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      The cold steel of the gun nestles in the hollow behind the ear, a sinister extension of his own hand. His fingers entwine, almost tenderly, in the greasy, matted hair, then jerk the head upright. A mirror catches their reflection—hunter and prey. The man slumped on the sofa reeks of whisky and is devoid of soap.

      The depths of human depravity had always been an abstract concept. Until now. His finger caresses the revolver’s trigger as his grip tightens. With one squeeze, he could free himself of shame, be cleansed of sin, because that is who he is: a good man.

      The sinner’s eyes, glazed with whisky and despair, drift closed. A final, undeserved mercy. This is his signal, marking the end of time for what little remains of this reprobate’s life.

      ‘May your sins be washed away. May you find the peace that I have found.’

      The old Webley trembles in his sweat-slicked hand. Even his knees threaten to buckle. One squeeze will clear his path to redemption. The bullets, like the gun, are far older than him, and there is no guarantee it won’t backfire, but he’s made his peace with that.

      Redemption or death—his only choices now.

      The revolver explodes in his hand, his ears, his eyes, blowing his world apart and leaving him recoiling in blood and tissue.

      The path to redemption is paved with blood, he muses, arranging the dead man’s fingers around the gun, a final, macabre touch.
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      Reverend Michael Boser hung suspended amidst twisted metal, a fresh wave of agony tearing through him with every ragged breath. The metallic tang of blood filled his mouth. He blinked, trying to clear his blurred vision, but only shadows emerged from the gloom.

      The van’s tumultuous journey ended with a shudder. He remembered the initial impact, the cacophony of shattering glass and guttural curses. His body had been thrown around like a rag doll, arms wrenched above his head, before a sickening crunch signalled the moment his world had flipped. Now, an unnerving silence pressed in, punctuated only by the hiss of leaking fluid and the ragged rasp of his own breath.

      Chained. That had been their final act, before the clang of the van doors echoed in the suffocating darkness. He yanked at the cuffs, metal biting into his wrists, but they held firm, anchoring him to the floor that was now the ceiling. Without them, he would be little more than a red mark on the ground.

      Ignoring the jolt of pain in his leg, he kicked upwards, gritting his teeth. His fingers traced the unyielding metal of the roof, seeking a seam, a join—anything. Nothing. He was trapped.

      Hot tears stung his eyes. The weight of his past misdeeds pressed down. The church funds, diverted for purposes far from holy, the lingering gazes at certain members of his flock—a lifetime of transgressions, each one fuel for the inferno that awaited him.

      Hadn’t God presented him with a terrible choice—one life for another? A balancing of the celestial ledger, or so he’d thought. In his arrogance, he’d seen himself as an instrument of divine will. Now, chained and bloodied, the true extent of his folly crashed down upon him.

      The squeal of hinges cut through the darkness. The van doors. He flinched, holding his breath, a futile attempt to disappear. Light flooded the space, blinding him. A figure loomed, silhouetted against the harsh glare.

      The splash of cold liquid against his skin brought with it the unmistakable stench of petrol. Nausea clawed at his throat, forcing up the scant remains of his stomach’s contents. The figure extinguished the phone’s light, plunging him back into darkness, and he knew this was just the beginning.

      In those brief moments of solitude, a flicker of hope had ignited—perhaps his captor lay injured, perhaps rescue was imminent. It died with the scrape of metal on metal. The rasp of a flint wheel. He squinted into the gloom as a tiny flame sputtered to life, momentarily illuminating the hand that held it, and the shadowy figure beyond.

      The utter injustice of it slammed into him. Snatched from his life, chained like an animal, and now soaked in petrol, at the mercy of a stranger. What twisted lesson was this? What sin could possibly justify such a fate?

      The flame danced closer, a hypnotic prelude to his end. He searched for answers, for some understanding, but found only the frantic hammering of his heart, the ragged gasps of his breath, and the chilling certainty that death was upon him.

      The fire touched petrol, and the world exploded into a maelstrom of heat. It consumed him, searing away thought, memory, identity itself. There was only the roar, the all-consuming agony.

      And then, mercifully, nothing at all.
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      Viv grimaced. Five hours on the road, and her tea tasted like old pennies. She clicked the flask’s lid shut, tossed it onto the passenger seat, and slammed the door for good measure. The lack of a decent cuppa, combined with Alec’s driving—which had all the urgency of a Sunday stroll—had left her mardy. In hindsight, she should have taken the wheel. Then again, she should have been at home, feet up, watching Columbo, a proper cuppa in hand, and groaning after one of David’s legendary roast beef dinners. Her ex-husband, a Durham man, was a dab hand at Yorkshire puddings. Go figure.

      ‘Play nice,’ said Alec, double-stepping to catch up with his boss.

      ‘I always play nice.’ Viv glanced towards him, her eyebrow raised in challenge.

      ‘Yeah, sure you do.’ Alec gave a short snort, hitching up his trousers. His belt was clearly losing the battle against his expanding waistline. She could almost feel Alec’s eyes rolling.

      A peaty scent hung in the late-afternoon air—a welcome change from the confines of the car. A shiver traced its way through her, the early April chill seeping beneath her tweed jacket. She agreed with Billy Connolly—there was no such thing as bad weather, just the wrong clothes. And she was definitely underdressed, lacking both hat and gloves.

      ‘You’ll be thanking me for blasting the heater later,’ Alec said, struggling to zip up his jacket. He might have only been five eight tall, but his girth was a testament to his love of good food, a fact his wife, Lucy, was constantly trying to address.

      Viv ignored him, choosing to focus her attention on the surrounding scene. Their journey had taken them north on the A9, then across to Tongue. The rugged landscape had been bathed in spring sunshine until they crossed the Kessock Bridge. North of Inverness, thick fog had swallowed the view. The Highlands might fall under the Major Investigation Team’s Northern division, but that didn’t guarantee them every gruesome case. As her ex-husband David, their assistant chief constable, constantly reminded them, MIT was one big team. With resources assigned based on expertise, not just location, Police Scotland, the second-largest force in the UK after the Met, had been a big draw for her. She’d transferred from North Yorkshire late in her career, and it had been the right decision.

      ‘What time is it?’ she asked without turning to Alec. The weather had finally lifted, revealing the vast expanse of the landscape.

      ‘Quarter to six.’

      ‘Thank God the fog’s cleared. I was starting to feel claustrophobic.’

      Warrant card in hand, she approached a uniformed constable stationed by a marked Ford Focus, which was parked across the road. The closer she got, the younger he looked. No older than eighteen, surely, with a faint line of ginger fuzz above his lip. She was starting to sound like her mother.

      ‘I’m DI Viv Wylde, and this is DC Alec Gunn. We need to speak to Sergeant Morrison.’ She watched as the officer signed them in. The scene was a hive of activity—uniforms and firefighters everywhere. Control had reported the road closure at six-thirty that morning, and the sign next to the constable confirmed it was still in effect. The tourist season had just begun, and a steady stream of vehicles was being diverted on a one-hundred-and-eighty-mile detour via Lairg. A couple of motorhomes were parked further back, their occupants no doubt hoping for a swift reopening.

      That wasn’t going to happen, not today, at least.

      The small occasional pocket of low lying residual mist gave the area an ethereal quality. Although Viv was well-travelled, she had only been to this location once before; the most northerly A road in the UK and part of the now famous North Coast 500. Open expanses of low-lying peat bog surrounded the road, edged by a drainage trench of trickling water. She was suddenly glad she hadn’t drunk more tea. To the south, the triangular wedge of Ben Hope, the most northern Munro, punctuated the skyline. According to Alec, who’d taken on the role of tour guide on their drive up, it was the best climb in the area. Viv didn’t doubt the truth in what Alec had said, but she reckoned it had been a while since he had climbed more than the stairs at the station. He even stopped halfway up them to catch his breath. Thanks to his running commentary, though, Viv now knew this area of peat land that cut across northern Scotland was called the Flowlands and was a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Every day is a school day.

      ‘Sergeant Morrison is with Hamish Gilchrist, Ma’am.’ The young officer pointed to a tall, broad-chested black man in a firefighter’s uniform. ‘Hamish is the local fire chief.’

      Behind him was a man in a fluorescent police jacket, his hair sculpted with an excessive amount of gel. That had to be Sergeant Morrison.

      ‘Chopper’s up,’ Alec said, nodding towards a black speck in the otherwise grey sky. The distant thrum of the engine was just audible. The sound grew gradually louder.

      ‘We need to move fast if we want to make use of what little daylight’s left,’ she said, her gaze sweeping across the moorland. A shiver snaked its way down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold. Somewhere out there was the driver and, potentially, passengers. They needed to be found, and quickly.

      As they approached, the burnt-out shell of the van came into view. Several figures in full protective gear stood to one side, their masks either pushed under their chins or dangling from one ear—forensics and crime scene techs, by the look of it. She inhaled, then recoiled. The acrid stench of burnt metal and plastic had replaced the earlier scent of peat.

      ‘Moine House,’ Alec said, gesturing down the road. She followed his gaze, expecting a grand estate, but saw only the crumbling remains of a stone cottage, roofless and derelict.

      ‘Listed building,’ he added as if reading her mind. Unless it had something to do with the case, she couldn’t have cared less.

      ‘Ironic, really. Same bloke who built the road built it as a refuge for travellers.’

      ‘Really,’ she muttered, her thirst for a decent cuppa growing by the second. She quickened her pace before Alec could launch into another history lesson. Or worse, start birdwatching.

      She turned to the man with the lacquered hair. ‘Sergeant Morrison?’ She didn’t wait for a reply. ‘I’m DI Viv Wylde. I understand you’ve been looking after my crime scene? Perhaps you could bring me up to speed?’ She offered her hand to the startled-looking man, who was clearly unused to being interrupted.

      ‘Afternoon,’ he said with a curt nod. Then, to Alec, ‘DC Gunn. Didn’t expect to see you all the way up here.’

      Viv shot Alec a look, brows furrowed. Was she more annoyed at being ignored by the local sergeant, or that Alec hadn’t mentioned he knew the man? Seemingly more relevant than his brown trout fishing exploits on Loch Loyal.

      ‘Sergeant,’ Alec acknowledged, his tone tight. He gave Viv a slight shake of his head, a silent I’ll explain later.

      ‘What do we have, Sergeant?’ she asked, cutting to the chase.

      Morrison’s attention snapped back to her. She resisted the urge to snap back. Professionalism was key.

      ‘Collision between a van and a stag. Both came off badly,’ Morrison said, moving towards the mangled remains of a white Ford Transit. It lay at a forty-five-degree angle to the road, roof-side down in the drainage trench, the mangled carcass of a stag halfway through the windscreen.

      ‘Looks like someone had a craving for venison,’ Morrison added, gesturing towards the windscreen with a nod of his head. The charred hindquarters of the stag were wedged inside, the antlers embedded deep in the dashboard. The driver’s door hung open at a right angle to the rest of the wreckage. It was hard to imagine anyone surviving that.

      ‘Another victim?’ she asked, though she already knew the answer from the briefing. She let Morrison continue.

      ‘In the back,’ he confirmed.

      They walked cautiously towards the rear. The doors were open, revealing the charred remains of what had once been a human being.
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      ‘You’d hope they were already gone before…’ Alec’s words trailed off, his face paling as he stared into the back of the van. The unspoken alternative was too horrific to contemplate. Viv felt a shudder run through her. Two previous cases involving badly burned bodies had led to her assignment here. Both had been equally grim, but at least those victims had been overcome by fumes, not restrained and doused in petrol.

      ‘And the driver? Any sign? Or other passengers?’ She turned back to Morrison.

      The inspector heading up the PolSA (Police Search Advisor) team was based in Inverness. Viv had spoken to her en route. Remotely coordinating searches and setting perimeters was standard procedure. They’d be poring over the same maps, organising the search teams on the ground.

      ‘Dogs arrived about an hour ago. Couldn’t wait with an at-risk missing person,’ Morrison said with a shrug. ‘Chopper went up when you arrived. Drones were tried earlier, but the fog interfered with the sensors. Not sure if they’ll try again. Nothing reported back yet, but I imagine you’ll be the first to know now.’ There was a hint of a challenge in his tone, but Viv didn’t rise to it.

      Turning from him, she surveyed the scene. It was organised chaos. Control had been mobilising the necessary specialist services since that morning, but the crime scene examiners wouldn’t grant access until they’d finished their initial walkthrough and 360 video capture. It seemed her timing was fortuitous; they had just finished. She spotted a couple of them with their masks dangling under their chins having a cigarette.

      ‘Afternoon, DI Wylde,’ called Linda Lamont, the pathologist, as she rounded the back of the van, kitted out in her full PPE gear. ‘They dragged you all the way up here too, eh? Get your kit on and join me?’

      Linda was the first of a veritable army of forensic experts being called in. Some had arrived, others were en route, and none of them lived anywhere near the scene. Between the chemists, biologists, and now the pathologist, Viv knew she’d be drowning in reports. The Road Policing Unit was also present, though from their perspective, it was a straightforward case of van versus stag. Except, of course, for the body in the back, the arson, and the missing driver.

      ‘Give me a minute to brief my DC and get suited up,’ Viv said. She spotted the crime scene manager and made a beeline for him. On the way, she stopped.

      ‘Anyone in the cab other than the driver would’ve been skewered,’ Alec commented, surveying the wreckage. He wasn’t wrong. The way the antlers had impaled the passenger seat, it was a miracle anyone had made it out of there. If they were still alive. There had been no sightings, dead or alive.

      She scanned the endless peat land, watching the distant figures of two search teams, accompanied by dog handlers, combing the area. They were working outwards from the scene, searching for the missing driver, and the area to cover was immense.

      ‘Alec, I need you to liaise with the search teams,’ she instructed.

      ‘On it, Boss. You’ll be the first to know if they find anything. Ross and the sarge have arrived and started taking statements from the first responders. The fire crew are on standby until clean-up, or until another call comes in,’ Alec added, anticipating her next question. He jerked his head towards the fire engine. ‘They’re the only crew in the area. The accident investigator is keen to get access, but I told him he’ll have to wait until the scene examiners have finished bagging and tagging and the body’s been removed. Local officers are dealing with some disgruntled campervan drivers, unhappy about the detour via Lairg.’ Alec shrugged.

      ‘Tough. The road stays closed until we have everything we need,’ she said firmly. She didn’t have time to worry about tourists and their bloody holiday plans.

      ‘Anything on the van?’

      ‘Plates are registered to a Rhodri Morgan in—’ Alec paused, pulling out his phone. ‘Ysbyty Ystwyth.’

      ‘Where the hell is that?’ she asked.

      ‘Small village near Aberystwyth. Welsh,’ he added, seeing her expression. ‘I’m probably butchering the pronunciation.’

      ‘Just the key facts, Alec. Save the Welsh lesson for later.’

      ‘Right. Local officers are on their way to the address. They’ll update us once they’ve spoken to him.’

      ‘Once I’m finished with the pathologist, I want a full debrief. Get Rachel on the call too. I want to know everything about that van—ownership, origin, destination, driver, and of course,’ she nodded towards the charred remains, ‘who our victim is. What in God’s name did he do to deserve this?’
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      Linda was inside the rear of the van when Viv caught up with her. The fatty yet sweet, acrid smell of burnt flesh made Viv wince. Clearing her throat, she brought her hand up to her mask, pinching it over her nose. Not that it did much good now; she could almost taste the charred tissue.

      ‘Thoughts?’ she asked from a couple of feet back, not wanting to block the pathologist’s light.

      She stepped forward, her Tyvek suit rustling, curiosity winning over revulsion as she tried to see what was holding Linda’s attention. They had processed the body and the inside of the van for taping and swabs, but she didn’t hold out too much hope. Fire, as she knew from previous investigations in Scarborough, could be a bugger for wiping out the usual evidence, such as fingerprints and fibres.

      ‘On this poor soul?’ Linda asked without looking up.

      ‘Yeah,’ Viv said wryly.

      The creases at the side of Linda’s eyes deepened. ‘Someone certainly slayed him. Fourth-degree burns over most of the body.’

      ‘Tell me something I don’t know.’ Viv’s gaze dropped towards the lower limbs of the remains, which were so badly burnt the grey-blue of the shin bones was visible. Linda seemed to catch where she was looking.

      ‘Because of the position, gravity pooled the excess accelerant here.’ The pathologist pointed down to the roof of the van, which lay in contact with the ground.

      Viv stared, trying to determine where the body ended and the van began; it wasn’t easy. The lower limbs had melded into the van chassis. She didn’t envy the forensic pathologist’s task of pulling man and machine apart.

      ‘You said, him?’ Viv asked, unsure how Linda had come to that determination given the destruction of tissue.

      ‘Mm. Just here.’ Linda pointed to the edge of what Viv assumed had once been their victim’s jaw. ‘There’s a patch which isn’t as badly burnt and it’s peppered with tiny black particles of what looks like frazzled hair. Most likely a beard.’

      ‘Was he dead before the fire?’

      ‘That I can’t tell you, not right now.’ Linda’s face tightened with concentration. ‘There was a substantial amount of accelerant poured over the body before someone set him alight—from the smell, I’d say petrol. What’s left of his airways, and any blood samples we can draw, will help us answer that question.’

      Viv watched as the woman straightened up and grimaced.

      ‘Sadly, as amazing as I might be, I am limited to what the body decides to tell me.’ She gave a slight shrug, then carried on. ‘What I do know, and our forensic biologist will back me up on this, is that our victim is a male.’ Linda indicated a puddle of fluid and melted human tissue by her feet. ‘There is something a little odd, though. I can’t say what it is for sure, but here around the neck is some sort of plastic that’s melted into the tissue.’

      ‘Like a necklace?’ Viv suggested, but Linda shook her head.

      ‘No, that’s not what I’m thinking, and before I say any more, I need you to understand I can’t confirm this until we get him bagged up and back to the lab so I can examine him properly. But, if I was a betting woman, and I’m not, I might think we’re looking at a dog collar.’

      Viv narrowed her eyes, her confusion apparent. ‘As in⁠—’

      ‘Not as in a BDSM sex orgy gone wrong, but he might be a man of the cloth.’

      ‘Oh.’ Viv’s eyebrows arched. ‘But then they aren’t always mutually exclusive.’

      Linda considered that for a moment. ‘True, although there’s no ball and gag here.’ She looked at Viv and grinned. ‘I need to get myself invited to the parties you attend,’ she said with a chuckle.

      Viv was about to set her straight when a shout from one of the search teams diverted her attention.

      ‘Over here!’ the call came.

      Viv glanced over the open, flat land towards a barking German Shepherd.

      ‘Go,’ Linda shooed her away. ‘I can’t tell you much more until I get him back to the morgue anyway.’

      Viv clambered out the back of the van, followed by Linda, ready to let the recovery team take over.

      ‘Once the undertakers have delivered him to the mortuary, we’ll be able to take a better look. Will you be attending the post-mortem? Or will you be stuck up here?’ Linda asked.

      Viv stopped midway through peeling off her forensic suit. Bugger, she thought, as the remoteness of their current location struck her.

      ‘I can patch you in if it helps? We’ve got a Zoom set-up that’s almost as good as being there!’ There was no hiding the delight in the pathologist’s voice as she peeled off her nitrile gloves with a snap.

      ‘That would be great. I’ll be up here for the foreseeable.’

      ‘Good. That’s sorted then,’ Linda replied as both women emerged from the cocoon of their respective forensic suits.

      In the role of senior investigating officer, this would be the first victim’s post-mortem Viv hadn’t attended in person. But then she’d never investigated a murder in as rural a setting as this before.

      If she hoped peeling off the garments might distance her from the intense scene of death she’d witnessed, that ship had already sailed. The torrefied soul had already seeped into her senses, and all she could think about was who in the world would want to kill a chuffin’ minister?
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      The sight of the cottage above Skinnet Beach had never been so welcome. The walk from the crash site to his brother’s home—an hour and a half, tops, when he’d been younger—had taken three times as long. The main road had been out of the question. Instead, he’d crawled for miles through freezing bogs, ducking out of sight as the blue rotating sweep from emergency vehicles lit up the landscape. Once the flames had risen to kiss the heavens, he’d trudged into the peat, only occasionally glancing back. Not in horror—the minister’s initial screams had long since died away—but in anger. A damned stag. Of all the times to be in the middle of the road. An animal had obliterated his meticulous plans.

      The faint glow of car lights filtering through the billowing fog slowed his progress. Dawn had barely cracked, yet everyone and their dog had come out to play. Hunkered down in a natural hollow, knee-deep in stagnant water, he’d watched a scene unfold that reminded him of those Scandi-noir dramas his wife was so keen on. The frantic movements of the first responders, fuzzy silhouettes against the flashing blue lights, held his interest for only a moment. He alone knew the futility of their actions. He was the only one getting out of this alive.

      The irony struck him forcefully as he made his way down the dirt path to his childhood home. Now, its only inhabitant was his brother, Duncan. He silently prayed the code for the key lock box hadn’t changed and punched in the four digits from memory. Nearly every house overlooking the Kyle of Tongue had one of these mini safes by the front door, mainly for Airbnb guests. Here, at his brother’s house, it allowed daily access for carers.

      The small plastic box popped open, and he fumbled for the silver key. Holding his breath, he slid it into the lock and turned it, careful not to make a sound. The airing cupboard was at the end of the hall. He was bound to find a pair of freshly laundered jeans in there. He needed to get rid of the clothes he was wearing. They were the only link back to last night’s farce.

      The door creaked open as he stepped into the dark hallway. He remembered a time when the smell of baking bread and his mother’s broth would have filled the air. Those were distant memories, along with damp clothes drying in front of a roaring fire and his father heading off to help with the milking. His parents were long gone, God rest his mother’s soul. Now it was just Duncan, and the smell that greeted him was anything but welcoming.

      Several pairs of jeans hung in the old airing cupboard, just as he’d suspected, but the musty stench made him queasy. Maybe staying in his bog-soaked denims wouldn’t be so bad. His teeth chattered. Did Duncan not heat the place anymore? He visited infrequently these days, usually when Duncan was asleep, drugged on painkillers. He couldn’t face another awkward, strained, one-way conversation or the accusatory stares. Frankly, he had better things to do with his time. But today, he had no choice.

      Clean clothes and a means to flee the area. Duncan had both. His brother refused to give up his old Suzuki GSX, even though the bike was indirectly responsible for his current predicament. A glance at his watch told him he could get back to his car, dump the bike—maybe down an embankment, or in the Hope River—and still make it home. He’d be home, standing in his kitchen making a coffee, by the time his wife and daughter returned from the spa break. A spontaneous treat, he’d told them, out of the goodness of his heart.

      He grabbed jeans and a faded checked shirt from the cupboard and changed. He rolled the sodden clothes into a ball. He’d discard them with the bike. No one would be any the wiser. He stood for a moment, listening. The cottage was eerily silent. Was Duncan even here? But how could he not be? It was past eleven, and Duncan was a late riser even at the best of times. Careful not to disturb him, he peeked around the bedroom door. A still, silent mound under the duvet confirmed Duncan’s presence. The smell in the bedroom was more pungent, an acrid bite of ammonia and something worse.

      He grabbed the key chain from the bowl on top of the small chest of drawers by the bedroom door. A knock, followed by a woman’s voice. He cut through the small living room-cum-kitchen, tripping over his brother’s wheelchair in his haste. An expensive monitor and other computer equipment wobbled precariously on a nearby desk. He briefly wondered where Duncan had found the money for such expensive equipment, but the woman’s voice at the front door spurred him on.

      He ran, not daring to look back, even as he heard the woman call out Duncan’s name. In his haste, he clipped something on the kitchen surface. It hit the tile floor and shattered. No time to stop. He had to get out. He lunged across the unkempt grass, sodden clothes under his arm, and gulped in the fresh air. But there was no time to appreciate it. He had to get to the old outhouse at the crest of the land, where Duncan kept his bike. What had once been his childhood playground, an area he knew intimately, had become hostile territory. Weed-strewn clods of soil and rough grass formed an obstacle course seemingly designed to trip him up. But nothing and no one would stop him.

      He was panting heavily by the time he reached the wooden door and placed a hand on the round metal knob. He slid the key into the lock, paint flaking away under his touch. The door opened with surprising ease, requiring far less force than he’d applied. His hand slipped, gouging against rusted metal.

      ‘Shit!’ He brought his bloodied hand to his mouth, sucking at the wound. Another sin to add to the growing list. A fresh trickle of blood welled up from a gash on his thumb. ‘Fuck.’ He smiled slowly. It felt good to swear after all these years. He grabbed an old, ripped towel, tore off a strip, and wrapped it around his hand. Then he turned his attention to the bike.

      Duncan would have his head if he saw him pulling off the grey tarp. A plume of dust made him cough, but he closed his eyes in relief. There it was, the old Suzuki. The GSX’s blue and white fairings were remarkably clean. The factory Dunlops had hardened with age, but fresh oil residue near the filter told him someone was still maintaining it. The chain was freshly greased, the brake lines suspiciously new. Had Duncan been down here? He dismissed the idea. No path from the cottage to the outhouse was suitable for his wheelchair. Anyway, the hows and whys didn’t matter now. It was to his advantage.

      He kicked the stand back and wheeled the bike out, following a low gravel path out of sight of the cottage. By the time he reached the road, he was breathing heavily, fuelled by adrenaline. But that was nothing compared to the thrill he felt when the engine roared to life. Maybe he’d played the part of saintly father and pillar of the community for too long. He’d tried so hard to suppress his natural instincts, to live a good life and do the right thing. But where had it got him? He had never worked on a Sunday, hadn’t sworn since his wedding day (until today), yet here he was, muddy from face planting a bog, with a dead man’s blood on his hands, stealing his brother’s bike: Duncan’s prize possession.

      Someone had pushed Tom Nicol, local councillor, church elder, and pillar of the community, too far. Now it was time to unleash his demons. He was nobody’s puppet. It was time to turn the tables. If they thought they could control him, they were in for a nasty surprise.

      He reached for the phone, his only link to whoever was pulling the strings.

      But it was gone.
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      The remote location delayed the arrival of the necessary experts to examine the body and vehicle. Nothing could be moved until they arrived for fear of losing evidence. An hour after sunset, the attending services jointly decided to erect a screen around the van, still an active crime scene. This would allow one side of the road to reopen to traffic. However, it would be the early hours of the morning before local police, with the aid of crime scene officers, had it in place. The hope was that the delay might allow the wind, which had built up over the afternoon, to die down. Viv sighed, imagining gawpers slowly rolling by, searching for any glimpse of what they had painstakingly hidden from view. She had witnessed their macabre game too many times, fuelled by morbid curiosity and the thrill of being part of a drama that wasn’t theirs. As her counterparts in traffic would testify, a rear shunt on the opposite side of the road often followed.

      ‘DI Wylde!’ A woman in her late thirties, with flaming red hair, appeared in a white forensic suit and heels. Not ideal attire for this terrain, or a crime scene. ‘I’m Rose Ruddy, your crime scene manager.’ She cocked her head, waiting for a flicker of recognition.

      ‘I knew someone was being sent, but they didn’t say who.’ Viv’s tone was edged with a hint of resentment, mainly because she’d hoped to see DS Jim Galloway. Evidently, his caseload was too heavy. At least he wouldn’t have turned up in four-inch heels.

      ‘Sorry it took so long. I got here as soon as I could.’ There was a lilt to her accent, but Viv couldn’t place it.

      ‘At least you made it today. I’ll introduce you to the team and we’ll bring you up to speed.’ Viv couldn’t stop herself from glancing down at Rose Ruddy’s shoes again. ‘No time to change?’ she asked, then walked away to find the rest of her team.

      ‘Right, you lot. This is our new crime scene manager, Rose Ruddy,’ Viv gestured to Rose, who followed closely behind her. ‘This is DS Cara Mullins, and this is DC Ross Buchanan.’

      Quick handshakes formalised the greetings, and it appeared Viv wasn’t the only one to notice Rose’s footwear because an explanation quickly followed.

      ‘I came straight from a wedding,’ she explained. ‘Mine.’

      Viv stopped and looked at her. There was dedication to your job, and then there was Rose Ruddy, apparently.

      ‘Shit! You left your new husband at the reception?’ Cara’s mouth hung open.

      ‘Not my husband, no. My wife. And not at the altar, at the reception, yes.’

      The three of them, Viv, Cara, and Ross, reacted with shocked expressions to Rose’s news, but the woman just shrugged.

      ‘She understands. We’re both very career-minded, and it isn’t often I get a chance to work on a crime scene with this much complexity.’ The woman’s eyes widened with excitement. Viv made a mental note to ask about Police Scotland’s psychological screening process. Walking out of your wedding reception and being excited by the prospect of managing a murder scene was unusual, to say the least.

      ‘Have we got Rachel on the line?’ Viv asked Ross, who held up the phone as though he were a tour guide with a flag. Viv tugged at his arm. ‘Bring her back down. She’ll get chuffin’ vertigo up there.’

      ‘I’m here, Boss. Did you enjoy the scenic drive up?’

      ‘Oh, aye, Rachel. It was very Driving Miss Daisy! I think Alec managed to reach fifth gear twice over the whole five hours.’ Viv looked around, searching for his beige parka. ‘Where is he anyway?’

      From the far side of the cordon, she saw him approaching them quickly. She raised her eyebrows in curiosity at the unusual sight.

      ‘Boss, sorry,’ he panted, leaning over with his hands on his knees. ‘There’s been a report of a potential break-in on the Talmine road, not far from where the dogs lost the trail. Morrison has texted me the address. His boys were there earlier.’

      ‘Earlier?’ Viv frowned.

      ‘Yeah, it was called in at about eleven this morning, but with everyone tied up here, they didn’t get to it until not long before we arrived. Didn’t think to tell us, or the search units, until they lost the trail on the same road.’ Alec gasped, struggling for breath.

      ‘Did Morrison know about this?’ Viv looked around, hoping she could see him to ask him that very question.

      Alec shrugged. ‘Hard to say. He can be a touch defensive if he feels someone isn’t giving him his due.’

      ‘Is that so? Well, I’ve no intention of joining his pissing contest, but God help him if he interferes with my investigation.’ Viv looked at her team, who stared, open-mouthed. ‘I should be in a Yorkshire pudding coma about now after a roast dinner. Not having to put up with some twat’s insecurities because his mother moved him on to solids too soon.’
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      The rapid flashing of headlights from the oncoming motorhome contrasted sharply with the slow wave of the arm protruding from the driver’s window. Tom eased back on the throttle, annoyed that he had left his car on the other side of Hope. In hindsight, he should have left his ride home on the other side of the Tongue Bridge… In hindsight, he should have murdered the reverend in the vestry with a candlestick, but he hadn’t. He needed to be back before Maggie and Lizzie returned from their spa day.

      He brought the bike to a stop beside the vehicle, raising the visor of the old helmet.

      ‘Road’s closed,’ the young, tanned man shouted as he rolled down his window. ‘They’re telling everyone to turn back.’ The unmistakable Australian twang was clear. ‘There’s a diversion.’ He pointed back towards Tongue Bridge.

      Tom was desperate not to curse as his carefully laid plans unravelled. The diversion would be via Lairg, adding hours to his journey, and there was no guarantee the road would be open for his return. If he wasn’t home for Maggie and Lizzie’s return from their spa day, there would be questions.

      ‘Mate, do you know where⁠—’

      Tom cut off the tourist with a grunt. For years, he’d promoted tourism in the area for the good of the local community, but the truth was far simpler: Tom promoted whatever was good for Tom. End of! He slammed down his visor, turned the bike around, and gunned the engine, racing back towards Thurso.

      Back when he and Duncan had been in their early twenties, their bikes had been a way of escaping, allowing exhilaration to sweep away frustrations. Out on the road, neither their abusive father nor their dead-end jobs existed as they sped along straights and dragged knees through corners. There were just two brothers, bonded together by a tough childhood… Until they weren’t. The accident had seen to that.

      Tom pushed the bike into the garage of his Thurso home, grateful to have arrived before his wife and daughter returned from their spa day. He shook his head ruefully. The bike that had brought about Duncan’s demise had saved him from his own potential downfall today. Some people were just born lucky.

      ‘Nice bike.’

      Tom jumped, his heart pounding, as the male voice startled him.
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      The scent the dogs had picked up—and it seemed to be singular—headed east towards Tongue. But rather than heading over the bridge, the dogs had led their handlers left, towards Melness and the Talmine Slipway. Their hopes of finding their MISPER died less than half a mile up the single-track road. The dogs stopped pulling, then circled the tarmac for a few minutes before simply sitting down.

      Viv had been disappointed when the news came back over the radio, but at least it gave them an area on which to focus and locate potential witnesses. Homes dotted the landscape, set well back but facing both water and road.

      Viv parked the Defender on the grass verge as the remaining dog handler ordered his German Shepherd to jump into the back of the van. Viv wanted to see where the scent had taken them. The road dipped down to the shoreline, allowing an unobscured view of the Kyle, a stretch of water between rugged hills. A stiff breeze, which had been building over the last hour, whipped across the water, carrying the briny scent of the North Atlantic. The loch’s surface churned with white-capped waves that crashed against the pebbled shore. Salt spray hung in the air, leaving a fine mist on the skin and a tang on the lips. The wind tugged at coastal grasses and gorse, their forms bowing and swaying in the fading light.

      ‘So is this where he lost the scent?’ Viv asked.

      The officer looked in her direction.

      ‘I’m DI Wylde. This is DS Mullins,’ Viv said, gesturing towards Cara.

      The man nodded. ‘Paul Hamilton,’ the dog handler said, now realising who they were. His epaulettes marked him as a sergeant. He held out his hand, offering a firm shake. ‘Ernie brought us over the peat land, to the bottom of the road here. But the wind and the spray,’ he winced as salt water stung his eye, as if on cue, ‘most likely interfered with what scent was left.’

      Viv accepted his assessment and walked over to the edge of the road nearest the shore. The gorse parted in front of her, and taking several careful steps, she reached the rocky shoreline.

      ‘It’s tidal here,’ Viv said, looking at the mixture of seaweed and moss that defined the water’s footprint. Taking her time, she scanned the rocks, looking for any disturbance in the vegetation or drag marks. ‘Is there any chance they could have had a boat waiting? That could explain why we lost the scent.’

      The sergeant closed the door and stepped towards Viv, as did Cara, but neither looked convinced.

      ‘Ernie didn’t pull towards the water. But there’s as much chance a car was waiting as a boat,’ the sergeant said. ‘Control said you had another potential site you wanted us to check?’

      ‘There was a report of a break-in earlier today, about quarter of a mile up the road,’ said Viv.

      ‘I’ll follow you up on foot then. If we’re lucky, Ernie might pick up the scent again. You lead, I’ll follow,’ he said with a slight bow of his head.

      Cara made a face that suggested she found the dog handler odd, but Viv was comfortable with odd, plus people usually pulled the same face when she pulled out a teabag, so she wasn’t about to judge anyone.

      ‘Keep your eyes peeled. If he came this way, there might be evidence.’

      The drive took only a minute, but Viv never took her eyes off the road. Not that she saw anything of any significance. The difference between the previous sodden bog trails and this route couldn’t be more different. This was far less treacherous, but that also meant far more chance of being seen. But then the fog hadn’t lifted until early evening.

      ‘Our MISPER knows this area,’ she said as she approached Duncan Nicol’s house. ‘Over the peat land to get to here, in heavy fog,’ she shook her head, ‘it’d be too easy to stray off the trail and end up in a ditch, break their ankle or worse. They were a fool for trying.’

      ‘Or desperate,’ suggested Cara.

      Viv turned down a small dirt driveway, and the Defender rocked from side to side as it made its way slowly over potholes. ‘You’d have to be bloody desperate to look for help here.’

      ‘Maybe they thought it was abandoned?’ Cara said, peering through the windscreen towards the old cottage with grimy windows.

      She had a point. They’d passed a good ten or fifteen properties that overlooked the road to reach this point. If their driver had come here, why would they risk being seen by so many people to reach this house out of all the others?

      Viv didn’t know the answer, but her gut didn’t like this place. Not one bit.
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      Cara stepped forward, hammering the tarnished brass knocker against its plate.

      ‘What?’ she asked, in response to a look from Viv. ‘It’s freezing out here. The quicker they answer, the quicker we get out of this bloody wind.’

      Viv had to concede to that. The breeze had become a bitter wind that cut to the bone. They heard a shuffle, then the movement of a latch before a small, round, and decidedly unhappy-looking woman in her late thirties appeared.

      ‘Can I help you?’ she asked, squinting into the encroaching darkness.

      ‘DI Wylde and DS Mullins. Someone phoned in a complaint about a potential intruder?’

      The woman tutted, then stepped back, pulling the door open. ‘You’d better come in.’

      The pungent odour of damp hit them immediately, but it came with a familiar undertone. Viv glanced at Cara and sniffed, and they both nodded in understanding.

      ‘The doctor’s not long gone. I’m just waiting on the undertaker. He’s coming to pick him up. I thought that’s who you were.’ The woman walked through to the small living room, which had a kitchen area off to the side. The space itself was unremarkable, apart from the striking view overlooking the water, courtesy of two sliding glass doors.

      The smell they’d both recognised was death.

      ‘You thought we were undertakers?’ asked Cara incredulously.

      Viv wasn’t sure if the surprise in Cara’s voice stemmed from finding another body or the fact she looked like someone who would come to collect the dead.

      ‘Aye, who else would be turning up in suits?’

      Viv tugged at her tweed jacket. ‘Your name?’

      ‘Audrey MacLeod. I’m…’ She paused, frowned, and then corrected herself. ‘I mean I was Duncan’s carer.’

      ‘That’d be Duncan Nicol? The man who reported the break-in?’ Viv asked, trying desperately to understand the situation. No one had thought to mention the owner had died, never mind his body was still there.

      ‘What? No, Duncan couldnae have done that, he’s dead. I reported it, and I just mentioned that I thought somebody had broken in on account of the door being open. But what are you two doing here anyway? I told everything to those constables this afternoon. It’s no’ like they took anything. I had to wait for the ambulance, then the doctor came—bloody farce if you ask me. He’s dead as the beached whales that washed up on the beach last summer. Then your lot came, and when they left, they promised the undertakers would be here anytime. That was over three hours ago, and now I’ve got the two of you. I’ve got an eighty-year-old with incontinence and a ragin’ case of pruritus waitin’ for me to make her dinner and put her to bed up at Talmine, and if I’m here much longer, I’m going to have to get my daughter to go and do her, and she never spreads the cream thick enough… And she’ll want payin’ and I’ve⁠—’

      ‘Okay!’ said Viv, raising her hands to halt the tirade.

      Cara stood, her mouth open, her perfectly shaped eyebrows disappearing somewhere beyond her hairline. Audrey’s lung capacity was healthy, but Viv’s patience at the end of a very long day was wearing painfully thin. Why the hell hadn’t Morrison mentioned the homeowner had died?

      ‘Why don’t you humour us and tell us what happened from the moment you arrived. If you wouldn’t mind?’ Viv watched the woman almost roll her eyes, but whether because of the intensity of Viv’s stare, or the way her jaw clenched as she ground her teeth, Audrey seemed to think better of it, and with a sigh, she began.

      ‘I’m here twice a day, usually. Once in the morning, to wash him and what have you, and once late afternoon to give him his tea. But he’s not been feeling well—not eating—so I didn’t bother coming around last night. I asked my daughter to pop in when she was passing. Obviously forgot.’ She paused for a hundredth of a second. ‘He’s got a bad temper when he’s tired, and he hates mornings, so I didn’t bother coming until eleven. When I got here, the door was open, the key was in the lock, and he was dead.’

      She rambled on, justifying why she’d halved her visits over the past two weeks—despite being paid for twice-daily care. The smell of decay suggested no one had been here for at least forty-eight hours.

      ‘Mind if I just take a look?’ said Viv, nodding towards the bedroom.

      ‘If you can stomach the smell, be my guest!’ Audrey went to get up from the beat-up recliner, which Viv guessed, given the wear, was Duncan’s chair, but Viv stopped her with a raised hand.

      ‘If you can just fill in DS Mullins on Mr Nicol’s background, family, and so forth.’ Viv smiled at the carer, then at Cara, who didn’t seem as appreciative of being left behind.

      Audrey was so loud Viv could hear from the other room, anyway.

      It transpired that Duncan Nicol had been in a motorbike accident over thirty years ago, resulting in paralysis from the waist down and a brain injury that caused frequent headaches and severe mood swings. He was, according to Audrey, a mean old bastard!

      Viv continued listening as she snapped on a pair of latex gloves, breathing through her mouth to lessen the impact of the decay. The room was sparse, little to see apart from a dead body and a couple of pieces of furniture. She noticed a ring of disturbed dust, indicating that someone had moved the bowl of general items on top of the chest of drawers, and on the bedside unit, there were jars of pills, all neatly lined up behind a glass of orange juice.

      ‘So when you came at eleven, the key wasn’t in the key box, but it was in the lock, and the door was open, correct? Just a yes or no would be fine.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But the call about the intruder wasn’t made until after one p.m.?’

      ‘I didn’t realise he was dead until Bargain Hunt had finished. That’s when I took him in his sandwich.’

      Viv grimaced. The woman had come in, made herself a cuppa, and popped on the telly while her client lay dead in the next room. Getting good care was hard, but Audrey took the biscuit.

      ‘But the smell,’ said Cara.

      ‘He always smells.’ Even from the other room, Viv could tell by Audrey’s tone she had scrunched up her face in disgust. With a ‘carer’ like you, no chuffin’ wonder, thought Viv.

      ‘And I didn’t report the break-in, just that he was dead. It’s easier to get your lot out when someone’s dead than it is when they’re alive. I just mentioned about the key and the door being open, and then suddenly everyone is interested.’

      Viv heard footsteps and turned to see Audrey in the doorway. The woman hesitated for a moment and then stepped into the room.

      ‘I need to get this place tidied up. His family will probably come around now he’s dead. Never did when he was alive, like,’ said Audrey as she reached out to take the glass from Duncan’s bedside.

      ‘I’m sorry, I can’t let you do that. We need to establish if this is a crime scene.’ Viv’s hand rested on Audrey’s arm, ensuring everything stayed in place.

      ‘But the doctor’s been. He’s happy he died in his sleep. Nobody murdered him!’

      ‘That may be, but if the person we’re looking for broke into this house, then we don’t know what they’ve touched. So we need to know what you’ve touched—a process of elimination,’ said Viv.

      ‘The kettle and the telly. That’s it. I even used my mobile to call you lot,’ said Audrey, her face contorting as though Viv was forcing her to chew gravel.

      ‘So it wasn’t you that moved the bowl?’ Viv pointed to a curve of disturbed dust atop the chest of drawers. The bowl in question seemed to hold everything from old batteries to paperclips and rubber bands. The general minutia of everyday life.

      ‘No.’

      ‘What else was in there, can you remember?’

      Audrey stood over the bowl and surveyed the contents. ‘The keys have gone,’ she said. ‘The ones for the back door and the outhouse.’

      Viv glanced at her sergeant, who immediately left them to check the back door.

      ‘You said he had family?’ Viv was keen to keep the woman away from the rest of the house for now.

      ‘A brother and in-laws, though you wouldn’t know it. They never visited. When Sharon lost the key—that’s his other carer—they never even brought over a replacement themselves. Got a taxi driver to do it. They couldn’t give two hoots about Duncan. Don’t get me wrong, he wasn’t the easiest of men. He could be a right mean bastard, and the way he’d talk to me sometimes… Like last Christmas, when I⁠—’

      Viv held up her palm, halting the woman before she launched into full flow, derailing them from the situation at hand yet again.

      ‘Could it have been Sharon who came in this morning?’

      ‘No, she’s on holiday in Benidorm.’ Audrey gave an uncharitable snort. ‘All right for some.’

      ‘Mrs MacLeod, we’re here because we’re investigating a suspicious death in the area. Who else knows the key code for the property?’

      ‘Me, Sharon, his family, and that’s it. Well, that’s all I know of. Nobody else visits him.’ Audrey shrugged.

      ‘And your daughter?’ Viv asked. ‘If she steps in to help, wouldn’t she know the code?’

      The woman hesitated, then bit her lip, a tiny movement but one that Viv caught out of the side of her eye.

      ‘Well, aye. I suppose.’

      Viv watched as the woman crossed her arms, rubbing the sleeves of her thick blue jumper in a soothing motion.

      ‘What are you not telling me?’ Viv cocked her head, waiting for the answer.

      ‘I—I just use the one code for all my clients. It’s easier. That way, I don’t have to write them down. It’s not like anything happens up here anyway.’ Then, almost as though she realised why they were standing in front of her, she dropped her gaze to the floor. Thank chuff this woman isn’t caring for my mother, thought Viv.
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      ‘So any of your clients and their families might have known the code?’

      ‘I don’t tell them I use the same code. I’m not stupid.’

      Viv begged to differ.

      ‘And you’ve been in touch with Duncan’s family to make sure they weren’t the people who accessed the key and opened the door to the cottage before you arrived?’ Viv’s tone was firmer now.

      Audrey let out a pfft of air. ‘They wouldn’t be here unless there was something in it for them, and him a councillor as well. He’s happy to have his face plastered all over posters, trying to get people to vote for him, but he’s too high and mighty to show his face here. I’ve left messages at their home, and the mobile number I’ve got for his brother, but they haven’t rung back. I told you, they didn’t care about Duncan when he was alive, so why the hell would they care now?’

      Cara appeared back in the doorway and motioned for Viv to follow.

      Viv walked past Audrey and back into the open-plan living area where Cara stood by a large glass door.

      ‘It’s open, but we’ve got prints.’ Her sergeant pointed to the glass. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s a partial palm.’

      Viv nodded, her gaze landing on a hard drive and two monitors on the cheap pine desk. The equipment looked out of place, too modern, too expensive compared to the rest of the contents.

      ‘Where’s this outhouse?’ Viv walked over to the side of the desk to look out the glass door. A ramp led down to a small patio that had an unencumbered view over the Kyle. Uneven and unkempt grassland made up the rest of the land between the cottage and the shoreline.

      ‘It’s over there.’ Audrey stepped forward and made to grab the door handle.

      ‘Don’t touch anything!’ Cara blocked the carer’s path. ‘As DI Wylde said, this could be a crime scene. When did you last check to see if the door was locked?’ she asked, but the woman just kept staring towards where Viv was now exiting. ‘Audrey!’

      With a start, she seemed to realise she was being asked a question. ‘I don’t know. I never check it.’

      Viv had heard enough and took off over the grass towards the outhouse. The ground was uneven, making it difficult to move at speed even in her flat boots, but as she approached the small stone building, she knew she didn’t need to try the knob to know it was open. She could see it from ten feet away.

      Stopping just shy of the door, Viv turned to Cara. ‘We’ve got a crime scene. Get the crime scene techs down here, now.’
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      The lack of light at the scene and the need for a different team of examiners to avoid cross-contamination meant Viv’s team had to wait until first light to process the secondary scene. Local police erected a tent to cover the entrance to the outhouse to preserve evidence and taped off the area around the cottage.

      Taking a DNA sample and fingerprints from Audrey MacLeod for elimination purposes had been the exception. The carer had objected loudly, insisting she wouldn’t be ‘fitted up for nothing’. The only thing Viv suspected Audrey MacLeod of was neglect, but for a relatively innocent person, she was protesting way too much. Although that might’ve had more to do with having to pay her daughter to provide cover than a guilty conscience.

      Viv had overheard Audrey’s phone call to her daughter—less a negotiation, more a surrender. The girl drove a harder bargain than her mother. They belonged in a crime syndicate, not healthcare.

      There was no more to be done, not today, but she’d ordered the team to be ready for a seven a.m. start tomorrow.

      Viv dumped her overnight bag onto the bed, sending the red tartan throw askew. The room wasn’t half bad—decent white sheets, solid oak furniture, and a massive highland cow print that seemed to judge her from above the headboard. The receptionist had mentioned the view across to Torrisdale Beach, while Alec apologised for their late check-in, but all Viv could see was darkness. Not even a single star visible through the cloud cover.

      Plugging in her charger at the bedside socket, she checked the time. A little after eleven. Her stomach rumbled. The owner of the hotel had made a selection of sandwiches in lieu of their evening meal, as the kitchen had closed a couple of hours earlier. They lay slightly squashed under tight cellophane. Ham and cheese. That would have to do. At least the room had its own tea-making facilities.

      With a cuppa in hand, Viv kicked off her boots and collapsed against the pillows, chucking a tartan cushion to the side. Katie answered on the third ring.

      ‘Your mum’s settled right down,’ the woman said. ‘And Angela sent me a text to say she’ll be back by teatime, so I thought I might take your mum out to Dobbies, get her a cuppa and a scone.’

      ‘She’ll like that. And Katie… Thank you. I know this is sudden, what with Angela moving up, but we’ll still have work for you if you want it?’

      She’d have a fight with her sister about paying for a carer later. Katie’s hourly rate had risen significantly to reflect the ad hoc nature of her new agreement. Viv reckoned the woman deserved a mask,  cape and tricorn hat, given her hourly rate, but there were times she earned every penny. Like last night—David had stayed with Eileen until Katie arrived, and she’d take over until Angela got back from Harrogate. Her sister was meeting solicitors about selling the house, now Graham had blown their savings following some new-age therapist half his age around the world on cruise ships.

      Murders were much simpler.

      Right now, all Viv needed to know was that there was somebody reliable to help out when she got called away. Katie assured her she’d work their family’s needs around the shifts she picked up from the nursing bank. One thing less to worry about, thought Viv as she ended the call.

      There had been no message from David. No apology. She kicked herself for letting him go into the garage alone, for not hiding the evidence properly. Her research into Daniel’s death lay there—twenty years of evidence waiting to be pieced together. She sighed and sipped her tea. Maybe she’d wanted him to find it… Unconsciously. She absently grabbed a sandwich from the plate and ate.

      David would have to wait. So would Daniel, for that matter, but her son had been waiting twenty years for justice. Another few weeks or months wouldn’t make a difference. He was already gone.

      Justice for Van Man, the murdered remains she’d been brought up here to investigate, would be her only focus for now.
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