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Chapter 1

Body One of Eight

29 September

Death wasn’t wearing a hooded black cloak when it came for Dale Abnay. It wasn’t holding a scythe, nor did it beckon him towards a reassuring light. Death, Dale realised, as he was pulled by the feet, face down, his chin gathering leaves while the tide of his life ebbed, was a devious scumbag who’d cheated by sneaking up behind him. It hardly seemed fair. He’d always imagined himself staring death down, being given the chance of a fair fight. But death was a coward wielding what Dale guessed was a rock and saying precisely nothing as it stole his life. Bastard. 

The single blow to Dale Abnay’s head had set off a biological bomb inside his skull, and now there was one river rushing out through his ears and another issuing from his mouth. His consciousness retreated through the arteries of his brain to a small, private space in his memory that looked an awful lot like his childhood bedroom. It was the one place in the world that he’d loved and where he’d felt truly safe, until the day his father had run off with his aunt. After that, it had become a sanctuary from his alternately weeping then screaming mother, who’d called her sister words Dale had never heard before, words that got him in trouble at school aged only seven, when he’d shouted them at a girl in his class. 

Somewhere beyond the walls of that childhood room, a red haze was incoming. The wind that brought it closer howled with the sound of a fox fighting hounds, and blew in the stench of maggots devouring a carcass. Dale made sure the door to his room was locked and slid under his bed. He didn’t fit there quite the way he had as a child – his feet stuck out of the end and his back hit the underside slats – but the important thing was that his notebook was still there.

In the notebook, he remembered, were the musings of a pre-pubescent kid who’d dreamed of only two things – a career as a professional footballer, and receiving all the latest computer games at Christmas. For a while he’d wanted a puppy too, until an elderly neighbour had rescued a dog from the animal shelter. Dale had watched her walk the scruffy mutt every day, stooping awkwardly to pick up its crap in little black bags, then swinging the steaming package as she went. That had made him rethink his wishlist. He’d never been good enough to make the school football team either. At least as an adult he’d been able to buy all the games he wanted.

The room bounced up and down. Dale’s head hit the underside of his bed hard enough for his ears to ring as a crack appeared in the floor. That had to have been an earthquake. Imagine that, an earthquake in Scotland! It was the first he’d experienced. Dale reached up and pulled the cover over the side of the bed to curtain off the destruction, vaguely aware that something really bad was happening but determined to finish reading his notebook come what may. That was a better idea. Why concern himself with the things he couldn’t change? That had been a favourite of his mother’s sayings, some jumbled version of it anyway. It was the first time Dale could recall it actually applying to a situation he’d found himself in, and he decided he didn’t like it.

Dale opened the journal, rubbed his eyes, closed the cover once, waited a few seconds, then opened it again. Gone were the scrawled imaginings of a kid who’d had big dreams for a boy whose school report often noted that he struggled to concentrate and was rude to teachers. The tiny cartoon figures he’d liked drawing in the bottom right-hand corner, so he could flick the pages and watch them move, were gone. The list of who his friends were at any given time was gone. The special name he’d written over and over again – Lucy Ogunode – had been erased completely. 

He’d loved Lucy. She’d started school with him on day one and been there still when his education had ended at eighteen. She’d never once pulled a face upon being asked by a teacher to sit next to him, and had never called him names like the other kids. Lucy was kind and sweet and lovely, and her smile had been a candle in the darkness of childhood. Until it wasn’t any more, and thinking about that made his face burn and his stomach ache, so he decided he wouldn’t.

Dale looked around for a pen or pencil. There had always been one somewhere under his bed for making late-night additions, and occasionally writing notes when he’d awoken from dreams. Not today, though. Today, all his fingers found as he reached around the dark corners were leaves and twigs, and that couldn’t possibly be right because his mother would have given him hell if he’d let his bedroom get that dirty, and he was never, ever allowed to wear his outside shoes into his bedroom. 

Two wires tried desperately to connect inside his head. They very nearly made it, but then the lights went out. Dale wasn’t even sure where the light had been coming from because the curtains had been drawn and he hadn’t actually seen a ceiling, but now it was pitch black beyond the bedcovers, yet somehow he could still see the pages of his book. The source of that light, he realised, was a small torch shining from behind him. He hadn’t noticed it before, but it was providing just enough illumination for him to see instead of forcing him to curl up, alone, with nothing to do but wait.

He looked back at the notebook, wishing he could write Lucy’s name onto the pages again, but now every page was filled with thick black scribble, cancelling out every good thought he’d ever recorded there and transforming each page into a bottomless hole. Dale pulled his fingers back from the paper, certain that if their tips touched that graphite mass they would disappear and he would immediately be sucked in after them.

He flicked on through, careful to touch only the very corners of the paper, until a drip from above distracted him and his hand trailed across the page, his fingers coming away not black but green, the darkest shade of moss, and textured like – he had to think about it for a moment, and thinking was painfully slow – the stuff his mum used to arrange flowers in. It came in a block and would crumble if you grabbed it too hard … Oasis, that was it. He rubbed the infected fingers on the floor, but the stain wouldn’t shift, so he tried again. That time there was movement. He watched open-mouthed, with his skin flaking away as if he were rubbing his fingers on a cheese grater. It should have hurt, but it just didn’t. That, in itself, might have been a mercy save for the fact that he realised he couldn’t feel anything. Not anything at all. Dale pinched himself. Then he bit his bottom lip with his upper teeth. Then he punched himself in the thigh.

‘Nothing,’ he whispered. 

More drips hit his head from above, and that was an awful lot of liquid to have got through the duvet, and the sheets, and then the mattress. That water, slime-laced and icy cold, smelled of mud and worms. He hadn’t ever thought about how worms might smell until that moment, but his journal was getting wet which was bad news because it was the only thing he had left to hold onto, and if he let go of that – if he lost that – then he knew perfectly well that it would be the end.

Lucy’s name had appeared on the pages again, but there were no hearts or flowers decorating the letters the way they used to. Instead, the script was starting to run, leaving streaks of grey tears on the paper. He dropped the book, startled by the sudden scent of smoke and the flames spiking out from the spine. That part of it was real, he remembered, not a hallucination, which was good – better than good – because it meant there was still a chance that he wasn’t losing his mind after all. Maybe the fire would be enough to wake him from his nightmare and return him to reality. 

Of course he couldn’t be reading his notebook again, because in the real world, he’d burned it. He’d tried at first to rip it in two but failed, then thrown it into the fireplace in disgust, squirted lighter fluid over it and revelled in the blaze. Lucy had ruined everything. He’d spent so many years loving her from afar but keeping his distance, knowing the teenage pecking order would never permit him to be with her, before making contact once school finally finished, doing his best to befriend and charm her, and finally finding the strength to ask her out. All of which was met with nothing. Just a bland, polite rejection, which he’d found worse, in fact, than if she’d slapped his face or told him she was a lesbian or declared that she’d found Jesus and was off to join a convent. But nothing was what she’d given him, and it had been amazing how much the absence of something could be such a force. 

He’d pursued other women since Lucy, of course, but none who’d warranted having their names written in his book. As quickly as it had burst into life, the fire reduced to mere embers. Paper ashes formed a shifting, twisting haze in the slowly fading torchlight.

Women weren’t for Dale, apparently. They were either too good or not good enough. And he’d heard somewhere – was it in a movie or on a TV show? – that the lesser women were the ones he should be approaching because they were more grateful for the attention and thus more likely to let him do the things he dreamed about. The logic of that was unacceptable to him. Why should he be relegated so young to the company of women with imperfect bodies and average faces? Why did beautiful women with high, bulging breasts and tiny, tight waists not want him the way women seemed to lust after men in the videos he’d watched in that very space, beneath his bed, in the small hours when his mother was fast asleep and couldn’t catch him? 

The torch flickered a few times. Dale grabbed it and shook, trying to jolt the batteries into a second wind, but it was no good. There was, eventually, nothing but the darkness. Dale tried to call out, but drips splashed onto his tongue and the sourness made him gag. The water was creeping in now from all sides. He wanted to speak, to be allowed a few last words, but his tongue was a useless, clumsy flap of meat in his mouth, and was the bed pressing down harder on his back or was he imagining that? He felt sad that he hadn’t always been a particularly nice person, but he’d recently put a plan in motion to rebalance the scales. He’d wanted more. He was working on being better. Now it was too late.

He tried to roll onto his side, intent on pulling his knees up to his chest, to find those last few shreds of foetal comfort, but the leaves from the corners had multiplied and amassed around his body, pressing in like a dank blanket. The air was thick in his mouth and tasted of death. In his final seconds, as his conscious mind opened his bedroom door and allowed him to understand where his earthly body really was, he had just enough time to wonder if Lucy Ogunode – wherever she was – would hear about his death. And if she’d care.

As Dale faded from the world a few too-long-too-short minutes later, five girls watched and wept.




Chapter 2

Body Two of Eight

5 May

Detective Sergeant Lively from Edinburgh’s Major Investigation Team was sitting in a church and hoping he didn’t spontaneously burst into flames given the fact that he’d spent decades telling anyone who’d listen what he thought of religion. Still, there were days when the job took its toll, and recently it had taken far too many people he cared about, hence the visit. He hadn’t quite managed to get as far as actually praying when his mobile started playing ‘Black Hole Sun’ which meant the call was coming from the station.

‘Give me strength,’ Lively muttered. ‘Can a man not get a single moment of peace?’ He answered the call. ‘It’d better be fucking good.’

‘Define good,’ DS Christie Salter replied. They were of equal rank in spite of their age difference – Lively in his fifties and Salter in her thirties – but he’d taught Christie all she knew and rarely let her forget it, something she secretly loved.

‘Either I’ve won the lottery or Scotland has become a territory of the Bahamas and we all have the right to move there in our retirement,’ Lively said, already moving out into the graveyard and resenting having his personal time cut short. There were grave markers close by that belonged to some of his former colleagues, and he’d wanted to pass a few minutes with them, too. Paying his disrespects, as he thought of it. Dead friends didn’t want to be respected, they wanted to be remembered in their best moments.

‘You’d get bored of the money and sunburned on the beach. Besides, we need you here now that the squad’s down a couple of members. Actually I was hoping you were free to go to St Columba hospital. A homeless male was found with multiple stab wounds. Paramedics are blue-lighting him there for surgery.’

‘Multiple stab wounds and he’s still alive?’ Lively picked up the pace to his car.

‘Probably due to the number of layers he was wearing, which seem to have prevented deep penetration by the knife. Even so, it must have been a frenzied attack. Looks to have happened last night. He was found against the fence of an industrial unit car park in Bankside this morning by the early shift security guard.’

‘All right, I’m on my way. And how did I pick this particular short straw, given that you’re the one calling me about it?’

‘I’m heading to Juniper Artland,’ Salter said. ‘A dog walker found some remains. I don’t have many details yet, only that the pathologist is unhappy about the scene.’

‘Unhappy as opposed to which other emotion, given the pathologist’s chosen career path?’

Salter ignored him. ‘Just get there fast, would you? I don’t know if the stabbing victim will make it, and no one’s got a coherent word out of him yet.’

‘I’ll be there in ten,’ Lively said. ‘Make sure they’re expecting me. I’ll see if I can get anything from him before he’s anaesthetised. Some first week back for you, isn’t it?’

‘It’s Edinburgh,’ Salter said flatly. ‘I wouldn’t have expected anything less.’

St Columba hospital, a new build, should have been an architectural atrocity, but Scotland understood a thing or two about maintaining the integrity of landscapes. The only requirement not properly catered for was parking, in true Edinburgh tradition, and so it was that Lively abandoned hope before even entering the visitor car park and simply pulled his car up onto a patch of grass and took his identification from his pocket before the security guard was within shouting distance.

‘Police,’ he said. ‘I’ve not got time.’

‘There’s a sign,’ the security guard blustered.

Lively turned his head to read it.

‘Aye, but it only says not to walk on the grass. I drove on it. Totally different thing.’

‘That grass has only recently been planted. I’ll get hell for this,’ the guard said, dropping his head. 

Lively sighed, reached into his pocket, and tossed his keys to the guard. ‘All right then, I don’t want to get you in trouble. Feel free to move it for me. I’ll find you for the keys when I’m done. Which way’s A&E?’

The guard sighed and pointed. Lively checked his watch, tried to run a few paces to make up for lost time, then decided better of it. Any more of that nonsense and the only way he’d be getting to accident and emergency was on a stretcher with someone pumping his chest. It really was time to lose those extra few pounds – stone, his brain whispered maliciously – he’d been promising himself for the past … well, he’d lost track of that one.

The exterior of St Columba was Scots baronial, and might have been built in a different century with its miniature spires, sandstone blocks, multitude of windows and carved details that could make the most stoic of stonemasons weep. The few steps from outside to inside were an exercise in time-travel. It might have been a medical facility on a new planet, with an atrium four storeys high, lighting that bloomed ahead of you as you walked and dimmed behind, a series of balconies with designer couches and large areas of planting, each with its own spray keeping the soil just damp. It smelled of pine needles and nutmeg, and the sounds of birdsong and bees buzzing was being piped in from some secret speaker. Lively felt the familiar murk of the police station slip from his shoulders as he strode as briskly as he could manage to find the man who, he hoped, was still clinging to life.

He was directed through doors that excluded the general public, down a long white corridor and into a scrub room where he was given shoe covers, a surgical gown was draped over him, and finally he put on gloves. It occurred to him that there wasn’t really all that much difference between a modern-day crime scene and an operating theatre.

‘Dr Hall, the anaesthetist, is already in the prep room and the surgeon’s on her way,’ he was told. ‘She gave permission for you to enter but you’ll only have a minute. The patient’s in bad shape. And don’t touch anything as you’re not scrubbed in.’

Lively walked through an automatic door. Through a window to his left he saw a team of eight people preparing for surgery, getting implements into trays, adjusting lights, tying gowns and hooking up monitors. In stark contrast, the patient on the trolley in front of him looked to be in his forties with a mess of matted ginger hair and the inevitable scars of long-term outdoor living marking his face and arms. He might as well already have been dead for all the colour in his cheeks, and his breathing sounded like a clogged whistle.

As Lively stepped towards the man’s head for a few vital seconds of conversation, a woman walked through an opposite door, smiling gently with quiet good cheer and an aura of absolute calm.

‘Thank you, everyone, I hope we’re good to go. We have a visitor so let’s give him the space to do his job.’ She nodded in Lively’s direction and he couldn’t help but smile back at her.

‘DS Lively,’ he said.

‘I’m Beth Waterfall, trauma surgeon. You don’t have long, I’m afraid. Go ahead, just try not to cause the patient too much stress. I understand he’s been slipping in and out of consciousness since he was brought in.’

On the trolley, the patient’s eyes flew open. He looked up at the anaesthetist, then to Lively and across to the surgeon.

‘No, no, no!’ He began shaking his head and flailing his arms, snatching at the tubes attached to his arms. ‘Help me. Someone help.’ It came out as a mush of sounds, spittle flying from his mouth.

‘He’s tachycardic, acidotic with high lactate and low haemoglobin,’ Dr Hall insisted. ‘We’re losing time.’

Beth Waterfall shook her head. ‘We’ve got to get in there and stop the bleeding. Detective, you have only seconds.’ Waterfall adjusted her mask and moved to the patient’s bare abdomen where three wounds were bleeding through temporary dressings. 

Lively didn’t hesitate. He positioned himself above the man’s face and tried to make eye contact.

‘Sir, I’m a police officer. Can you tell me anything about the person who attacked you?’

‘You fuckin’ crazy?’ the man mumbled. ‘Gonna die here. Ge’ me out!’

‘Anything you can remember at all will help,’ Lively said.

‘Blood pressure’s dropping!’ Dr Hall’s voice was raised.

‘He’s been bleeding too long. Get him under now,’ Waterfall said. ‘Ten seconds, detective.’

Lively leaned in closer to the man’s thrashing head. ‘Give me something. Anything.’

The man grabbed Lively’s hand with surprising strength as the anaesthetic flowed into his veins. He opened his mouth to speak, then his eyes rolled and his head drifted sideways.

‘Patient’s ready,’ the anaesthetist said. ‘Blood pressure’s borderline and his heart rhythm is weak. If I keep him under long, chances are he won’t wake up.’

‘Detective, no offence, but I need you out of here,’ Waterfall said. ‘You can wait in the café and I’ll find you afterwards if it’ll help.’

‘It’s a date,’ Lively said.

‘Oh, you don’t want to date a surgeon,’ she said as a surgical assistant handed her a sheet of paper that she began reading as she spoke. ‘We’re workaholics who do antisocial hours, come home with our hair smelling of blood, and all our stories feature bodily fluids. Damn it, he’s been bleeding into his abdomen for hours. Hang some more O neg and prepare for some serious suction.’

‘Sounds like we’re soulmates.’ Lively gave Waterfall a smile she didn’t see as she walked through into the operating theatre. ‘I’ll be waiting.’






Chapter 3

5 May

Dr Waterfall reappeared four hours later, her hair in a soft bob around her face, brown eyes shining warmly. He assumed she was a few years younger than him, albeit in rather better shape. Lively headed straight for the till to buy her a coffee. She sat gratefully as he handed it to her.

‘I’d ask if he made it but I’ve three decades of experience in reading faces,’ Lively said.

‘His chances weren’t good from the second he was brought in, but my motto is there’s always hope. The surgical team fought to keep him alive, longer than we probably should’ve if I’m honest. I hate losing the fight. My first thought was that I’d have to go and inform his family. Took me a minute to realise I couldn’t and somehow that’s even worse.’ She sipped her coffee, and Lively let her enjoy it in silence for a minute. Beth Waterfall had a serene face that seemed at odds with the tenacity it took to do her job, with smile lines that radiated from the side of each eye like a child’s drawing of the sun, and a firm figure that reflected hours spent on her feet. The difference between her self-care and his made his cheeks feel hot. He reverted to work talk to cover his embarrassment.

‘What can you tell me about his injuries?’

‘I’m no pathologist, so please don’t rely on my expertise from a crime perspective,’ she said. ‘But from a medical point of view, there were three main puncture wounds, all about the same depth and the same width at the point of entry, plus some smaller ones that looked like attempts that got snagged on material, pockets et cetera. His clothing has been bagged and is being held for you to take. The doctor who first examined him said the weapon went through several layers, which might be what kept him alive for so long but it’s also what finally killed him. A more shocking presentation might have come to someone’s notice sooner.’

‘You sound pretty expert to me.’

‘I suspect a first-year medical student could have reached the same conclusion,’ Waterfall said. Her voice was low-pitched and silken, and she smiled as she spoke. Lively tried to look at his coffee cup instead of her mouth. ‘The wounds were probably bad enough to stop him from walking to get help, or even to have prevented him from calling out to passers-by depending on where he was, but they weren’t deep enough to cause an immediate bleed-out. Instead he leaked blood internally over a period of hours.’

Lively sighed. ‘Did you notice any other injuries, to his hands maybe?’

‘I didn’t look carefully, I’m afraid, but certainly none that needed surgical intervention. He suffered one wound in a kidney and that was largely self-contained. Another hit an omental vein beneath the fatty layer of the skin and that was our slow bleeder. The problem for us in surgery was that the third wound perforated his bowel, causing peritonitis. The infection alone made it unlikely he would survive. I made sure my team handled his body as little as possible to preserve evidence for you, although obviously the area of the incisions had to be cleaned thoroughly as did needle entry points and his face, as that was exposed for the anaesthetist. If you can trace his next of kin, I’d like to talk to them myself. It can be frustrating for family members not to have an opportunity to ask questions.’

‘How long do you think it would have taken for him to bleed out?’ Lively asked.

Waterfall gave a slight shrug. ‘Hard to say. Several hours, but less than a whole day. In the end, cause of death was the massive haemorrhage that meant the patient suffered a cardiac arrest.’ Waterfall reached out a hand and laid it gently on top of Lively’s. ‘I hope you catch the person who did this. The homeless community accounts for far too many deaths. We could be doing much more to help.’

‘Aye, well, pay rises for politicians have to take priority,’ Lively murmured. ‘How else would they afford their summer holidays in the Maldives?’

‘I should go,’ Waterfall said, pulling her hand back slowly. ‘Thank you for the coffee, detective.’

Lively found he didn’t want her to go, which felt oddly like having a golf ball stuck in his throat. ‘Waterfall’s an unusual name. Where’s it from?’

‘My father was from Staffordshire. There’s a village there called Waterfall. Goes back a way. My mother was from Portree. They met on a trip to Paris as students. They’d each entered a poetry competition and the trip was the prize for the winners. Love at first sight, my father said. My mother claims she made him work a bit harder than that, but I believe his version.’

Lively felt his cheeks burning again and he wondered if he might have caught some sort of virus since entering the hospital. He felt in his pocket for a card with his number on and handed her a rather crumpled item of stationery. ‘In case you think of anything else,’ he said.

‘Do you have a pen?’ she asked. Lively handed her one and she wrote a number on a serviette. ‘Here, I’m guessing you’ll need to speak with me again to take a statement. That’d be our second date, of course, so I’ll be expecting flowers for that.’

‘I’m not sure I’m allowed to do that,’ Lively mumbled. ‘Police budgets don’t tend to stretch that far.’

‘That’s a shame,’ she grinned briefly and Lively instinctively sucked in his gut and tried to sit straighter. ‘Well, don’t be a stranger. Not under these circumstances again, though, preferably.’

Lively was still trying to figure out a response when she got to her feet and walked away. 






Chapter 4

5 May

Jupiter Artland was an idyll. Its architectural landscaping, with grand swirling features and stretches of water, offered a haven both for city dwellers and tourists sick of the sight of plastic and tartan trophies. The acres of parkland closed from October to well into spring, giving the land time to breathe through the rain and frosts, untrampled by human feet.

In the hours that Lively had been at the hospital, the parkland had been transformed. Vast areas had been cordoned off, tents constructed, equipment had been laboriously brought in on foot to minimally disturb the evidence and avoid damaging the grounds. Outdoor body recovery took time. It wasn’t just the corpse that needed moving and preserving but quantities of earth around it, and a huge area would be minutely combed for a weapon, clothing and anything else that might have been discarded as the killer fled the scene. Lively was pleased he’d been on hospital duty indoors.

He took his time traversing the pathways to the leafy bowers that were home to the Weeping Girls. They stood, the five of them, hair cascading over their faces, against trees or free-standing, in the throes of emotions so strong you could hear them crying and screeching in spite of their cold stone hearts. He stared at the girls in horror. They were somehow so much more affecting than the human remains to whose decay they had presumably borne witness as the winter had given birth to spring.

Christie Salter stood watching Dr Nate Carlisle, Edinburgh’s new pathologist, as he worked. Lively had to admit that Carlisle was a striking figure in the midst of the crime scene investigation crew who were preserving the evidence and immortalising the gruesome discovery into Scottish crime history.

‘So do you fancy him too, then?’ Lively whispered from behind her.

Salter’s hand flew to her chest. ‘God in heaven, sarge, a man’s been brutally murdered here. This isn’t the place to be taking people by surprise. And for the record, I’m happily loved-up.’

‘Ach, you can still look, girl. You’re married, not dead.’

‘Distasteful in the circumstances,’ Salter murmured.

‘Oh come on, this is what we do. Have you never thought that without people getting knocked off in unfortunate circumstances, we’d be out of a bloody job?’ Lively mused.

‘I can’t believe you just reframed murder as our employment currency.’

‘Just telling it like it is. Admit it, you missed me, Salter.’ He gave her a nudge with his elbow.

Nate Carlisle – well over six feet tall, lithe and sinewy, and sporting a hairless skull that looked better on a black man than it ever would on a Caucasian – took a few steps back from the body and glanced across at them, motioning for them to join him. ‘Stay on the steps please,’ he instructed.

They approached slowly and carefully. The spectre of a defence barrister making hay with a misplaced foot or a dropped mobile phone was always lurking.

‘Just how dead is this one then, doc?’ Lively asked.

Nate Carlisle sighed and raised his eyebrows at Lively, which made Salter smile. It was refreshing that Carlisle wasn’t amused by Lively, given the boys’ club nature of so many aspects of policing.

‘I’m DS Christie Salter,’ she introduced herself. ‘What can you tell us?’

‘The remains were discovered by an employee preparing to reopen the site to the public. It’s a male, I’d say around five feet ten inches tall. I’m sure you’re both experienced enough to know that a body in this state of decomposition has been outside for several months. It’ll be difficult to be precise without reference to some factual information that tells us when he went missing. I’ll be calling in a forensic entomologist to help as there’s a lot of insect life infesting the remains. Given that we’re largely down to skeletal parts, death occurred a minimum of four months ago.’

‘Can you rule out natural causes or suicide?’ Salter asked.

‘Lean over, mind your balance and try not to breathe in,’ Carlisle said.

As one, Salter and Lively filled their lungs and bent for the best view they could get. Carlisle used a gloved finger to pull back a clump of hair from the blackening skull and directed their gazes to a crack along the bone.

‘A fracture?’ Lively asked.

Carlisle nodded. ‘Temporal bone, and the fracture is clear enough that the impact would have caused an acute intracerebral haemorrhage followed shortly by unconsciousness. He couldn’t have done it to himself.’

‘Could he have fallen and hit his head on a rock or a tree trunk?’ Salter asked.

‘He could, and the mechanics of that sort of death would have resembled a skiing accident. He might even have been rendered comatose by the blow, possibly with a brain bleed that would have stopped all meaningful neurological functioning,’ Carlisle said. ‘But that wouldn’t explain what happened next.’ He motioned behind them to a technician who was moving individual leaves with metal pincers and infinite patience. 

Beneath the leaves, furrows in the damp earth provided a pathway into dense bushes beneath a heavily canopied tree. A photographer on a stepladder was capturing the image of the drag marks that resembled the tracks of a sleigh in snow.

‘There’s a pair of walking boots deep in the undergrowth, wedged under a branch, partially buried. I’m assuming that an animal dragged the corpse out into the open, but only when it was so rotten that the ankle joints gave way. The feet stayed where they were in the boots and the remainder is in front of you. We’re missing an arm, and it’s possible we just haven’t found that in the vicinity yet, or potentially a predator took that back to its lair.’

‘Filling up the freezer for a late-night snack,’ Lively chimed in.

‘Christ, would you stop it, man? I’m sorry about him,’ Salter muttered.

‘No apology necessary. DS Lively and I have worked together before,’ Carlisle said. ‘It’s a good job he’s such an impressive detective.’

‘All right you two, point taken,’ Lively groaned. ‘Did your lot find any other clothing?’

‘No jacket, and the rest of it was lightweight cotton. Looks to me like shorts and a T-shirt, largely rotted but we’ve checked everything we found for identification. We’ve no phone, wallet or keys as yet,’ Carlisle said.

‘Is the skull in good enough condition that we’ve got a shot at facial reconstruction?’ Lively asked.

‘Give me a second and I should be able to answer that. We’re about to lift the remains.’

Carlisle disappeared to where a specialist stretcher and body cover were being positioned to take the remains to a van and from there to the city mortuary. Lively turned around on the step, getting his bearings within the wider geography.

‘This place has been closed for months. It’s a fair bet he was killed late summer, early autumn. Strange place for a robbery, don’t you think?’ He stuck his hands in his pockets and frowned.

‘I agree,’ Salter said. ‘It’s not a robbery, or if it was then they weren’t after anything as simple as money or a phone. Normally I’d be wondering if this was drugs related, but hiking isn’t a known pastime of our local drug lords. What are you thinking?’

‘Feels like an argument,’ Lively said. ‘Two mates, husband and wife, business partners. Maybe a money dispute. Hey, doc!’ he called out to Carlisle. ‘You said the feet were partially buried. How deep?’

‘Just a few inches,’ Carlisle replied.

‘Impromptu then,’ Lively said. ‘Not a professional job. If it was a hit they’d have brought a spade and tidied up. No self-respecting Scottish assassin is this sloppy.’

‘Nice,’ Salter commented. ‘Look, they’re moving him. Let’s follow.’

Out in the open, a tent had been erected to give some shelter and allow for dry storage of the necessary equipment. The stretcher was moved inside and Carlisle gave them both gloves and face masks before they got close.

As bodies went, it wasn’t the worst type to have discovered. Lively knew from bitter experience that a newer corpse was by far the more upsetting. Once the liquefaction process was done, everything began to dry out. After that, the resemblance to a person faded remarkably quickly.

Whoever the dead man was, he was unrecognisable now. There would be no identification by family members or friends. There was enough left to get reliable DNA and possibly dental records, but naming the victim was still not a certainty.

The bones were folded and mangled, with leathered flaps of skin and brown sinew connecting them. The skull, though, was intact, in spite of the crack in it.

‘Do you think the head was buried more carefully than the rest of him?’ Salter asked.

‘No, the skull’s in better shape than the other bones because our native wild animals don’t have sufficiently wide jaws to get their mouths around it and bite down. Every other part has been subjected to predator or carrion-feeder approaches.’ 

‘All right,’ Lively said. ‘Give us a call when you’re done with the postmortem. We’ll get started looking at missing persons. Cause of death was the blow to the head, right?’

‘I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion,’ Carlisle said, stripping off his gloves and pulling the body cover back over the victim. ‘There’s every chance the blow didn’t kill him immediately.’

‘Fuck it,’ Lively murmured.

‘So you think he might have been buried while he was still alive?’ Salter asked quietly.

‘I’m afraid so,’ Carlisle said. ‘With so little lung tissue left it’ll probably be impossible for me to reach a definitive conclusion.’

‘You think he was hit on the side of his head, dragged to an improvised, shallow grave, covered in earth and leaves, then left to suffocate or choke to death while unable to move,’ Lively said. ‘Probably didn’t expect that when he was eating his cornflakes, did he, poor bastard?’






Chapter 5

10 May

Salter was at her desk contemplating her decision to leave her beautiful, adopted baby girl with a child-minder, to facilitate her return to work. No matter how many times she told herself it was good for her daughter to be with other people and doing everything from swimming lessons to baby ballet, those long afternoons on the sofa with a sleeping child on her chest still felt like the best dream she’d ever had. Now she was stuck with pictures of insect larvae, a soil report and a list of hiking boot retail outlets to work through. She yawned for the hundredth time that morning and stretched as Lively, dressed in joggers, a formerly-white T-shirt and running shoes, all but fell through the doorway of Edinburgh’s Major Incident Team briefing room.

‘Medic,’ one of the squad cried, earning a round of applause.

‘Defibrillator!’ came the reply. ‘Clear!’

Lively managed to get himself fully upright, wiped the sweat from his eyes and growled at the team. ‘You all know that every one of your girlfriends comes to me for sex advice, right?’

The women in the room grimaced and tried not to gag while the men laughed.

‘All right, that’s enough,’ Salter shouted. ‘Back to work. You need a shower, sarge, or do I have to talk to you through your body’s natural defence mechanism?’

Lively sniffed one of his armpits and reeled. ‘Give me five minutes.’ He returned a quarter of an hour later sipping black coffee and wrinkling his nose at every sip.

‘No milk and sugar today! I’m impressed. Made a few life-changing decisions then?’ Salter smiled.

‘Just choosing to be a bit healthier,’ he said. ‘We never know when we’re going to be put to the test, physically speaking. My resting pulse wasn’t as low as I like it to be.’

‘Good for you. Any particular reason for the timing?’ She tried to contain her grin but lost the battle. ‘Only, now that you’re fresh from the shower, it also appears that your hair is a few shades darker than it was yesterday.’

Lively huffed. ‘Is that the extent of the detective work you figure on doing today, or are we here to solve at least one of the two bloody murders on our patch before the superintendent has another tantrum?’

‘Fair enough!’ Salter raised her hands in mock surrender. ‘I’m just sayin’, if you should find yourself needing any advice, you know, about women or dating or the like, you can ask. I won’t even take the piss.’

Lively folded his arms and sat back in his chair, mouth firmly shut.

‘All right, you win. Just remember that grooming expectations are considerably more evolved than they were in the 1980s.’ She picked up her own mug of coffee. ‘Your homeless stabbing victim’s been identified, by the way. His name’s Archie Bass, well known in the community as a chronic alcoholic but apparently he’d been off the drugs of late. Been on the streets for years but he uses the shelters in winter. A soup kitchen volunteer recognised the image we gave the uniforms to pass around. So I’m thinking, either he got in a beef with someone or we’ve got another sick fuck out there who’s taking his psychosis out on what he regards as disposable humans. Want to hit the streets with me? I’ve got some info about the places he used to hang out and identities of a few of his regular drinking buddies.’

‘I’m actually meeting his, um, surgeon, the doctor, at the, um, mortuary. She offered to help talk us through the surgical process, you know, just to cover bases and whatnot.’

Salter took a deep breath and folded her hands into her lap. ‘You’re stumbling over your words more than you usually would. And now that I think about it, I can’t recall seeing you in a shirt for a very long time, and that one, if I’m not mistaken, has actually been ironed. That surgeon wouldn’t happen to be female by any chance?’

‘That’s it. I’m late. And when we meet here later to debrief, I’d better not hear any more of this crap. If it were me asking you those questions, I’d be up in front of a disciplinary panel for sexual harassment in a heartbeat.’ He stood up and brushed down his trousers.

Salter’s smile was genuine. ‘For what it’s worth, you look very nice. And I’m not sexually harassing you. They sure as hell don’t pay me enough for that.’

‘Fuck you very much,’ Lively said. ‘And ask about Archie’s knife. Get the best description you can.’

‘Archie’s knife?’

‘Aye. Anyone who’s lived on the streets for any period of time carries something to defend themselves. It’s too dangerous out there not to.’
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