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Chapter 1

A mere impression

Night after night, he returned to that one place.

If he listened very carefully, he could hear the water lapping against the gondola. His body seemed to sway with the gentle motion of the little boat, and the air held the cloying mist of a Venice evening, the rich aroma of ripe, roasting tomatoes drifting across the canals. The last rays of sunlight played warm across his face, before the great orb finally dipped below the horizon.

In that beautiful half-light, the vivid pinks and oranges of a Mediterranean sunset, the glorious San Giorgio Monastery loomed before him. With the sun behind the tower, he couldn’t see the detail of it, only shadows in grey and greyer and black. It was breathtaking. It was priceless.

But the real beauty lay in the reflection. The building stretched out over the water, rippling with every wave, the boat moving with the monastery. No clear, still reflecting pool this. The ever-shifting waters tossed the light this way and that, until the magnificent tower was no more than an uncertain shadow on the water. An absence of colour.

Chink!

The sharp noise broke his reverie and Paul Roberts was back in Cardiff.

Angry at the disturbance, he moved his flashlight towards the sound. It was probably just the old building settling, shifting some of the workmen’s tools. The museum renovations were taking bloody months – Mike from the day shift said the builders were more often holding mugs of tea than hammers and saws.

Paul returned to the picture, but Venice was gone, the illusion faded with that rude awakening. He was alone in the chilled gallery, his ill-fitting uniform chafing against his skin. He scratched at the reddened skin where the waistband of his trousers dug into flesh. He had put on weight again.

He lumbered across the gallery, the last vestiges of Italy falling away behind him, as he headed for the pokey little security office and his instant noodles. He might stream the NFL kick off game – working night shifts had given him a taste for American sport. As a Welshman, his first loyalty was to the rugby, but American football had its charms. Even if those boys were sissies for needing all that padding just to run about a field.

Shhhhhck!

The ripping sound cut right through him and Paul turned on his heel, flashlight raised like a baton. ‘Who’s there?’

Between the little puddles of light around the artworks, the black was absolute, only made deeper by the brightness of the lights. Paul squinted into the black spaces, his heart beating up into his throat as the seconds stretched into millennia in his panic. Who was lurking in the darkness and what did they want? His boss was never going to forgive him – neglecting his duties, mooning at paintings. If something was lost, could he forgive himself?

He heard a whisper of movement to his right. Despite the screaming of his nerves, Paul ran through the archway into the adjacent gallery, looking left and right for the intruder.

Then he saw her.

The cruel rend was jagged, uneven across the background – more like a lumberjack’s hack than a surgeon’s precision. The top of the canvas had flopped over like a dog-ear, obscuring face and gloves and bustle. All that remained visible were her perfect skirts, fold upon fold of cerulean, azure and sapphire, and that cheeky inch of scandalous toe protruding beneath them.

The bastard had cut ‘The Blue Lady’.

Paul could weep for her. His hand stuttered forward, to restore her beauty, but then he jerked back. He must not damage her. Talia and Soo-jin and Noah – they would know what to do for the best. They would save her.

He should call them right away, before the cops. They had to preserve her – the weight of the canvas threatened to tear her further, rip her open like one of Jack the Ripper’s whores. Split open for the vultures—

Thud!

Paul’s head collided with the painting and he slid, stunned, to the ground. He tried to get up, face his attacker, but his arms were strangely heavy, his legs uncooperative. His body was a sack of stones, beyond his control, a ghost of something like pain spreading over the back of his head.

He gasped for air that would not come and, as he looked up at the encroaching darkness, his vision was filled with the most perfect blue.

And a splatter of red.


Chapter 2

The mausoleum on the corner

The museum was lit up like a carnival, the flashing blue lights reflecting off the white marble façade as if a waterfall had suddenly sprouted from above the colonnade.

Jason parked his vintage Harley beside Detective Inspector Bryn Hesketh’s unmistakeable unmarked car. While many ageing cops had back seats covered in dog hair, Bryn’s was matted with the fallen strands from the heads of his brunette daughters. Jason had yet to discover either of their names, as Bryn had made it clear that he was risking his manhood by even asking.

Two uniformed coppers nodded as they let him through the cordon, no questions asked despite his shaved head and leather jacket. The pair were young enough to only remember Jason as the hacker’s assistant and not from his prison record or handcuffing him for swinging a punch down St Mary Street on match day.

The imposing wooden doors stood open, midmorning light flooding the beautiful atrium. Jason hadn’t visited the National Museum of Wales for years, not since he was a boy running among the dinosaurs, but time hadn’t taken away from the awe he felt in the space. The vast marble ceiling stretched above him, dark red banners jutting out from the walls to contrast with the white. A statue sat at one end, frowning down at the horde of law enforcement officers that had taken up temporary residence.

Another uniform directed him up the right-hand sweeping staircase, past a tense, middle-aged woman wearing a bright, flowery blouse. She was frantically talking into her mobile phone in a language he didn’t recognise, her striking eyebrows threatening to hit her hairline. Jason’s knowledge of Welsh consisted of one to ten and a handful of stock phrases – ’I like coffee’, ‘fish and chips, please’ – but this sounded like something more European. Spanish, perhaps, which made sense with the light brown tint to her skin. The woman nervously wiped her forehead with a handkerchief, beads of sweat immediately replacing those removed. ‘Bad day at the office’ didn’t even begin to cover it.

At the top of the stairs, Jason rounded the balcony and looked down into the hall below. It was huge, beautiful staircases at each end, and framed by a circular gallery at the top. The statue suddenly seemed small, barely more than an ornament on a stark mantelpiece.

Behind him, someone cleared their throat. Jason turned and recognised the sour-faced crime scene attendant waving a pair of white overalls and little booties at him. He donned them without much fuss – an old pro at this crime scene malarkey – and signed his name on the clipboard: Jason Carr. Assistant to Amy Lane, Independent Police Consultant.

He ducked the crime scene tape and stepped into an art gallery. Even with his Neanderthal tastes, Jason could tell this was pricey stuff, a collection of the best paintings in Wales. Some of the pictures looked vaguely familiar. It was a pretty impressive collection if he recognised the paintings.

However, as he couldn’t see a crime scene, he walked on before hearing voices from the right-hand gallery. As he entered, he was struck by the famous flowers on water painting by that French bloke. Lily pads? Something like that.

‘From the stellate shape of the wound, I think we’re looking at a garden-variety hammer.’

Indira Bharani’s voice carried easily in the small space and Jason’s eyes were drawn to the pathologist. She was kneeling beside the body of a security guard with a bloody mess where the back of his head should be. She nodded to Jason as he entered, and he was glad for her calm, considered presence over her more intolerant colleagues. The police department still held plenty of animosity towards outsiders hanging with their pack, especially when those outsiders were ex-cons.

Behind Indira and the body, DI Bryn Hesketh examined a seemingly-empty picture frame. It was massive, stretching from Bryn’s ankles to just above his head. It took Jason a moment to realise this wasn’t some piece of modern art, but a painting with a large hole in it.

‘Robbery gone wrong?’ he asked, gaining Bryn’s attention.

‘Looks like,’ Bryn said. His suit’s creases had creases, and his greying hair had several tufts out of place – he’d obviously been roused from his bed by the case, called in on his day off. The privilege of being the most senior detective in the department, one of only a few left after a recent shake-up.

He beckoned Jason closer. ‘But see here, how this bit of blood has a tear through it?’

‘He killed him and then he finished removing the painting.’

Jason expected to feel revulsion, the turn of his stomach, but he was surprisingly unmoved. Maybe he was getting used to murder.

‘He was stone cold about it. I think we’re dealing with a professional.’

Bryn’s gloved fingers dipped into his pocket for his ever-present leather notebook.

‘Though he wasn’t expecting trouble,’ Indira interjected, her dark eyes flashing between her cap and mask. ‘A hammer is a poor murder weapon.’

‘What did he steal?’ Jason asked.

The remaining canvas was a wash of pale blues, pinks and greys and could’ve belonged to anything, no trace of its main subject visible in what remained.

‘Only the most famous piece in the museum.’

Jason grinned at the newcomer, clapping Detective Sergeant Owain Jenkins on the shoulder so that his floppy fringe bounced.

‘Owain! When did you start back?’

Owain’s return smile was a touch off his usual easy expression. ‘Two weeks or so. First time they’ve let me away from my desk.’

Jason regretted bringing it up now. He didn’t want to think about the visits to Owain’s hospital bed or the weeks after, when he was too pale and too tremulous to even hold a spoon. A gunshot wound had almost stolen him away, the resulting fallout from the botched investigation sending an earthquake through the department. From what Jason had heard, the detective superintendent had lost his job and they were down two full-time detectives. No wonder Bryn had bags under his eyes.

Owain quickly reported to Bryn, as if he was also eager to shrug off the past few months. ‘Security logs confirm that there was no break-in. The robber-slash-killer used one of the staff’s swipe cards – uniforms are with her now. Her car was broken into last night.’

‘Professional outfit. I knew it.’ Bryn turned to Jason. ‘That’s where you come in, boy.’

Jason was jotting down notes in his own notebook, near identical to the ones in Bryn’s and Owain’s hands.

‘Sure. I’ll tell Amy the bones of it. She’ll want to see the security logs, of course, and the CCTV footage.’

Bryn hesitated. ‘That’s not … This one’s not for Amy.’

Jason looked at him blankly. ‘But you called me.’

‘You. I called you. I was hoping you had a few old street contacts who might know who’s dealing in art over coke these days.’

Jason laughed. ‘I was never in that kind of gang. We were more into chucking stones at expensive cars and—’

‘Robbing the gold exchange.’

Jason’s expression was stone. ‘Nothing to do with me, that one.’

The oft-repeated lie came smoothly and Bryn obviously didn’t believe a word of it. They maintained the polite fiction that Jason had paid his public dues for all his crimes and that Bryn didn’t know the truth about how Jason ended up in prison.

‘Well, see what you can dig up.’

Bryn turned back to the painting and Jason felt like he’d been dismissed, even though the whole thing sat uneasily in his gut. How could he go back to Amy and tell her that he had a case but she didn’t?

‘So … you’re not after Amy at all? You’re really gonna leave her out of a murder?’

He caught the look between Bryn and Owain. It was a look full of secrecy – and doubt. If no answers were forthcoming, Jason would work on the younger cop down the pub after they finished for the day.

‘She’s got a lot on her plate, hasn’t she? Between those private cases and this new-found love of the great outdoors?’

‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Jason said.

He had seized on Amy’s ability to make it into his car with only one or two pills as a crutch, just taking the edge off her crippling agoraphobia, enough for her to make that giant leap without descending into panic. He could persuade her outside the house for short excursions, sitting in car parks at the edges of natural beauty spots and gazing at them through glass.

‘Well, whatever she’s up to, it’ll do her good to have a break, won’t it?’

Bryn wouldn’t meet his eyes. What was going on here?

The uneasy feeling intensified and Jason decided to play on his friends’ soft hearts.

‘Listen, she’s bored to tears. She needs something to focus on, something nice and legal that we can all approve of.’

‘Legal isn’t the word I’d have used,’ Owain muttered.

‘What you don’t know can’t hurt you,’ Jason said. ‘Please, Bryn – she’s driving me crazy. Do us a favour, will you?’

‘All right, all right.’ Bryn held up his hands in surrender. ‘She can look at the CCTV. But I don’t want her sticking her nose into art trafficking. That’s big business for the gangs, bigger than drugs. She’d be tempting all sorts of trouble down on her.’

‘I’ll tell her to be careful.’ But Jason knew there was a fat chance of that once Amy heard the painting’s story. International paper trails were her favourite type of hunting.

‘Make sure you do. Can’t lose our pet hacker now, can we?’

Jason grinned. She might struggle to step outside the front door, but Amy always dived in head first where a murder was concerned. He would never be able to keep her away from a chase like this.

And, when the fire filled her eyes, the thrill of investigation animating her body, Jason couldn’t see why he’d ever want to.


Chapter 3

Oil and water

Amy checked her email for the tenth time that morning – nothing. Zip, nada, nowt.

The investigation front had been quiet for weeks, aside from the usual cheaters and petty thefts. Her brain itched for activity, the need to solve a puzzle, put together the connections that would lead to a victory, an arrest, justice.

After weeks of enforced hiatus, while Amy recovered from her injuries and Jason waited for the criminal justice system to come to its senses, she wanted to leap out of the gate and straight into a case. Instead, they had bumbled along without much to entertain them except Netflix and Jason’s culinary attempts to interest Amy in vegetables.

And they had Jason’s sudden desire to explore the wilder, greener side to Cardiff and its surrounds. It was a fervour Amy could’ve done without, but Jason loved being out and about and she liked the way he smiled at her when he was driving her to somewhere new, sharing his Cardiff with her.

Her phone buzzed and she picked it up without looking. ‘Jason?’

‘I have a case for us.’

Amy vaguely recalled Jason saying something about Bryn that morning, but she’d been in the middle of a Creeper attack on Minecraft and thought it safe to ignore him.

‘Robbery? Murder?’

‘How about both? I’m bringing some CCTV home and I’ll fill you in then.’

As he disconnected, Amy felt a burst of warmth at the way he said ‘home’. Most of his stuff was here now, not at his mother’s, and Amy sometimes liked to pretend that if she stopped paying him, he would still stay. They were friends. He was her best friend.

Amy had never had a best friend before. She had retreated into the house during her early teen years and never really left. She had friends in every corner of the globe, connected to them via various different threads of communication, but nobody who knew her. Not like Jason knew her.

It was for him that she had agreed to venture beyond the front door. If she had a couple of diazepam, she could just manage it. Not claw the car door apart or start screaming incoherently. She had coped before, she told herself – it would get easier. The car doors were still intact, at least.

She brought up the BBC News website to see if she could work out their case from the local headlines. But she didn’t have to go further than the front page, the robbery and murder at the National Museum of Wales the top story after some agitation in Eastern Europe. A dead security guard and a missing masterpiece had earned Cardiff a spot on the national stage, although the city was probably sick of murder-tinged publicity.

She felt the thrum of curiosity in her blood, her mind already leaping away to all the possibilities, the theories. Her fingers danced of their own accord, the data singing to her as she threw herself out into the streams.

By the time Jason came home – home – she would know ‘The Blue Lady’ inside out. He was always so impressed by the way she found things out, how her mind deciphered all the pieces of the puzzle until they formed a cohesive whole.

He inspired her to be better. She wanted so desperately to be better for him.

Jason headed down to the security office with Owain and took the CCTV footage into his custody. He left Owain to ask some follow-up questions and was heading back down the corridor to the front entrance when he heard a woman crying.

He stepped through an open doorway into a workshop with various works of art dotted around the benches. Everything from canvas to pottery to jewellery was included in the collection, in different states of restoration or cleaning. Some works were protected from prying eyes, shrouded in heavy dust covers against the walls. Beneath an elegant scabbard from which an antique sword handle protruded, the crying woman sat at a desk, sobbing into her handkerchief. Her bobbed black hair covered one half of her face entirely, but from what he could see, she looked East Asian, in her late-twenties, and wore a white smock covered in smudges of paint.

‘You all right, love?’ he asked, which was a stupid question, because clearly she wasn’t.

She jerked upright and waved the handkerchief in front of her face. ‘I’m fine. It’s nothing.’

He perched on the bench beside her. ‘Doesn’t look like nothing to me. Did you … did you know him?’

She started crying again and scrubbed at her eyes desperately. ‘You will think me so heartless. I didn’t know him.’

Jason didn’t know what to make of that – until he recognised the painting behind her as another of those particular oil paintings, the ones with the splodges that looked like the artist was in a hurry. Like Water Lilies and the missing blue lady, around which this woman’s world was built.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘We’ll find the picture.’

She looked painfully grateful for his understanding. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Soo-jin! No visitors allowed in the workshop.’

The owner of the voice had a tumble of dark curls, loosely tied close to her neck, and darker eyes. She had one hand on her hip, the picture of indignation in a paint-stained white coverall, and was shadowed by a skinny man with an artful three-day stubble and a smock similar to Soo-jin’s.

Jason stood up to greet them properly. ‘I’m with the police.’

The woman snorted like a hog. ‘The police? Don’t be absurd. Get out before I have you arrested.’

‘I’m a police consultant,’ he tried to explain, even though it was a little white lie.

But she wasn’t buying it. ‘You’re a hack, don’t deny it. Playing on Soo-jin’s naïveté.’

‘Talia!’ Soo-jin protested, but it fell on deaf ears.

‘I am counting to ten. If you’re not gone by then, I will scream and bring all those nice uniformed officers down on you.’

Jason drew a business card out of his pocket and handed it to Soo-jin. ‘If you need anything,’ he said, before walking past the angry Talia and back out into the museum.

He bumped into Owain in the atrium and they silently walked out together towards the Harley.

‘Right odd lot, they are,’ Jason said. ‘One woman crying over a picture and another paranoid that I’m a journo.’

‘That’s the price of being a genius. Just look at Amy.’

Jason thought Amy’s oddities were more tied to her volatile anxiety than her oversized brain, but he didn’t correct Owain. He spent most of his waking hours with Amy – she took time to decode, and he wasn’t surprised that most others didn’t have her figured out.

‘Give my love to Cerys,’ Owain said, as he opened his car door.

Jason paused before putting on his helmet. ‘You’re seeing her tomorrow, aren’t you?’

‘Can’t now, can I? Not with a case like this on the books.’

Jason had seen precious little of his sister since she’d started police training, and the weekends she wasn’t studying were more likely to be devoted to Owain than anyone else. Jason didn’t mind the cop dating Cerys because he was a good bloke, but he didn’t like her being messed around.

Owain shrugged helplessly and got in the car. Jason watched him drive off, bemused. For him, family always came first. If his mam or sister needed him, he would drop everything in a heartbeat.

But then he also worked for his best friend and she would always need more looking after than Gwen and Cerys combined. Other people had jobs they left at the door, but acting as Amy’s live-in assistant demanded everything from him. Friday was technically his day off, but he’d chosen to answer Bryn’s call. Chose work over hanging out with his mate Dylan at his garage, tinkering with dodgy motors and dodgier parts, or going out for a few pints. Maybe that meant he was finally growing up.

Or maybe he had caught the mystery bug and couldn’t walk away.


Chapter 4

Mad skillz

By the time Jason arrived home, Amy knew everything about La Parisienne.

The artist was a renowned Impressionist painter – so famous even Amy had heard of him – and the model a theatre actress. Demure and ladylike by today’s standards, she had been a sexual provocateur in her time. And now she had been stolen.

‘How did you find that?’ Jason asked.

‘I turned on the news.’

Amy suppressed a thrill at the pleasant surprise in his voice. She liked to surprise him.

‘Here’s the CCTV.’ He offloaded a couple of CDs on the desk. ‘Indira’s going to email you her report when she’s done.’

‘This is going to be a very different murder.’

‘Why’d you say that?’ His voice carried from the kitchen and Amy could hear the kettle rising to the boil.

‘The victim wasn’t chosen. He was unlucky. The crime worth investigating is the theft.’ Amy paused, her imagination kicking into gear. ‘Unless the killer stole the painting to cover up the murder. Maybe Paul had made enemies among the museum staff and they plotted together to kill him in the night, make it look like a robbery.’

‘The security card was stolen.’ Jason placed a mug of tea at her elbow, traditional chocolate digestive balanced on the rim. ‘And it’s a lot of trouble to go to just to kill a guy.’

‘There are simpler explanations.’ Amy tapped the digestive against the side of the mug, leaving a chocolaty smudge. ‘I should do a social media check just in case.’

‘What do you want from me?’ Jason asked.

It was a dangerous question, when he was looking at her like that in the reflection of her blank third monitor. But Amy knew the way he meant it – the only way he meant it.

‘Do you know anyone who deals in fine art?’

Jason burst out laughing, which was unexpected and unnerving. Amy felt a prickle of heat on her neck and shoulders, anxiety rising.

‘What? What’s so funny?’

‘You and Bryn have strange ideas about Cardiff street life.’

Amy’s fear died away. ‘What about Lewis?’

Jason’s childhood friend was currently locked up in Swansea Prison, which was where Jason would be – if he’d made it to the gold heist. His best friend Lewis had been resentful for a long time and it had taken a family tragedy to bring them back together, brothers once more. Amy was pleased that Jason had friends, even if they were notorious felons.

‘I can ask him,’ Jason said. ‘I’m heading over tomorrow anyway.’

‘I’ll search from this side.’

Finding the secret dealers of priceless artefacts would be more than difficult. When your client had enough money to splash out on a liberated museum piece, he had enough money to hire bad guys to come after you if it all went pear-shaped. Security was the highest priority, and anonymity the next.

‘Bryn says be careful.’

Amy made a vague humming noise, only half listening as she clicked on another link about Henriette Henriot, the actress in the missing painting.

Jason kept talking. ‘Guess you don’t just type “missing Renoir for sale” into Google.’

‘That was almost funny. Have you been practising?’

Her remote connection to Bryn’s desktop at Central Police Station registered a new glut of evidence, which she greedily downloaded. She scanned the preliminary crime scene report and then reached out to smack Jason on the arm.

‘You didn’t tell me Owain was back.’

‘Owain’s back.’

‘How does he … look?’

Her right leg twinged as she asked, a phantom pain that was all in her head. Like so many things that ailed her. She and Owain had barely escaped their last major case with their lives, and the memories lingered even if the scars were fading.

She could’ve reached out to him, let him know that the nightmares were normal and soon he would feel able to face life again. Except that had never been true for her, and this latest haunting was no better or worse than those that had preceded it. From a simple childhood embarrassment that had crippled her to fighting for her life, the result was always the same: more anxiety, more nightmares, retreating into the darkness beneath her duvet.

But she had Jason now. And the work, the mysteries that made it worth getting out of bed and facing her fears. Most days.

‘All right,’ Jason said, giving nothing away before changing the subject. ‘Cerys is free this weekend. Might have her over for dinner one night.’

Amy noticed how he had given up asking her to join them at Gwen’s house, knowing she would always say no. She couldn’t handle the anxiety of even thinking about entering a place so foreign and remaining trapped there all evening, away from her sanctuary.

She reviewed the rest of Bryn’s evidence – a few crime scene photos, but fingerprints and DNA still processing – before digging out her old DVD drive to transfer the CCTV to her server downstairs. After the police had poked around in it, she had spent the whole summer refitting it with Jason’s assistance. It was hot work, even with the air conditioning working at full power, and Jason had removed his shirt on a few occasions.

She needed to find an outlet for this tension before it became unprofessional. It might be time to review the Ann Summers catalogue for the fifth time since Jason had started working for her.

Amy had always considered herself focussed and dedicated, when her depression was bearable. But her attention was waning, more intent on watching her assistant than keeping an eye on the evidence. Though he was an attractive man, it went deeper than that – she depended on him. He was vital to her.

‘You all right?’

Jason’s voice brought her back and she realised she was holding the CD over the open drive, staring off into space.

‘Tired.’

It was her default excuse. The one that would prevent further questions from him. Stop him guessing the real cause of her absent-mindedness.

Processing the discs took a few minutes, so she looked over the crime scene photos, forcing herself to look, really look. But nothing was going in and Jason leaning over her shoulder in his customary position wasn’t helping.

‘It’s a funny choice of weapon,’ he said.

‘Maybe it’s all he had.’

‘For a pro? Your backup plan for a job gone wrong isn’t a hammer to the head when a gun pressed against his back would do the job, or even something gun-shaped if you can’t get hold of the real deal. Why risk the time for GBH or murder when the threat works better anyway?’

At moments like these, Amy was abruptly reminded of Jason’s past. She didn’t ask exactly what he would choose, or whether his experience was practical. Some things were better left in the dark.

AEON, her loyal computer, beeped to let her know the CCTV transfer was complete, and Amy cast a look over the files.

‘Only the past twenty-four hours. I’ll need at least a week to look for the reconnaissance men.’

‘I’ll get you the rest tomorrow.’

To Amy’s ears, he sounded bored, distracted. She glanced back at him and saw the phone in his hand.

‘Text?’

‘It’s nothing,’ he said and put the phone away.

Keeping secrets. Probably another woman, as per usual. Amy had lost count, though she kept the background checks saved in a private corner of her server. He was her assistant and it was in her interest to protect him. Or so she told herself.

Amy pushed her thoughts to one side and opened up the CCTV. She chose to examine the murder window first. The first disappointment was that the footage was in greyscale, silent, and not infrared-enabled. However, they had placed a camera directly on their masterpiece.

‘There he is.’

Jason had returned his attention to the monitor, as a person dressed all in black and wearing a balaclava entered the room. He made a beeline straight for the painting – and did nothing. He seemed in awe of it, taking in every inch of the picture. He then examined the frame, looking but not touching, patient and thorough.

‘What’s he doing?’ Jason voiced both their thoughts as Amy tried to detect the method in his madness.

‘He’s looking for the alarm triggers?’ Amy hazarded a guess, but she had no idea.

After this continued for several minutes, he withdrew something from his pocket and started tapping tentatively at the frame.

And then he dropped it.

He froze, listening. Slowly crouching, he tucked his gloved fingers under the hammer and attached it to a belt. Returning to the picture, he withdrew something else from the belt and suddenly slashed along the top of the frame. He started drawing the knife down the right-hand side – and stopped.

He moved away from the picture, out of frame, and a few moments later, another man ran into the shot. He approached the painting and stared.

‘The security guard,’ Jason said.

The attack was swift. The man in the balaclava leapt in and knocked Paul Roberts over the head.

‘He’s short. Look at how he hit him overhead like that. A whole head shorter than the guard.’

Jason’s commentary broke the spell of the gruesome film, the victim falling forward to head-butt the canvas. His legs collapsed beneath him and he fell on his face in front of the painting.

The body’s legs twitched and then lay still. The man in the balaclava stood over him for a long moment before reaching down and removing the hammer from his head. He wiped it on his own trousers and returned it to his belt, before standing over the security guard’s body and continuing to cut.

‘Fuck, that’s cold.’

‘He wiped the hammer on his clothes,’ Amy wondered, stuck on that detail. ‘Specific evidence that links him directly to the crime. How could he be so stupid?’

‘He killed him instantly. Must be a professional.’

‘On his trousers! Surely an amateur.’

They looked at each other, Amy not quite meeting Jason’s eyes. She was torn between demurring to him, placating him, and standing her ground, acting like his boss. Instead, she said nothing.

The footage played on. The thief and murderer cut free ‘The Blue Lady’, reaching above his head to finish the left-hand side, and rolled her up. He walked away with the painting tucked under his arm, leaving the dead man in his wake and never looking back.

‘We have an unshakeable witness to this murder and yet we have no idea who did it.’ Frustration burned in Amy’s veins. The evidence was forensically perfect, yet next to useless.

‘We have the weapon, the motive and the opportunity,’ Jason said, his voice echoing her quiet fury. ‘But the suspect list could be infinite. That painting must be worth millions.’

‘Forty million. And hundreds of private collectors willing to pay at least that to possess her.’

‘Her?’ Jason sounded amused. ‘It’s a picture of a lady, not a real one.’

She was real once. Amy held her tongue, because she knew how ridiculous that sounded. She didn’t know why the theft of a picture should affect her like this. It was a lifeless thing.

But it wasn’t, was it? The unspeakable blues of that dress paled in comparison to her flawless skin, the sparkle of mischief in her eyes, the knowing smile. To Amy, she was a missing woman akin to a kidnap victim.

Amy cycled through the feeds and noticed a conspicuous absence. ‘That’s strange. The laboratory area has no cameras.’

‘Makes sense – cover the expensive stuff with the best money can buy, but leave the back rooms with nothing.’

‘Not if you want to uncover a thief’s exit strategy.’

Amy picked up the feeds from the external cameras, each guarding one of three exits from the museum, and waited. After fifteen minutes, she set the footage to fast forward, speeding through the minutes and hours until the image lightened with the dawn. As the time stamp rolled over to 08:30, a female security guard approached the side door and opened it with her swipe card.

‘Where is he?’ Jason asked.

Amy continued to watch the door, as a number of museum staff filtered in. Then, the police came crashing in through the front door and the museum was locked down, a few staff members milling around outside as those inside presumably remained in the CCTV black spot until the police could interview them.

The footage cut out at exactly nine o’clock – the end of twenty-four hours of footage. The rest of the day was still recording at the museum.

‘I need that CCTV,’ Amy said. ‘Because, going by the evidence we have—’

‘The thief never left the museum.’


Chapter 5

Me and my shadow

When Jason reached the museum, the mass of police officers had been reduced to a couple of plods reluctantly keeping watch in front of yards and yards of crime scene tape.

While Amy searched for old city maps and blueprints of the museum building, Jason played errand boy by fetching the rest of the day’s CCTV along with the preceding week to check out anyone looking shady. When Amy latched on to a theory, she was like a dog with a bone and everyone else servants to her master plan.

Jason didn’t recognise either copper on the door, so he felt around in his jacket pockets for the ID Bryn had given him. Nothing.

The Carr charm was probably not going to cut it, as both officers would be up for disciplinary action if they let in a reporter by mistake. Besides, one of the lads already looked nervous at his presence. They were more likely to arrest him than call Bryn to see if he checked out.

‘Skulking around crime scenes? Anyone would think you’re a criminal.’

Jason scowled at his smart-arse sister, as Cerys strode over to him. Her probationary constable uniform was immaculate, though tufts of peroxide blonde hair escaped the confines of her pristine cap.

‘What you doing here?’

‘Lead didn’t work out.’

Jason knew he wasn’t the smartest bloke, but he also knew Cerys wasn’t allowed on cases yet and Central Police Station was just across the way. He was going to have words with Owain when he saw him.

‘Uh-huh. Fancy helping Amy out for a bit?’

Without further instruction, Cerys marched up to the cordon and beamed at the two officers, all eager eyes and bouncing on her toes.

‘Y’alright? DI Hesketh sent me over to fetch some evidence. Pretty exciting stuff, isn’t it? I’ve never worked a murder before!’

The officers rolled their eyes and lifted the cordon, as Jason sidled up beside her.

‘And I’m—’

‘The evidence courier. Have a good evening, now.’

Cerys yanked on Jason’s arm and dragged him into the museum.

‘Oi! I’m not the courier!’ His protest echoed around the great marble hall.

‘You want to tell them you’re an ex-convict and maybe they’d seen your face all over the news a few months ago? Why was that again?’

‘Shut up,’ he muttered.

‘Can I help you?’

Jason registered the vivid colours of the blouse before he recognised the Spanish-speaking woman from earlier, though her accent was definitely American.

‘Afternoon,’ Cerys said, before Jason could answer. ‘I’m Probationary Constable Cerys Carr and we’re here to collect some…’

She glanced at Jason and he realised he’d never actually told her why they were there.

‘CCTV footage.’

‘I’m the curator – Lucila Paniagua.’ She reached out to shake Cerys’ hand. ‘Any news of our lady?’

Cerys shook her head, and genuine sorrow filled the woman’s face. It was almost as if she’d lost a relative, regarding ‘The Blue Lady’ as a person just like Amy had. Though Lucila had probably seen the picture every day, while Amy had only had her first glance an hour ago. She continued to mystify Jason, even after nearly a year of working for her.

Lucila escorted them personally to the security office, where the security guard confessed that they only had four days of footage.

‘We only have so many discs,’ she said. ‘But you’ll catch him, won’t you? For Paul?’

‘We’ll do what we can,’ Cerys said, a second before Jason wanted to promise her they would. ‘When the museum reopens tomorrow, keep an eye out for anyone suspicious. Especially in the galleries.’

The guard nodded seriously, as if the instruction was being burned into her brain, before Lucila walked them to the side door down a bland staircase.

‘Security are taking it hardest,’ the curator said. ‘The rest of us didn’t know Paul well – Christmas parties, things like that. He only worked night shifts. He loved the time alone in the galleries.’

‘Why was that?’ Jason asked.

‘He had a passion for the Impressionists, more than some of our technicians. He’d spend hours with … what was it? San Maggiore? The cleaners have to go over that spot of floor every morning, because of the scuffs from him staring.’ A sad light entered Lucila’s eyes. ‘But not anymore, I suppose.’

When they reached the door, Jason noted the second police cordon and a plastic evidence bag taped over the external card readers and keypad.

‘This where he got in?’

‘You know better than me.’

Jason glanced back up the stairs, remembering their route. ‘And how many cameras on this stretch?’

‘Only one outside the door and one at the end of the laboratory corridor. We had some tools go missing last year. Our senior technician Talia insisted we monitor the staff.’

‘I bet she did.’ Jason remembered well the wounds from her tongue-lashing.

Lucila smiled. ‘I see you’ve met. She’s broken-hearted over the painting. We all are.’

Jason decided to just throw his wackier line of questioning out there. ‘And this is one of only three doors, right? No other … hidden exits or secret passageways?’

Lucila started to laugh, the sound threatening to take over her entire body, before she brought her mirth under control.

‘If there are, no one’s told me.’

Lucila left them at the door, Jason tucking the discs inside his jacket as they passed the cordon. A dense Cardiff drizzle was falling, the overcast sky turning afternoon to premature evening.

‘You staying round Mam’s tonight?’ Jason asked.

Cerys rounded on him. ‘Why do you say that?’ She was sharper than him, always had been, and she jabbed a manicured finger into his chest. ‘You knew Owain was blowing me off this weekend.’

‘What you and Owain get up to—’

‘Fuck off! You knew, didn’t you?’

Jason strode back towards the Harley at the front of the museum, forcing Cerys to trot to keep up. ‘It’s the case, Cerys. Nothing personal.’

‘I get to decide whether it’s personal, not you! You could’ve warned me.’

‘No way am I your go-between. I run enough errands for Amy and Bryn.’

She sulked silently until they got back to the bike, the rain falling in heavy droplets now, beating a rhythm on his uncovered head.

‘Want a lift down Butetown?’ he asked, grudgingly.

‘Yeah, all right.’

He gave up his helmet to her, as she climbed on the pillion and he kick-started the bike. Nothing. The engine didn’t even splutter, the nothingness of a failed start.

He tried again with the same result. Frustrated, he climbed off and looked it over, hoping to spot something obvious he could tidy up and be on his way.

‘You need to stop relying on rust buckets,’ Cerys said.

‘This is a genuine 1940s Harley Davidson,’ Jason said with feeling.

‘Yeah, yeah, Cap’s bike – I remember. Better make my own way while you haul that into Dylan’s garage.’

She was off before he could stop her, but she had a point. He couldn’t strip down the engine in the centre of Cardiff, and definitely not in the rain. He made a quick call to Dylan, who chastised him for dropping out of their drinks date by text before arranging to pick up the bike round the back of the
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