

Chapter One

Two women remained in the cemetery after the funeral, one above the ground, one below. Neither could feel anything.

The whole day had passed without sensation. A service, attended in huge numbers, had taken place in a church. The burial had been for close friends and family only. It had been a quiet, dignified affair. Throughout it all – readings, hymns, eulogy, the shaking of hands and slow nods of mutual regret between mourners – Detective Chief Inspector Ava Turner had tried to comprehend what was happening, and largely failed.

She knew her friend was dead. That her body was in the coffin. Never again to share a secret smile. That reassuring presence, forever absent now.

Ava had dim recollections of conversations during the day. People asking if she was okay, expressing sympathy. She felt sure she’d done the right thing, which seemed to be to smile and respond with one of the polite half-truths mourners told one another at such times. Yes, she was fine, thank you for asking. Yes, the deceased was a wonderful woman who had made her mark on the world. No, she would never be forgotten. Yes, the tributes pouring in would have made her proud. No, she didn’t need anyone to drive her home. That final one, at least, was entirely true.

Ava lifted her head to find that, at long last, everyone had gone. Some kind person had organised drinks and canapés at their home, but it was the last place Ava wanted to be right now.

Smoked salmon blinis with crème fraîche? No thank you, a woman I loved with all my heart is dead.

The rain was coming down and the fresh grave was liquefying, muddy rivulets running towards Ava’s newly polished boots. She watched as the water spattered the leather, making a mess of the hem of her black trousers. She preferred them that way. Life was neither clean nor neat and tidy. It was a shit show, and Ava didn’t want to keep on pretending anymore.

Bending down, pushing one hand into the mud, she wondered how cold it was below ground, wishing ridiculously that she could tuck a blanket over her friend’s body to keep her warm. Wishing she could hold her one last time.

‘You bastard,’ Ava told Death. ‘How dare you take her from me.’ Death, typically arrogant, didn’t feel compelled to answer. ‘I loved her.’

That was the moment Ava began to feel again, and after that she could feel everything.

Every icy raindrop. Each bite of the whipping wind. The tearing, ripping teeth of grief. The nausea of understanding the timeline of forever. And worse than anything else, the expanding void of pointlessness.

Ava pushed her hands into her stomach and fought the desire to take to her bed and lie there forever. She cried tears that were bitter with hatred and sweet with memories. She screamed into the howling Edinburgh gale, but even the echo of that noise was taken from her as if she was entitled to nothing. Pressing her upper teeth hard enough into her bottom lip to draw blood, she rejoined the world.

There was work to be done, and work would save her. She could bury her grief in custody records and forensics reports, cold cases and door-to-door enquiries. Back at the station, she could encase herself in the Major Investigation Team, hide behind a facade where other officers addressed her as ma’am and didn’t ask about her private life. Ava knew that without the life raft of distraction, she would throw a few belongings in a bag, pick up her passport, and simply leave. She still might. But not yet.

For now, there was a case to be solved, evidence to be gathered. A trail to excavate and then follow. Ava swallowed her heartache. It stuck in her throat for a moment, trying to choke her, but she was stronger.

‘You didn’t win,’ she told Death quietly. The anger was gone from her voice. Only a reedy sadness remained. ‘You’ll never really take her from me. I know she’s still here.’

She packed up her sorrow, tucked it away where no one could stare at it, and began the long walk back to those awaiting her leadership.




Chapter Two

Edinburgh City Mortuary was a vacuum of silence. Multiple officers from her team had already viewed the footage Ava was there to see and she’d read their reports, but she still needed to watch it herself.

She was met at reception by an efficient young man she’d never seen working there before, and guided into a spare office where a computer was ready to play the file. She was offered coffee but refused it, then the door whooshed softly shut and Ava was alone.

She pulled out a notepad and pen to record her observations as she went, knowing she would watch the footage a hundred times more before the case was done, but she had to start somewhere. The screen was blank save for a case number in the top left-hand corner. The practice of videoing postmortems had only become common procedure a year earlier in all cases where there was some sign of criminal activity. In this case, the deceased had yet to be identified. Missing persons files had been cross-checked but no one matching the deceased’s description or appearance had been reported missing in the previous six months. Putting a name to the corpse was the number one job on Ava’s list right now. She pressed play and Edinburgh’s Chief Forensic Pathologist appeared on screen, running her fingers over a computer keyboard before glancing into the camera and beginning her work.

‘Right,’ Dr Ailsa Lambert said, snapping on gloves, ‘this young man – identity as yet unknown – is aged between twenty and twenty-five years. Measurements already taken show that he is 5’11” in height, slim build, Caucasian, dark brown hair, hazel eyes. Weight is 178 pounds.’

Dr Lambert pulled back a sheet to reveal a naked body, devoid of the healthy pink colour of life, with a patch of bloody scabs on his upper abdomen. Ava peered more closely at the screen, writing her first question: how old are the scabs?

‘The only externally visible trauma is to the abdominal area. It’s not clear yet if that was caused accidentally or deliberately but there are remnants of butterfly stitches amongst the scabbing.’ Dr Lambert walked towards her computer, unclipped the little camera poised above the screen and walked with it to the body. The viewpoint suddenly switched to first person as a gloved fingertip pointed at tiny white fragments of paper between the scabs. ‘Whatever caused the trauma, medical treatment was given, though it doesn’t appear to be professional. My assessment is that surgical stitches would have been applied at a hospital, and the extent of the scabbing shows that insufficient care was given to fully stopping the bleeding before the butterfly stitches were applied. Nonetheless, an effort was made to assist this young man.’

Dr Lambert shifted position and made her way down to the man’s feet.

‘Feet are an adult male shoe size 10, although no shoes were recovered with the body. There are no obvious injuries to the soles, and the skin on the upper surface is intact. However,’ Dr Lambert pulled down a light attached to a magnifying glass, positioned it to show the soles, and pointed, ‘the general redness indicates a recent irritation. On closer inspection I found patches of what could be either thorns or splinters. Those have been removed and sent for testing to ascertain what plant or wood they came from.’

Ava paused the video file to write herself another note: where are his shoes? Was he running away? As she hit play again, she imagined the pain of having soles full of thorns or splinters and wondered why he hadn’t removed them himself. Unless he couldn’t.

‘Come on, Ailsa,’ Ava whispered to the screen. ‘Give me something useful.’

‘Just above the ankles,’ Dr Lambert continued, ‘there are bands of faint redness indicating further skin irritation. There’s no bruising and no abrasions, but the pattern indicates repeated pressure or rubbing in that area over both ankles. I’ll be excising the skin over those patches to take a look below the surface for a better indication. Other than that, the legs have no external injuries.’ She ran her hands up and down each leg. ‘I can’t feel any abnormalities. Muscle tone and condition is within acceptable ranges. No evidence of wasting that would indicate disease or malnutrition.’

She gently parted his legs.

‘Penis and testicles are undamaged. Swabs of the skin have been sent away for trace evidence. Around his anus, however, there is substantial reddening and some chafing that forms a drip pattern towards his coccyx. If he had been tied down on his back for long periods and not allowed use of a toilet, that might explain the reddening. It’s not dissimilar to nappy rash in babies.’

Ava made herself an additional note to run theories about that past the pathologist.

‘No external injuries on the arms. Some older scarring,’ Dr Lambert pointed to one or two areas, ‘but I’d say those injuries are all more than twelve months old. The wrists have similar vague and broad red lines to the ankles, which I will investigate further. There are no specific pressure points or marks but certainly there’s an indication of interference. I’d rule out any hard restraints as the cause of these marks. It’s certainly not chain, handcuffs, cable ties or thin ropes. Maybe a wider section of material, strong but soft.’

She picked up his right hand and pointed the camera at the nails, close-up.

‘The fingernails on both hands show some damage, some broken tips. Each nail has been cleaned and the contents sent for testing to see if there’s DNA from any other person. There’s yellowing at the end of each right hand fingertip and between the right middle finger and index finger, indicting both that this young man was a heavy smoker and that he was right hand dominant. Obviously the state of the lungs will inform us better about that.’

Dr Lambert rested the man’s hand back down, muttering quietly to herself. Ava paused the footage, rewound it a couple of seconds, increased the volume and leaned in to catch what the pathologist was saying.

‘Damned cigarettes. Government licensed murder, that’s what it is.’

Ava smiled and sighed. Ailsa Lambert never minced her words. Tiny, fierce, brilliant and a poster girl for old-fashioned values, she epitomised professionalism and kindness.

‘There are no visible injuries or sign of disease on his back or his buttocks,’ Dr Lambert was saying. ‘His throat and neck are unharmed. No swelling, no abnormal movement. I’m going to clip the camera to my pocket and open the mouth now.’ She did as she’d said then pulled the light overhead to shine directly into the mouth. Opening the jaw, she ran her fingers around the inner cheeks, looked into the back of the throat, lifted and then compressed the tongue. ‘We’ve already taken dental impressions, which will remain on record for identity checks where necessary …’ She broke off. Ava sat forward in her chair. Dr Lambert unclipped the camera from her pocket and moved it closer to the mouth, then pulled down the lower lip. ‘This might help shortlist candidates to give us this young man’s name.’

In spiky script, the legend ‘60M+’ appeared on his internal lower lip. There was no doubt that it was a gang tattoo – few other people wanted to go through the pain of getting a tattoo inside their mouth. That might bring the case to a much swifter resolution. Gang violence often led to premature deaths. It remained a tragedy – there was still a family to be notified – but death in the line of criminal activity was a possibility foreseen on a daily basis by gang members.

Dr Lambert checked his eyes and nose, ran her hands through his hair, clipped a section and bagged it for further testing, then moved the camera again so it was directly over the scabbing. She must have pulled a ruler from her pocket as one suddenly appeared in the frame.

‘The scabbing starts two inches below the centre of the ribcage. The injured area is five inches vertically and four inches horizontally. The scabs are in rough patches leading me to believe that the initial injury wasn’t a single incision. In that event, the most likely explanation is that these wounds were caused by an accident. I’m going to remove some of those scabs to preserve them, then cut around the wound so as not to damage any evidence that might be concealed immediately below the skin.’

Dr Lambert clipped the camera back onto its original mount on her computer, changed her gloves and picked up a scalpel.

Ava paused the footage once more, stood, stretched her arms and flexed her neck. She didn’t want to watch. It was her own fault. She knew she shouldn’t have come straight from the funeral to this. It was her job, though. She’d seen plenty of dead bodies before. Pointless being oversensitive now. She sat back down and pressed play.

The scalpel slipped easily into the taut skin just below the shoulder joint. Dr Lambert ran it diagonally downwards to the centre of the chest, returned to the other shoulder joint and made them meet.

‘Right,’ she said, ‘I’m deviating from my normal course.’ She pulled out the scalpel, prised up a few sections of scab, bagged them and set them aside for labelling and testing, then picked up her scalpel again. ‘The skin beneath those scabs was starting to heal, so I estimate those wounds were made some three or four days prior to death, confirming that this wound alone was not the immediate cause of death. There’s no infected tissue around the edge of the scabs or the wound. That was either very lucky, or the wound was properly cleaned at the time the butterfly stitches were applied.’

She dug the point of the scalpel into the base of the Y-section of incision in the chest and began drawing it downwards to open the abdomen and access the lower organs. Ava crossed her arms and took a deep breath.

The scalpel stopped. Dr Lambert frowned then stepped in closer, bringing her head down to the incision to see what the problem was. She tugged once, twice and the scalpel began moving again, then it popped out of the skin. She laid the tool down and slid her fingertips into the incision, one hand either side of the wound, teasing the skin apart, eyes as close to the abdomen as possible to identify the problem.

Ava heard the hissing before she saw anything happen.

Dr Lambert pulled the incision open, and a bloodied circle of metal popped upwards, spinning. There was a visible spraying of tissue to highlight the fact that the gas was exiting under pressure. Red flecks spattered the walls and floor metres from the body. Whipping her head backwards, Dr Lambert instinctively put one hand to her mouth and pressed back down on the canister sticking out of the body with the other.

It took only a second for the horror to register in her eyes. She doubled over, her forehead hitting the corpse’s chest before she staggered back, grabbing for the table, a chair, anything to keep herself upright.

Ava looked away, put her own hand over her own mouth as if the gas were in the room with her too, steeled herself for what was to come and forced her eyes back at the screen.

Dr Lambert gave up trying to push the lid of the canister down. She was choking now, gasping for breath. The hissing had grown louder as the metal had emerged from the corpse. Dr Lambert crashed to her knees hitting the edge of a metal trolley as she went down. It shook but did not fall. Fate kept dealing cruel blows.

The small windows into the room were positioned near the ceiling to avoid passersby seeing in. The glass was thick to stop the sounds of saws from echoing through the building to where administrative staff or visiting families might hear. The room was effectively sealed to stop the stench of death from pervading the atmosphere.

Just maybe, Ava thought, if someone had been passing, the sound of a crashing tool cart might have attracted attention. But it wasn’t to be. Dr Lambert was on her hands and knees. Even with her limited view, Ava could see she was struggling to breathe. The temptation to rip off her surgical mask to get more oxygen must have been enormous, but Dr Lambert’s discipline was greater. She kept the mask on, one hand pressed against it. Did her best to crawl in the direction of the door.

Ava’s face contorted in fury. She put her hands up, clutching each side of the screen as if the image might escape, gritting her teeth.

Dr Lambert collapsed onto her side, knees drawn up, head thrown back, beginning to convulse. Spittle began to drip from either side of her mask, her eyes were swelling red. Her head flew from side to side as she fought the toxic gas. Finally, when she must have known she would never reach the door – probably knowing that even if she did, there was no way she would open it and risk the lives of her colleagues – Ailsa Lambert pulled the mask from her face.

Fighting her pain and fear, she turned her head towards the camera.

Dr Lambert looked into the lens, shook her head, took a rasping breath and spoke her last desperate words.

‘Ava, I’m sorry.’

Ava’s hands made claws against the screen, and she ground her teeth together so hard that her jaw was an agony. Ailsa was apologising to her for something she couldn’t possibly have foreseen. Apologising in the knowledge that Ava was going to have to view the footage and witness her dreadful death. Apologising for leaving her.

Still she watched.

Dr Ailsa Lambert, who had celebrated her seventieth birthday a month earlier, who had served the people of Edinburgh and Scotland throughout a distinguished career, took another twenty-six minutes to die. Her body twitched, arms and legs flailing.

No one came.

She vomited, clawed at her face, sucked in insufficient oxygen, until Ava could hear the bubbling rattling in her friend’s lungs.

Blood made its way out of Dr Lambert’s mouth and nose.

Still, no one came.

The neat, focused, pin-sharp woman who had been friends for decades with Ava’s parents, who had been a second mother to her, became a scrunched-up ball of dysfunctional cells on the floor. The tell-it-like-it-was teacher to many a police officer, scenes of crime officer or expert, a woman who didn’t suffer fools lightly, perished slowly and in agony. She, who had cared for so many families, carried them through their pain with extraordinary empathy – knowing what information to share and what to spare, understanding what language would soothe and what would patronise. A woman who had dedicated her entire professional career to promoting justice, relief and healing.

The gas finally finished with her at 4.02 p.m., her last expulsion of air a ghastly drumroll of phlegm. Ailsa, who Ava had believed invincible, lay alone on the floor of her own morgue until 5 p.m. when her secretary entered to say goodnight.

Stepping straight back out of the suite when the gas hit her, the secretary called in a specialist crew. The building was emptied, suits with oxygen supplies were donned, and finally, at 5.44 p.m., an attending officer stopped the video camera from recording. Only then could Ava stop watching.

‘Fuck!’ she bellowed, ripping the monitor from the ties that bound it to the computer stack and throwing it across the room where it hit a wall, denting the plasterboard and landing in a broken heap. The young man who’d shown Ava in raced into the room, took one look at her face, and backed out without a word.

In that instant, DCI Ava Turner made Ailsa Lambert a promise, one she intended to keep no matter the consequences or the cost.




Chapter Three

The incident room was silent – an almost unknown occurrence – as Ava approached it. Police officers stayed sane by using banter at all times. Now, heads were down as eyes scanned screens, documents and photos. Telephone conversations took place in whispered voices. The Major Investigation Team was still in shock. She put her hand on the door, composed herself, and entered.

‘Don’t stand up,’ she said, before anyone could waste their energy. ‘I’ve viewed the full footage from the postmortem murder. Detective Sergeant Lively, I want you chasing up—’

‘You are going to be fucking fired.’

Everyone stood. Ava didn’t flinch.

‘Ma’am,’ DS Lively said to the stick-thin, red-lipsticked woman in the doorway who had spoken, ‘we’re making progress.’

‘You speak again before I’ve finished, Sergeant, and you and the DCI can buddy up revamping your CVs,’ Detective Superintendent Overbeck said without bothering to look at Lively. ‘Turner, how dare you petition the Procurator Fiscal to sign off the release of a body when we don’t have so much as a lead on a murder suspect yet.’

Ava folded her arms and waited it out, so far beyond arguing about her decision that she was already bored.

‘You want to give me the silent treatment? Fine with me. I’ve put up with your subordination bullshit long enough. Pack your fucking things.’

‘No,’ Ava said.

Overbeck stalked across the floor, her metal tipped stilettos scratching like nails on a chalkboard. Several officers winced and chose to look away. She stopped a matter of inches from Ava, looking down at her, her voice a whisper carefully designed to carry throughout the room.

‘Detective Chief Inspector, I am suspending you from active duty. You are facing a disciplinary review. Go home immediately. If you refuse to follow a direct order, the disciplinary tribunal will no longer be required.’

‘Ma’am, Dr Lambert’s funeral was this morning,’ Lively said quietly. In his fifties, an old-timer compared to most of his colleagues and not in the best physical shape thanks to a wicked biscuit addiction, he wasn’t afraid of the consequences of speaking up. ‘It’s been hard on everyone, the Chief most of all. Could we maybe just take a moment …’

‘I don’t need your help, Lively,’ Ava said.

‘Sergeant,’ Overbeck interrupted. ‘I need a volunteer to do a three-month rotation giving talks to school children. Congratulations. You’re being transferred out of MIT. DCI Turner, last chance. Leave the station now.’

‘I asked the Procurator Fiscal to release the body for burial on the basis that Dr Lambert’s organs were removed and preserved at the morgue. Ailsa Lambert’s death – every moment of it – was captured on high quality video. We have the weapon, we know the methodology, causation has been established beyond question. There is literally nothing any defence team could use to hurt us at trial.’

‘They can ask for a second fucking postmortem on the murder victim!’

‘They have one. An independent postmortem took place with no police presence before the organs were removed. Every conceivable sample was taken twice, half of them left untested in case a defence team requests them. The only issue at trial will be identifying the person who put a pressure operated toxic gas canister inside that corpse. Nothing else.’

‘And what about Dr Lambert’s family? You didn’t have the right to make the decision to bury her. Just how many lawsuits are we facing?’

Ava dropped her arms and met Overbeck’s glare with her own.

‘I was her family,’ she hissed. ‘Ailsa left everything to me. Everything she owned, every decision, all the legal authority. Her sister is in a care home suffering from advanced dementia. There was no husband, no children, no other living relatives. Her loyalty was to her career. I had both the legal authority and Ailsa’s blessing to make the choice. She wasn’t going to lie in a drawer in her own fucking morgue waiting for us to find who did this to her.’

‘You stupid girl,’ Overbeck muttered. ‘Dr Lambert was a consummate professional. She would have been the first and the last person telling you to comply with normal procedure, to do it by the book, and not to make it bloody personal. You’re too close to this. You should have walked away from this investigation the second you heard what happened.’

‘Er, Chief,’ a voice called from across the room.

‘Wait,’ Overbeck held up a palm in the speaker’s direction. ‘Turner, I’ll give you the time you need to get your notes together and brief whoever your second-in-command is on this.’

‘Actually it’s important.’ Ava looked up at Detective Constable John Swift who was waving a piece of paper enthusiastically in the air. Swift, still in his twenties and prone to bouts of confusion, went red in the face. He ran a hand through his unruly hair as if to make himself more presentable.

‘What the hell is it, Constable?’ Lively snapped.

‘The tattoo on the bottom lip of the corpse: apparently the M stands for “months”. Sixty months is the minimum prison sentence needed to be allowed in the gang who use the tattoo.’

Lively looked up at Ava. ‘We ran the corpse’s DNA through the database. There was no match. If he’d been convicted of a crime or gone through the prison system, his DNA should be on record.’

‘DI Graham,’ Ava said to a huge man who stood unobtrusively at the back of the room, a gentle smile on his face. ‘Liaise with any officers you’ve worked with who have been undercover in local gangs,’ Ava said. ‘We need inside information. I’m guessing it’ll be difficult to persuade any gang members to talk to us directly?’

‘Almost impossible. The consequences for them sharing information are too severe for any of them to break the rules, but I’ve a few contacts on the periphery from my days on the streets. I don’t want to put any of them in danger, but I’ll look them up and do my best,’ Pax Graham promised.

‘I appreciate that,’ Ava said. ‘Lively, send a photo of the deceased – face only – out to every prison in the UK. He might not have served his time in Scotland. Let’s see if there’s a prison guard who recognises him. The missing DNA might be an anomaly. The system’s been known to fail. Samples could have been mixed up. Also, circulate the details with probation services. Anyone who’s served a long stretch will have been allocated a probation officer.’

Overbeck was undaunted. ‘I meant what I said, DCI Turner. You’re off this case and standing down from duty. I won’t have any loose cannons on my team. My office, thirty minutes, with a comprehensive plan for handover.’

There was a quiet knock at the door.

‘Dr Carlisle’s here,’ PC Sandra Biddlecombe announced, fiddling with her watch to avoid making eye-contact with Overbeck. ‘I’ll show him in.’ She stepped back into the corridor, her shortness all the more noticeable as she ushered in a tall, sombre black man with close-shaven hair, carrying an open laptop with one hand as he typed into it with the other.

He looked from Overbeck to Turner, assessed the situation, then made his way quietly to the side of the room and waited until all eyes were on him.

‘Good evening,’ he began. ‘I’m Dr Nate Carlisle, currently acting Chief Forensic Pathologist in Edinburgh, transferred here from Glasgow as an emergency appointment. I know the circumstances are difficult. Many of you will have known Dr Lambert well, as did I. We have some updates, and I know you have twenty-four-hour operations on this case so you’ll be getting information as I receive it.’

Ava moved away from Overbeck and perched on a desk in a corner of the room, pulling a band from her pocket and tying back her long curly hair. Overbeck remained where she was, expressionless.

‘I appreciate there’ll have been some frustration that it’s taken longer than usual to get forensic results back. It was difficult to access the postmortem suite safely to begin with, and toxicology testing can be a lengthy process. I can now confirm that the gas released into the morgue was chlorine gas. I’ve had a reconstruction of the canister used to deliver it made so you can understand precisely what you’re dealing with, but let’s start from the beginning.’

He linked his laptop into the screen on the wall and it lit up with a photograph of a corpse Ava was all too familiar with. The photo showed the scabbed section of stomach before Ailsa Lambert had cut into it.

‘Rough zigzag incisions were made into the corpse’s stomach and the flaps of skin would have been pulled back to allow access so the device could be fitted into the stomach cavity.’

‘Would it not have been easier to have cut in a straight line?’ DS Lively asked.

‘It would,’ Carlisle replied. ‘My theory is that a single neat incision would have been a much more obvious surgical intervention and therefore a red flag to any pathologist. She might then have entered the abdominal cavity via a different route, possibly avoiding the canister completely. We can assume that whoever did this anticipated that the presence of scabbing and stitches would make it look as if the injury had been sympathetically handled, making those wounds appear less threatening than they actually were.’

‘What would it have felt like to the victim, having a metal object sewn into his stomach?’ DI Graham asked. ‘Would it have been painful?’

‘The victim was sedated for surgery, and my belief is that he continued to be sedated afterwards, otherwise we’d have seen a lot more damage from his restraints as he fought them. The sedation would have limited both his pain and his emotional distress, but yes, it’s likely he was aware of what happened on some level. Now, if you could all stand and gather round, there’s something I want to show you.’

They shuffled out from behind their desks, leaving a space for the superintendent. Ava hung back. She had a clear enough memory of what they were about to see.

Nate Carlisle took a plastic box from his case and removed the lid. Beneath it, an object was concealed by multiple layers of taut clingfilm. He handed an officer a scalpel.

‘Start at this end of the box. Your job is to get a clean cut all the way through,’ he instructed.

The officer got the tip of the scalpel in without a problem, dragged it along until it hit the concealed object, then it snagged and she used her fingers to pull the clingfilm apart. As the film gave way, a metal lid popped up and into view. As the lid came completely free, it began to spin. The natural reaction from the watching officers was to put their faces closer to watch what was about to happen.

A perfumed spray covered them all. They threw their heads back, stepped away, a couple of them reaching out to push the canister lid back down.

‘It’s all right,’ Dr Carlisle said. ‘The tech team borrowed the contents from an aerosol deodorant. But this,’ he held up the canister itself, ‘is both very simple and very clever. The device triggers when the pressure is released from the top of it, same as a landmine. Nothing more complex than a spring, but there’s a battery in here too, and a connection is made when the lid’s released. The spin mechanism is powered, then the gas is released and circulated using an aerosol. The engineering isn’t complicated but the chemical aspect was clever. The wound needed to heal for enough days that there was a good natural pressure seal to avoid the canister going off accidentally.’

‘How did they make the chlorine gas?’ Lively asked. ‘That stuff’s got to be a chemical weapon or something.’

‘Historically it’s been used as exactly that, partly because it’s easy and cheap to make. Most of what you need to make it you’ll find in a cleaning supplies cupboard. Mix bleach with an acid, even urine. Together, you have a potentially lethal gas. Even at very low concentrations it causes skin irritation and breathing difficulties.’

‘And at a high concentration?’ Overbeck asked.

‘If you lean down into it, if the gas is pressurised, if you take several deep breaths of it and exposure continues?’ Carlisle set the canister back in the box. ‘It begins with burning inside the throat, nose and eyes. Immediate damage to the bronchial tree. The gas is very distinctive. Dr Lambert would have recognised the threat immediately which is why her first thought was to try to shut the canister, but the spring only goes one way, then it locks.’

There was a long silence.

‘Tell us how she died,’ Ava said. ‘The mechanics. We need to know what we’re dealing with.’

Nate Carlisle sighed.

‘In the video, you can see Dr Lambert’s face becoming irritated from the gas, the redness and swelling. That would have been replicated internally. Her throat would have begun to swell, she’d have experienced dyspnoea, meaning breathing would have become difficult quickly. Pulmonary symptoms would have started after that: rapid pulse, irregular heartbeat, a lack of oxygen to her vital organs. Chlorine gas is heavy and Dr Lambert was in a sealed room. The initial dose made her fall to the floor which is where the gas would then have accumulated.’

‘So she’d have continued to breathe it in,’ Lively said.

Carlisle nodded.

‘Her breathing would have become laboured, causing secondary effects like cramping. We know that she suffered haemoptysis—’

‘Translate,’ Overbeck said.

‘Coughing up blood,’ Carlisle explained. ‘There was haemorrhaging of her respiratory tract. Her lungs were so badly damaged that her brain and heart couldn’t get enough oxygen. Eventually she suffered a cardiac arrest.’

‘So she was burned, bled internally, suffocated slowly then had a heart attack,’ Ava summarised.

All eyes were on Dr Carlisle.

‘That’s about it,’ he said.

‘The set-up means the pathologist was the target,’ Ava continued. ‘Whoever did this wanted no one else to interfere with that body until it was in the morgue. They knew the canister would be triggered during a postmortem. And they were willing to kill someone else to use his body as a weapon.’

‘It looks that way,’ Carlisle agreed.

‘So all we have to do is trawl through forty years of cases in which Dr Lambert helped convict murderers, and figure out which one of them might have wanted revenge,’ Lively said. ‘That’s going to take forever.’

‘You’d better get started then,’ Ava said. ‘I want half of you focusing on Dr Lambert’s previous cases. Categorise suspects – those released from prison, those still alive, those with the means and capacity to do this, and those still in prison who could organise other people to do this on their behalf. The rest of you follow up the gang lead. We need to identify our corpse. He’s the only direct contact to our killer.’

Officers scattered in all directions and got back to work. Nate Carlisle began to pack up too.

‘I’m not done with you, Dr Carlisle,’ Overbeck said. ‘I’d like to know if DCI Turner engaged your support with releasing Dr Lambert’s body for burial, because if so, your stint as acting Chief Forensic Pathologist on my patch is likely to amount to a very short stay.’

‘I wouldn’t have agreed to anything that compromised a case – this one or any other,’ Nate Carlisle said softly, looking Overbeck directly in the eyes, keeping any defensiveness from his voice and his stance. ‘There were the morgue staff to consider, too. Keeping Dr Lambert’s body on the premises was extremely distressing for them. The independent postmortem and storing of the organs was a compromise. It’s a break from protocol, but these are exceptional circumstances.’

‘It seems I’m the only person left who cares about procedure, discipline and accountability. I’m done having this discussion in public. My office now, Turner,’ Overbeck said.

Another man appeared at the door, mid-thirties, dark brown eyes, and even darker hair, enviable looks.

‘All units alert,’ he said, his words rolled within a thick French accent. ‘We’ve been told to get every available police officer searching the city streets. The message came from whoever killed Dr Lambert.’

‘How can you be certain of that?’ Overbeck snapped.

DI Luc Callanach held up a piece of paper and read from it. ‘Because they said, “No chlorine gas this time. You need boots on the street. One hour.”’




Chapter Four

Units rushed out to cover the city in a grid formation, no one knowing what they were looking for, or if there really was anything to be found. Orders were to spread out and cover as much ground as they could, and to be on the alert for anything suspicious.

Ava jumped in an unmarked car and took the wheel, Callanach wrenching the passenger door open and throwing himself in as she pulled away.

‘Tell me about the message,’ Ava said.

‘It came through to a phone number MIT uses for appeals for information. Whoever called used a digital voice changer, so the voice sounds robotic. We can’t even be sure if it’s a male or a female speaking,’ Callanach said.

‘We didn’t get a warning before the attack on Ailsa, so why are we getting one this time? This could all just be a waste of time and resources.’

‘Maybe the attack at the morgue was to put themselves on the map, make sure we were listening. Without that, we might not have responded to this message at all,’ Callanach said. ‘Listen, I know you don’t want to talk about it, but …’

‘Don’t ask if I’m okay. I’m going to do my work. Overbeck can threaten to take me off the job, but she’s been in the force long enough that she’s got a whole closet of skeletons to worry about. She doesn’t want to start picking through mine.’

‘I don’t care what Overbeck thinks, but you and Ailsa … you were almost closer to her than your own mother, Ava. Maybe this isn’t the right case for you.’

‘That’s for me to decide. Ailsa wasn’t a blood relative and I’m not implicated in her death, so the protocols don’t apply. If we took every police officer off the case who knew her and cared about her, we wouldn’t have anyone left to work the investigation. I’m as well placed as anyone else to find out who killed her.’

Callanach watched her take every corner with clinical precision, her mouth set straight, and knew she was in a place so dark there would be no talking to her. She’d been his closest friend, and sometimes more, since he’d left Interpol and joined Police Scotland looking for a fresh start three years earlier. Through it all, he’d never seen Ava like this. Her fury was scorched onto her face.

‘All units,’ the radio announced. ‘Head for the Innocent Railway Tunnel entrance on Holyrood Park Road.’

Callanach grabbed the radio and replied. ‘Got that,’ he said. ‘Please advise, has there been a second message?’

There was some static, followed by the screech of a wheel spin as Ava U-turned the car.

‘Yes, sir. The message said, “I changed my mind. You have four minutes.” Then it gave the location. We have paramedics en route.’

‘Seal off the entrance from the A7 road,’ Ava ordered. ‘Make sure no one can approach from inside the tunnel. We’ll be there in two minutes.’

Luc shut down the call and turned back to Ava.

‘Do we need to stop trains? Are we going to find someone literally tied to a train track?’

‘There are no trains. These days it’s just a path for cyclists and pedestrians, but originally it was the first underground railway passage in the UK. It’s tricky to locate if you don’t know where to find the entrances.’

The air wailed with sirens as they joined a stream of emergency response vehicles approaching the site. Ava turned up East Parkside, but by then the area was blocked.

‘We won’t get any closer than this. Time to run.’ She stopped the car, left the keys in the ignition in case another officer needed to move it, and they ran, Ava leading the way.

From the residential cul-de-sac they headed onto a footpath, rounded a ninety-degree bend and were met by a crowd of first responders yelling instructions to one another. The sides of the footpath were overgrown bushes and eighty metres ahead was a dark brick arch.

A woman dangled in the archway’s mouth, neck in a noose, the origins of the rope hidden in a mass of thorny bushes above the entrance. Her long, dark hair swung to and fro, but there was no breeze. Ava looked down at her body. The woman’s fingers and toes were twitching, just barely. And her belly was swollen beneath her shirt.

‘Shit,’ Ava said, pushing forward between bustling bodies. ‘She’s pregnant.’

‘She’s still alive,’ Callanach shouted, a head taller than Ava with a better view above the throng. Louder, he shouted, ‘She’s not dead yet. Get her down.’

A makeshift stool that appeared to be a large toolbox was already being set beneath the hanging woman’s feet. Two police officers jumped up, one supporting the woman’s legs to take the pressure off her neck and buy her some time, the other holding that officer still so he wouldn’t fall and create even more pull on the rope.

Ava stepped aside to allow access to an ambulance crew who were racing in with a stretcher, medical kits and oxygen.

More officers appeared on the bridge above.

‘We need wire cutters!’ they shouted.

Ava studied the upper section of the bridge, and her eyes located barbed wire, a stream of it, tangled and entwined into the natural foliage, designed to prevent officers from reaching down to the rope from which the woman was hanging. She grabbed binoculars from a uniformed officer to get a better look at the victim’s face.

Her skin was the colour of an overused white sheet, lips grey, eyes half-shut reddened slits.

‘There’s no time left. Cut her down now!’ Ava shouted. ‘Out of my way!’

Police and firefighters left a path for Ava to get closer to the bridge.

‘We need to cut through the barbed wire to get down to the rope,’ came the response from the bridge. ‘It’s been nailed into the brickwork.’

‘Get a crowbar under it, you only need to see an inch,’ Ava responded. ‘Have that stretcher ready. I need officers around her feet in a circle. Everyone’s going to fall when the tension’s gone. Be ready to perform an emergency caesarean in the ambulance. Move!’

The kick had gone from the woman’s legs. Her hands were open-palmed and relaxing.

‘Cut it now!’ Ava shouted, moving forward again.

Above the bridge, an officer had shoved a crowbar beneath a few strands of wire, enough for another to slide a knife over the visible section of rope.

Callanach took hold of Ava’s arm.

‘Chief,’ he said. ‘This is nothing like what happened at the morgue. It doesn’t feel right.’

‘Not now.’ She shook him off, still twenty metres from the victim, and headed forwards.

The knife sawed through the rope. The strands gave way one by one. Ava could see the weight of the body shifting downwards, the officers reaching higher up to make sure they could catch the woman as she toppled forward. A third officer was hoisted up on a colleague’s shoulders to add more hands to make sure they caught her.

The officer on the bridge with the knife kept sawing the thick rope. He paused for a moment. Ava wasn’t watching the body anymore. The knife-holding police officer cocked his head to one side and opened his mouth to say something.

The explosion was a rainbow that started white and rolled through every shade of yellow, orange and red before engulfing the crowd in grey-black smoke.

Ava saw the officers on the top of the bridge flung into the air before she heard the bang. Men and women fell like dominoes from the blast. Body parts flew over Ava’s head and a red mist descended through the smoke. She tasted meaty metal before putting her face to the floor and trying not to breathe in death.

That was when the rumbling began. She looked up and her eyes met Callanach’s. He was a few feet behind her in the dirt and already getting to his feet, moving forward. Ava forced herself up to join him, the world tilting left and right as she tried to shake the ringing from her ears.

‘Get away from the bridge,’ Callanach yelled.

‘Go!’ Ava shook the men and women dusting themselves off around her. ‘Get away from here.’

They stumbled forwards, each able-bodied officer grabbing the arms or legs of a body and hauling them backwards.

It started with a few bricks tumbling from the hole at the top of the bridge, then huge sections of brickwork were falling. A thunderclap heralded the front of the bridge entrance falling forwards, covering those bodies not recovered. Brick dust layered on top of the smoke from the explosives, and the living had no choice but to back away to safety. 

New sirens approached until the environment was nothing but sound and hazy light. Civilians were running from nearby houses, collecting the injured and walking them to safety, every home opening its doors and offering shelter until more paramedics could take over. 

Ava took the arm of a young, shaking female officer, took her by the chin and looked her in the eyes. ‘Focus on me. We have to check the Innocent Railway Path from the other end to see how far back the damage goes and if anyone’s injured inside. Call it in for me.’ The officer nodded and got on her radio.

Ambulances came and went. A doctor made an attempt to check Ava and was ushered away by DS Lively who’d arrived at the scene late from the other side of the city. Callanach split teams between assisting the scenes of crime crew, guarding the perimeter, and trying to ascertain which first responder units had been in the area at the time.

Ava tried to recall what the hanging woman had been wearing and went looking for her clothes. She found a section of bloodied baggy green hoodie, one hundred metres away in some bushes. 

In her head, all she could do was wonder: how many dead? She tried to reproduce the earlier scene in her mind. There had been several officers on top of the bridge, two balanced on the stool, another on his colleague’s shoulders. The paramedics directly under the woman, maybe three of them? And how many others gathered around, arms up, doing their duty to the last?

Her shouting, ‘Cut the rope now!’

A rope that none of them had considered might be a detonator. Except that wasn’t true, either. Luc had taken her by the arm and tried to tell her. She’d ignored him, rushed in, so desperate not to lose another person that she’d sacrificed how many? Luc, who had seen what she too might have seen if she hadn’t let Ailsa’s murder overwhelm her.

A helicopter buzzed overhead. Not one of theirs. Ava grabbed a radio from the nearest police officer.

‘Get that helicopter out of the area right now. Call a judge and get a court order if you have to, failing that just fucking shoot it down.’

‘Er, ma’am?’ came the response.

Ava switched the radio off and handed it back.

‘Chief,’ Luc called, appearing in a scenes of crime suit. ‘They need your clothes to check DNA for the dead list, and the superintendent’s here.’

Ava dragged her eyes away from the pile of destruction and made her way to a hastily erected crime scene centre of operations tent where Overbeck was waiting for her.

Overbeck looked her up and down, didn’t comment on the bloody mess Ava was in, and asked, ‘How many dead?’
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