night, the shock probably worse than the dirty looks that he gave when Eve found the courage to visit. She stood, needing to shake the thoughts from her head.

‘Do you mind if I help myself to a glass of water, Mrs Ross?’

The woman shook her head, sniffling.

In the kitchen, Eve filled a glass at the sink and took the bottle from her suit jacket pocket. She shook a couple of pills into the palm of her hand, knocked them back and bent over to rub her thigh now that she was standing and alone. A door opened. Eve jumped as it slammed shut.

‘Ellie? Ellie?’

Eve turned round to see Mr Ross arriving home, his voice loud, panic at its edges. He was overweight and breathless, an open camel coat, snow lying on its expensive shoulders, shirt buttons straining at his gut. His wet white hair was thinning; a bulbous nose and puffed cheeks shone red below it. The man visibly froze when he spotted Eve.

‘Who the hell are you?’

‘I’m DI Hunter, Mr Ross. Why don’t you come through and sit?’

‘I don’t bloody want to sit. I got a message from my PA saying I had to head home urgently. Where’s my wife? What the hell is this all about?’

If only family liaison had arrived. Her first day back, and what a day it was turning out to be. ‘I called your work, Mr Ross. Please, your wife is in the lounge.’ Eve raised her arm towards the door. Mr Ross inched forward, searching Eve’s face for answers, looking at the door, wondering if what lay beyond it was about to change his life for ever. When he saw his wife, his face drained to the same colour as his hair.

‘James. Oh, James.’ Mrs Ross jumped up and flew across the room, collapsing into her husband’s arms as if she’d used any energy she had left to get to him. He held her by her upper arms, pushed her from his chest and looked into her eyes, catching his breath as he did.

‘No … not Melanie. Please no. Not Melanie. Not my baby girl.’ He sank to the floor, rocking, his sobs mixing with those of his wife.



The tea tray came out for the second time that afternoon, carried by Sarah, who had finally arrived. Traffic was horrendous, she said. First sign of bad weather in Aberdeen and things came to a standstill. For a city that didn’t often enjoy good weather, Eve could never understand why they weren’t better prepared. Mr and Mrs Ross sat side by side on the sofa, Mr Ross fitting the furniture better than his wife.

‘Why has this happened to our daughter?’ The man’s voice was weary, devoid of any authority.

Eve answered. ‘We still have to be sure it’s her. I know this is hard, Mr Ross, but, due to her injuries, it may be best to do it through fingerprints rather than having you or your wife identify her.’

Mr Ross shook his head. ‘No. I need to see her.’

If Mrs Ross was to see her daughter, it would be the end of her.

‘If that’s what you want, then I can’t stop you. We would only need you to come with us, unless your wife wanted to join you.’

The relief on Mrs Ross’s face was evident. Part of her would be wrestling with the guilt of not being there for her daughter one last time, hoping that her husband would in time tell her that she made the right decision, to stop the inevitable doubts from gnawing away at her.

‘Mr Ross? Are you sure you want to see her?’

The man nodded, tears dripping off his jawbone. ‘Yes. I’m sure.’

Mearns spoke from where she stood at the window. ‘Mr Ross, I promise you we are doing everything we can to find who did this.’

Hastings was right: she was good at this stuff. She made Sarah look surplus to requirements with the tea and the comfort. A small voice in Eve’s head had her worried Mearns might make her look the same if she didn’t stay on top of the game, if it turned out she wasn’t ready. But she was glad to see Mearns’ professionalism here, even if it hadn’t been evident at the hotel. She was taking the back seat, letting Eve take charge, no matter how grudgingly it was being done below the surface.

Eve leaned forward. ‘You’ve no idea what she might’ve been doing there?’

‘I told you, she left early for work and told us she’d be late home.’ Mr Ross sighed. ‘We realized this morning that she hadn’t come home, but we didn’t think anything of it.’ His hand reached for his wife’s. ‘Melanie had a habit of staying out once in a while, usually at a friend’s. We argued over her not calling or texting to let us know, but she was eighteen – no longer a kid.’ His voice trembled, and he took a moment to gather himself. ‘Usually she headed straight to work.’

Eve nodded. ‘Did work call to check where she was?’

Mrs Ross’s eyes flickered to the sideboard where the phone was. ‘They might’ve. I was at my flower-arranging class at the local church this morning. I wasn’t long home when you arrived.’ There was hope in her eyes, thinking maybe they didn’t call, maybe this was all a terrible misunderstanding.

‘OK. Can I ask, did Melanie do some modelling on the side?’

Mrs Ross stood and shuffled to the dresser. She opened a drawer and lifted a thin A4 notebook from it. She passed it to Eve. It was a scrapbook. Filled with pictures and small newspaper cuttings throughout, the last filled page containing the headline that had been found on Melanie’s body, along with the article. Blank pages still remained that would never be filled.

Eve spoke. ‘Could we borrow this, please?’

Melanie’s mother looked over at her husband, who nodded a silent agreement.

‘Thank you. We’ll make sure it’s looked after and returned.’

Mrs Ross nodded once. ‘How did you know Melanie modelled?’

Eve hesitated, not sure how Melanie’s folks would take the next bit of information. ‘There was a headline left at the scene.’ She flicked the scrapbook open and pointed: ‘This one.’

Confusion clouded Mrs Ross’s face.

‘We don’t know the significance yet, but we wondered if you might be able to tell us anything?’

Mrs Ross said nothing, dabbed at her face, her husband not moving.

Eve kept on with the questions. ‘Did Melanie have a boyfriend?’

Neither Mr nor Mrs Ross answered straight away, a look passing between them. Mr Ross coughed, fidgeting on the sofa. ‘No.’

Eve wasn’t sure how Mr and Mrs Ross were going to handle what she was about to say. ‘I’m sorry, but it appears that she went to the hotel to meet someone.’

‘How the hell do you know that?’ Mr Ross boomed. ‘She could’ve been taken against her will. Maybe she thought she was going to meet a girl friend.’

Eve answered. ‘I doubt it, Mr Ross. The bag had items in it to suggest she knew about the meet.’ She didn’t expand on that. Neither parent argued the point, and the look that had passed between them before preyed on Eve’s mind. She continued.

‘We have a name. We don’t know if it’s connected yet, but it would help if you could tell us if it means anything to either of you.’

Eve could have sworn she saw a flicker of panic on both their faces. Mrs Ross’s hand gripped her husband’s tighter. Mr Ross rubbed a hand across his forehead, dragged it over his eyes.

‘What’s the name?’

‘Mr Phillips.’

‘The bastard!’ The venom in Mr Ross’s soft whisper made more sense when the man jumped to his feet and shouted it the second time, as if it had hit home – dragging his wife with him, knocking the tray from the table. His wife made a choking sound, a scream catching in her throat, any hope in her eyes gone.

Eve was by the man’s side in a second. ‘Easy, Mr Ross. Tell us what you know about him.’

Melanie’s father looked at Eve and sank to the sofa, head in hands. ‘Mr Phillips,’ he spat, ‘Ryan, is Melanie’s brother.’




Chapter 4

Eve stared at the curtains, standing shoulder to shoulder with Melanie’s father. The chemical smell was overpowering even through the sheet of glass behind the divide. James Ross’s breathing was laboured. In through the nose, out through the mouth. An attempt to steady himself, waiting for the two thick lengths of material to be drawn, trying to be ready for what they were about to reveal.

Mr Ross had brought his brother, as two people were required to confirm identification. Eve knew the men next to her would never be ready. If only Mr Ross had listened, hadn’t felt the need to be here … but she wasn’t a parent. And she’d never had a father who cared about her.

She put a hand out to offer some kind of comfort but quickly withdrew it, the gesture as unwelcome to her as it probably would be to him. His brother stood rigid on the other side of him. The pulley squeaked. Eve braced herself. The curtains inched back, a chink of light at their centre, the space becoming wider, revealing the white expanse of a sheet pulled taut, a lump beneath. The starched material was bright in contrast to the gun-grey metal sides of the gurney, a colour that dominated Aberdeen Divisional HQ’s mortuary, hidden in the basement, away from the living. Mr Ross had stopped breathing, holding tight to the air in his lungs, waiting for the curtain to open far enough.

Her head was the only visible part of her. That was enough. Eve waited, ready, catching Mr Ross as he stumbled, his brother still standing frozen. Eve gripped to stop him falling over, letting him scream, sob and to finally vomit all over her shoes.



Eve shifted forward, ignoring the throbbing in her leg, and poured a glass of water from the jug on the low round table at the centre of the worn armchairs in the family room. She passed the glass to Melanie’s father and watched him take it with trembling hands. His brother had gone home.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I can’t believe it.’ Mr Ross shook his head and stared into the glass.

‘I know. I apologize for the timing of this, but now that we have a formal identification, I have a few questions that I need to ask.’

Melanie’s father raised his head and looked at Eve for the first time since arriving at the mortuary. He nodded.

‘You said that Ryan Phillips was Melanie’s brother?’ Eve didn’t question Ryan’s different surname or venture towards where her mind had already gone, thinking of the contents of Melanie’s bag.

Mr Ross’s eyes darted away. Eve let the silence stretch, giving him time to figure out how to tell his story. Mr Ross knocked back the water, probably wishing it would give him the courage of something stronger, and fixed Eve with his stare.

‘You’ve got the room booking and the other stuff. I think you’ve worked out that Melanie and Ryan were together in another way.’

Eve didn’t react. Of course that’s where the evidence had taken her. She wasn’t shocked. There wasn’t a lot she hadn’t come across during her years on the job. Compared to other things, this was nothing. But not to the man sitting in front of her. It was as if he’d shrunk in front of her eyes, the words finally spoken out loud taking away a piece of him.

Mr Ross pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘There’s no point in me concocting a version of the truth, is there? I mean, would it avoid tarnishing my daughter’s memory? Would it see justice done?’

Eve swallowed. ‘No, it wouldn’t and, as difficult as it is, I know justice is what you’ll want to see happen.’

Mr Ross’s flat palms rubbed at either side of the glass, painstakingly slow, turning it this way and that. His voice cracked when he spoke again.

‘Melanie and Ryan were always close. Even when they were little. The real inappropriate behaviour between them started in their early teens. Uncomfortable, the looks between them, their exchanges. Ellie and I didn’t want to believe what was happening in front of our eyes.’

He ran his finger around the lip of the glass, staring at it as he did, needing something to distract him from what his mouth was doing.

‘Our attempts to stop what was going on only made them more determined. Ryan especially. He was always a confident, cocky kind of kid. Gave us a lot of trouble over the years.

‘Melanie was completely different, always eager to please. Or at least she was until all the stuff with Ryan. But even then, I think it was him. He could be frightening.’ Mr Ross paused.

‘He had a way about him that made others do what he wanted. Melanie didn’t stand a chance. She was timid then, awkward, didn’t realize how beautiful she already was. He played on that, fed into her insecurities.’

Mr Ross shifted in his seat.

‘I threw him out six months ago. We were terrified Melanie would follow him, but he had nothing to offer her, at least not in the financial sense. He was working in a bar, moved in with a pal renting a poky flat, the last we heard. We were estranged from him after that. Ellie was heartbroken.’

Mr Ross fell silent, his face showing memories that haunted him. Eve filled the gap. ‘Would you have an address for the flat?’

‘Ellie does. She felt better knowing where he was.’

‘I understand. We’ll need a photo of Ryan too.’

Mr Ross nodded and reached for the overcoat that he’d slung over the arm of the chair. His hand disappeared into the inner pocket, pulling out a leather wallet when it came back into view. He flipped open the wallet and picked at something beneath one of the transparent folds, his shaking fingers struggling before he was able to pull it free. He held out his hand.

Eve took the small photograph from him. ‘Thank you.’ A dark-haired, good-looking young man with intense brown eyes stared at her from the little square. It wasn’t lost on her that Mr Ross still carried it around with him. ‘Please, carry on.’

He looked like it was the last thing he wanted to do, but he did. ‘At first, we kidded ourselves that they might’ve finally seen sense, but, although we never spoke about it, we both knew it never stopped between them. We’d only made it easier for them. No more nagging at them under the same roof, no idea whether they were together when Melanie was out.

‘We wondered if maybe he’d got his own place, especially the nights Melanie didn’t come home. We had a savings fund that was to be released to him at twenty-one. A substantial amount. They both did. We never changed that. I wanted to, but Ellie said no. His was released to him last month. I think it relieved Ellie’s guilt a little.’

‘Guilt?’

‘That we’d somehow failed him. That we could still do right by him by giving him a decent start in life financially, could give them both that. I, on the other hand, never felt responsible for who he was
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