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CHAPTER 1

7.18 a.m., Monday, mid-April
Fisherman’s Cottage
Crail, Fife

DCI Andy Gilchrist had just taken his first mouthful of sliced mango when his mobile rang – ID Jessie. ‘Morning, Jessie. Hungover, are we?’

‘Is that the pot nipping the kettle?’

He was indeed feeling a tad tender. Impromptu celebrations and a one-for-the-road deoch an dorus – or was it three? – in The Central had that effect on him now, but he said, ‘Never felt better.’

‘Cross your heart and hope to die? And I don’t think. Listen,’ she said, ‘I’ve just caught a message being passed out on the radio from Control. We’ve got a Grade 1 priority. Missing child. Katie Davis. Two years old. Mother put her to bed last night, checked on her this morning, and she was gone. Mother’s never married. Lives by herself.’

‘Name?’

‘Andrea Davis.’

The name meant nothing to him. ‘Who’s the father? Do we know where he is?’

‘Don’t know to both questions. But I’ll get on to that. The Duty Inspector’s getting a dog handler over to the house as soon as. Grange Road. You know it?’

‘Branches off before the Kinkell Brae?’

‘That’s it.’

Gilchrist pushed his fruit to the side. ‘Address?’

‘Grange Mansion.’

‘Mansion?’

‘Yeah. She’s well to do, by the sounds of it. Which might be a motive for kidnap. But there’s no ransom note. Nothing.’

‘That could come later.’

‘I phoned the Duty Inspector,’ Jessie said, her voice rushing, ‘and asked her to check ViSOR for any RSOs in close proximity.’

The Violent and Sex Offender Register was a police system that kept tabs on RSOs – Registered Sex Offenders. From the rush in Jessie’s voice, Gilchrist suspected they had their first solid lead. ‘Keep going,’ he said.

‘A nasty paedo by the name of Sammie Bell moved into the area about three weeks ago.’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘Doesn’t ring a bell, you mean?’

‘Very funny.’

‘He’s just moved back from London.’

‘Back?’ he said. ‘So he used to live here?’

‘Family home’s in Crail. Not too far from where you live. Parents dead. No siblings. Mother passed away last month, which might explain why he’s returned.’

‘To claim his inheritance?’

‘Got it in one.’

‘Address?’

Jessie gave it to him.

Anstruther Road ran south from Westgate on the outskirts of Crail, and was bounded by some nice property. ‘Find out what you can on Bell, and get back to me.’

‘Want me to pick you up?’

‘I’ll meet you there.’

‘Oh, and one other thing,’ she said. ‘The Incident Officer’s been assigned.’

Something in the chirpy tone of her voice sent a warning through him. ‘Who is it?’

‘DI Walter MacIntosh.’ A pause, then, ‘Isn’t he a pal of yours?’

‘Bring the coffee,’ Gilchrist snarled, and killed the call.

DI Walter Tosh MacIntosh. It had been eighteen months since he’d last seen the man, the nastiest piece of police shit he’d ever tried to scrape off his shoe. After their last run-in, Tosh had been transferred to Lothian and Borders, then moved to Strathclyde HQ. But if he was now back with Fife Constabulary, he was too close for comfort. Gilchrist snatched his leather jacket from the back of a chair, and strode to the rear door.

Although his back garden was sheltered, it felt cold enough to have him blowing into his hands. By the wooden shed in the far corner, he checked the cat’s dish, but its food was barely touched. He peered inside – empty – and jammed a stone at the foot of the door to keep it open. At least it would have a safe place to hide, if it ever came back.

Out the front door, in Rose Wynd, a cold wind had risen. He tugged his collar tight around his neck, stuffed his hands into his pockets. An empty plastic bottle of Irn-Bru rattled across the cobbles. He swung a foot at it, but a sudden gust of wind swept the Wynd, and he missed. Overhead, gulls stalled mid-flight, then wheeled off in windswept free-fall.

He beeped his remote fob, and his BMW winked at him.

The lease on his Mercedes had expired, so he’d gone for a BMW this time. His son, Jack, who’d never owned a car, never even taken a driving lesson – Automation’s what’s wrong with the world now, we should all go back to shanks’s pony – had gifted Gilchrist four thousand pounds in recognition of being an arsehole of a son for all these years. It had taken much drunken persuasion for Gilchrist to accept, recognising that his persistent refusal would be seen as offensive. On one hand, Jack throwing money to the wind in defiance of materialism was a no-brainer. On the other, it worried him that Jack’s sculptures and paintings were being priced so highly now – or, more to the point, what the hell was he doing with the surplus cash?

Gilchrist was about to turn into Westgate when a tradesman, clambering into his van with a sausage roll spilling crumbs, took his attention. The thought of a roll and bacon had his mouth watering, and on impulse he pulled left and parked.

He was crossing the road when his mobile rang – ID Force Control Centre.

‘DS Janes asked me to call you about Mr Bell, sir.’

‘Let’s have it.’

‘His full name is Samuel Johnson Bell, aka Sammie Bell, aka Jimmy Bell, aka Ding, born in ’66. Has a string of offences from the age of thirteen – up in front of the sheriff for shoplifting, petty theft, card fraud; then moved to London in ’85 and was prime suspect in a series of rapes in and around Romford from ’87 through ’95, underage girls – fifteen years, thirteen, and one twelve year old – but his alibis were bombproof. Then we move to the serious stuff, sir.’

Something clamped Gilchrist’s gut. As if underage rape was not serious enough.

‘Was charged by the Met in ’98 with the kidnap and murder of two children from a council house in Dagenham. Never recovered the bodies, but was found guilty and sentenced to twenty years. But he served only six and was released on appeal in 2004. No other reported incidents since. A marker was added to ViSOR three weeks ago on his return to Crail.’

‘How old were these children?’

‘Two, sir. Both girls.’

Same age as Katie Davis. Gilchrist cursed under his breath. How anyone could harm a child, or take sexual satisfaction from someone little older than a baby, was beyond him. He stepped aside as an elderly lady exited the shop, gave her a grim smile and a good-morning nod, then pushed through the door.

‘Anything else?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir. He’s been given an interim SOPO, but his solicitor’s applied to the court to have that lifted on the grounds that he was wrongly convicted in London, and is no danger to any child. It also prevents him from working near children.’

Gilchrist ordered a bacon roll while his mind worked through the logic. With Bell just back from London, an interim Sexual Offences Prevention Order would have been granted within a few days of his return, notwithstanding his alleged innocence. But he worried that Bell’s appeal had been successful. Here was a career sexual offender with a smart brain, or good legal advisors, or both.

‘What did he do for a living?’

‘School janitor.’

Bloody hell. Like giving a fox the keys to the henhouse.

‘He’d been employed in a number of primary schools in and around Romford, sir. After his release he lived in rented accommodation in London, but never stayed in any place longer than six months. He returned to Crail when his mother passed.’

‘Email me a copy of your report,’ Gilchrist said. ‘And copy Jackie Canning in on it.’ He rattled off his and Jackie’s email addresses, then ended the call.

Back outside, he bit into his bacon roll, its crisp, salty meat setting his saliva glands on overload. It was the first bacon roll he’d had in two weeks since Maureen had urged him to eat more fruit and veg. You’re eating all the wrong stuff, Dad. Your cholesterol must be through the roof. He had reciprocated by urging her to eat bigger portions of what he ate – steak pie, chips, pizza – so that she might put weight back on. Three years earlier, she’d lost forty pounds in four months, and had not fully recovered. He often wondered if she ever would.

He dialled her number.

‘Morning, Dad.’ She sounded tired, but not disgruntled like Jack first thing in the morning. ‘Why do you always call so early?’

‘Because it’s the best part of the day, and you shouldn’t miss it.’

‘What time is it anyway?’

‘Close to eight.’

‘Which puts it at about seven,’ she said, ‘if I know you.’

‘Thought we could meet up during the week. Maybe share a fish supper, or two.’

‘So the diet’s taken a dive?’

‘Wouldn’t want to call it a diet, more like a change of subject matter.’ He bit into his roll, as if to make his point.

‘Let me get back to you, Dad. Got some finals coming up. I need to study.’

‘Play catch-up, you mean?’

‘You need to be more trusting,’ she said. ‘But I still love you.’

‘Love you, too, Mo,’ he said to a dead line.

Back in his car, he thought of his children. Now they were both living in St Andrews again, he had hoped to spend more time with them. But the sad truth was that they had their own lives to get on with, and being a DCI with Fife Constabulary did not exactly lend itself to knitting to pass the time.

Jack was doing well, showing his art in a gallery in South Street, making a name for himself in circles that mattered, or so he said. Which was always a worry. Gilchrist continued to have difficulty believing Jack. On the other hand, Maureen was as straight as the road was long, and told the truth, whether it cut him to the bone or not.

But it troubled him that he had not been entirely honest with them, and had yet to tell them he was about to become a father again. After much soul-searching, Forensic Pathologist Dr Rebecca Cooper had decided not to have a termination, despite protests from her soon-to-be-ex-husband, Max, who was now regretting his own infidelities and wanted to start afresh – without someone else’s bastard child. Not that Max had any say in the matter, Gilchrist thought he understood that much, only that guilt was playing a part in the man’s remorse.

He slowed down as he located himself from the street addresses, then pulled on to the pavement opposite Bell’s property. The house surprised him, a substantial two-storey stone property that looked as if it had been maintained to within an inch of its life. Vinyl windows glistened like paint. Spotless slates reflected a grey sky. Only the garden looked unkempt, the lawn still stunned from its winter hibernation, and shrubs in need of a pruning, an indication as to how the house would decline now it was being looked after by the Bells’ criminal son.

He dialled Jessie’s number. ‘Where are you?’

‘Hold your horses. I’ve just got the coffee. You want to have it before or after you grill Bell’s arse?’

‘Before,’ he said.

‘That’s better. I’ll be there in ten.’

The line died, leaving Gilchrist to shake his head.

In the five months he had been partnered with Jessie he had come to understand that ‘morning’ and ‘Jessie’ were two words that should never be together. She had a bright mind and a quick wit, but personal problems with which she refused to let him help, and a driven desire almost as fierce as his own to bring criminals to justice.

So he waited for her arrival, and eyed Bell’s house.

Had the upstairs curtains opened since he’d parked? He couldn’t say. As if to reassure him, slatted blinds in the lower right front window flashed open, revealing the silhouette of a man’s figure.

A pair of slats at head height widened as someone peered through them. Then they flicked shut, and the blinds rose with the steadiness of a stage curtain lifting, the windowsill low enough to reveal a naked man, arms blackened with tattoos for sleeves, thighs coloured like a Chinese painting, head shorn like a polished newel.

The man seemed unconcerned by his nakedness. But it was the manner in which he stood that Gilchrist found unsettling. He was being stared down, no doubt about it. ‘That’s the way to do it, sonny Jim,’ Gilchrist whispered. ‘You’re trying to wind up the wrong guy.’


CHAPTER 2

Jessie parked her Fiat behind Gilchrist.

When she slid into his passenger seat, he said, ‘You look flushed.’

‘And you look like you’ve been out on the binge. Here.’ She handed him his coffee. ‘You’d better drink that before it gets cold.’ Then her eyes widened as her gaze shifted over his shoulder.

Gilchrist followed her line of sight as he took a sip of coffee. Sammie Bell – if that’s who the man was – had returned to stand at the window, still naked.

‘Is that Sammie Bell?’

‘That’s his address,’ he said, and took another sip.

‘Swallow up,’ she said. ‘This I’ve got to see,’ and stuffed her cup into the holder in the centre console.

He followed her as she took the garden steps two at a time. She’d been exercising, which he had to say was working, and her once chubby figure was beginning to recover its shape. By the time they reached the door, the man hadn’t moved, just stood there, watching them with a dead stare. Jessie rang the doorbell, hardly out of breath, while Gilchrist flashed his warrant card at the window.

It worked. The man lowered the blinds.

Several seconds later, the door opened wide, releasing a waft of warm air and a heavy guff of stale food. The man stood before them. An open-mouthed red dragon entwined itself around and up his left leg, while an iridescent wide-fanged python squeezed his right, as if both creatures were striving to reach the easy prey of the man’s penis – the effect striking enough for Gilchrist to have difficulty diverting his eyes. The man’s arms were sleeved so thickly with tattoos that it looked as if he’d worn gloves and dipped his arms up to the armpits in tar. A pair of diamond studs pierced his right ear. His feet sported hairy toes and nails in need of a cut, and stood atop a carpet of unopened envelopes, brochures, spam mail, with Bell in the first line of the address.

‘Mr Samuel Johnson Bell?’ Jessie said, holding up her warrant card.

The man cocked his head.

‘We need to talk to you.’

‘Talk?’

‘Can we come in?’

Bell stared at Jessie, silent.

It took several seconds for Gilchrist to notice that Bell’s pupils were dilated, that he was likely high on drugs. ‘We could drag you down to the Station, if you’d prefer,’ he said. ‘But I think you’d catch your death of cold. So why don’t you invite us in so we can talk in the warmth?’

Bell’s lips parted in a weak grin. ‘Heating’s not on,’ he said.

‘That’s it,’ Jessie said, and reached for her plasticuffs.

Bell’s eyes widened at the sight of the cuffs, and he took a step back.

‘These are going round your wrists or your balls, I don’t care which.’

Gilchrist grabbed Bell’s arm as he stumbled backwards, and managed to prevent him from falling. But Bell locked an out-of-focus stare on Gilchrist’s hand, and said, ‘Pi can’t be expressed as a fraction.’

‘Do you have a solicitor?’ Jessie asked.

‘It’s an irrational number that never repeats—’

‘How about repeating this? Do you have a solicitor?’

‘ . . . and never ends when written as a decimal.’

Gilchrist relaxed his grip on Bell’s arm, and gave Jessie a tiny shake of his head. She got the message, and slipped her plasticuffs back into her pocket. ‘Would you like me to make you a cup of tea, Mr Bell?’ Gilchrist asked.

Bell seemed confused for a moment, then said, ‘No kettle.’

Jessie tutted and pushed past him, towards a door that Gilchrist assumed opened to the kitchen. Bell turned and followed her, Gilchrist behind him.

Where the exterior of the house was immaculate, the kitchen was a different matter.

Pots and pans piled high in a scum-lined sink. Crusts of burned toast and the remains of other food littered the draining basin. Emptied tins of baked beans sat on the granite tops, some on their sides, dribbling the last of their contents down the cupboard doors. The air was thick enough to taste, and a smell that left a coating on the tongue had Gilchrist pressing the back of his hand to his nose.

‘Bloody hell,’ Jessie said, and snapped open a window.

Fresh air rushed in.

Bell stepped towards a circular oak table, bare feet squelching on sticky linoleum. An opened bottle of ginger beer lay on its side in the corner. He shoved aside a stack of books, and hastily scraped together a haphazard pile of loose papers. Then he looked at Gilchrist, papers hugged to his chest.

‘Let’s try the front lounge,’ Gilchrist said.

Without a word, Bell walked from the kitchen.

In the lounge, other than the opening of the blinds, the room looked as if Bell had not set foot in it. Cushions sat plumped up on a crinkle-free settee, as if untouched since their last cleaning. Two crystal vases stood on a glass-topped coffee table, lily and rose petals scattered around them like crinkled scraps. On a shelf by the rear window, a devil’s ivy drooped to the floor, its yellowed leaves as crisp as dried paper.

‘How long have you lived here, Mr Bell?’ Gilchrist asked.

Bell was standing at the window again. A fierce-eyed eagle spread its wings across his upper back, yellow beak open, talons splayed, feathers fluttering from the rippling of his muscles. Bell might be high on drugs, but he was in excellent physical shape.

Gilchrist let a silent ten seconds pass before saying, ‘I don’t like repeating myself.’

‘A month,’ Bell said, ‘give or take.’

‘These papers you’re holding, Mr Bell. What are they?’ He detected a tensing in Bell’s stance.

Jessie took a step closer to Bell. ‘Are you hiding something?’ she asked him.

Bell turned suddenly, and held the papers out to Gilchrist.

From where Gilchrist stood, the pencilled triangles and trapeziums and numbers for angles reminded him of his geometry classes in secondary school. But he kept his arms at his sides. ‘Studying maths?’ he said.

‘It took over three hundred years for Fermat’s Last Theorem to be solved—’

‘Where were you last night?’ Gilchrist interrupted, and watched calculated cunning slide behind Bell’s eyes.

‘Why?’

‘Just answer the question.’

Bell pulled his papers back to his chest. ‘I was here.’

‘Alone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you go out at all?’

‘Where to?’

‘That’s what I’m asking.’

‘I had a couple of pints.’

Like pulling teeth, Gilchrist thought. ‘Where?’

‘Golf Hotel.’

The Golf Hotel was at the other end of town, but an image of Bell seated in the lounge having a jovial pint did not materialise. ‘The bar?’ he asked.

‘Where else?’

‘What’s that?’ Jessie asked, and nodded to Bell’s papers.

But Bell ignored her, kept his eyes on Gilchrist.

‘Looks like there’s some photos in that lot,’ she persisted.

Bell tightened his grip on the bunched papers.

Jessie smiled. ‘Head shots of Fermat, are they?’

Gilchrist eyed the papers, but from where he stood, all he could see were scribbled pages. ‘Like to show us?’ he said to Bell, and held out his hand.

Bell pulled the pages tighter.

‘We can apply for a warrant,’ Gilchrist reasoned.

Something seemed to settle over Bell at these words but, as he relaxed his grip, first one photograph, then another, slipped from the loosening pages. He tried to catch them, but only made matters worse as other scribbled pages and coloured prints fluttered to the carpet.

Jessie reached down and retrieved a photograph. She stared at it for several seconds, then said, ‘What’s this got to do with Fermat’s Last Theorem?’

Bell gave her a dead-eyed stare.

‘Did someone give you this, or did you download it?’

Silence.

She picked up another photograph, then one more, and said, ‘We can take you to the Station as is. Or you can get dressed. But however you do it, I’m detaining you on suspicion of downloading images of underage children. You do have a computer, don’t you?’

Bell lifted his gaze to the ceiling, and cocked his head as if some idea had come to him. Then he gave a weak smile, and said, ‘I’ll get dressed.’

‘Not so fast,’ Jessie said. ‘Leave that lot here.’

Bell crouched down, and placed the papers on the carpet with care, revealing more images of what looked like child porn.

Gilchrist said, ‘I’ll come with you while you dig out your clothes.’

‘I can manage,’ Bell said, and turned to the door.

Jessie took a step to the side, blocking his way. ‘You heard the man.’

Bell narrowed his eyes, as if seeing her for the first time.

‘That’s right,’ she said to him. ‘We’ll be searching that computer of yours before you can delete a bloody thing.’


CHAPTER 3

While Jessie arranged transport to take Bell to the North Street Office, Gilchrist phoned Brenda McAllister, the Procurator Fiscal, and organised a search warrant for Bell’s property. With the process started at least, Gilchrist walked upstairs, leaving Jessie to keep an eye on Bell. Strictly speaking, anything found in advance of the warrant could be deemed inadmissible in court, but Jessie would back him up, he knew.

Just as on the lower floor, upstairs was a dichotomy of cleanliness and disarray. He entered a front bedroom, the floor littered with clothes, bed-sheets, discarded beer cans, plates dirtied with hardened lumps of food. The walls, once neatly wallpapered, were pencilled from floor to ceiling in scribbled mathematical equations that ran for line upon line in the tiniest of writing, making Gilchrist wonder if Bell had been trying to solve Fermat’s Last Theorem all by himself.

An opened laptop sat on the bed, screen half hidden by a filthy pillow which he eased aside. He ran a knuckle over the touch pad and the screen revived to an image of what looked like the lower half of a naked child, legs wide . . .

Gilchrist’s stomach seized. He turned away as the urge to throw up hit him like a kick to the guts. He choked back a sliver of bile, ran the back of his hand over his lips, his mind screaming that he would have Bell, he would kill the man, he would . . . he would . . .

He took a deep breath to settle his heart, and forced his mind to think rationally. He accessed the images in sequence to confirm the child was female but, importantly, that she had a small birthmark on her inner right thigh, which could help identify her. The corner of his eye caught what he thought was spillage on the bedsheets. He leaned over for a closer inspection, and managed to stifle another spasm as his gut threatened to eject his breakfast.

But he gagged it down, and stumbled from the bedroom.

Jessie’s eyes widened as Gilchrist barged into the living room.

Bell stood in profile, facing the window, lips curling with the tiniest of smiles. Then he turned and stared through Gilchrist, pupils no longer dilated. And Gilchrist wondered if Bell had not been on drugs but high on the sexual thrill of masturbating to children.

The smirk was too much.

One step, two steps, and he had his fingers around Bell’s neck and his back thumped hard enough against the wall to send a mirror crashing to the floor.

‘Who is she?’ he snarled.

Bell’s muscles flexed, then he launched himself from the wall and went for a head-butt. Gilchrist was ready, and pulled him off balance with a twist of his shoulders and a hook of his leg. Bell hit the floor and a knee thumped into the small of his back, emptied his lungs with a surprised grunt.

‘Was that Katie Davis?’ Gilchrist growled.

Bell bellowed in pain, but managed to grunt, ‘Who’s Katie Davis?’

Gilchrist pressed harder. ‘I swear I’ll—’

‘Andy.’

Jessie’s shout brought him back. He released his grip, pushed himself to his feet.

Bell rolled on to his side, and Gilchrist jerked him upright, thudded his back against the wall again, ready to send him to the floor if he so much as looked as if he was going to retaliate. But Bell coughed once, twice, then chuckled. ‘You don’t know,’ he said, ‘do you?’

‘Don’t know what?’

Bell shook his head with a smile. ‘You just don’t know.’

It took all of Gilchrist’s willpower not to throttle the life from Bell. ‘We’ll ID her from the birthmark,’ he said.

Surprise flickered across Bell’s face.

‘And if that’s you on the screen, I’ll make sure you spend a weekend in Cornton Vale before they send you to Barlinnie.’

Gilchrist knew his words were meaningless to a man like Bell. Being threatened by the law was no more hurtful than being sworn at. Nonetheless, he breathed a sigh of relief when a police Transit van pulled up on the pavement outside Bell’s house – the uniforms to take Bell to North Street.

By the time the warrant arrived, Jessie had been through Bell’s laptop, but found no more child porn. When the SOCOs turned up, Gilchrist and Jessie had their stories straight, and Gilchrist made a point of following Colin, the lead SOCO, into Bell’s bedroom, where the laptop was discovered and bagged for removal. Gilchrist then instructed Colin to search the place from top to bottom, and left him to it.

As he and Jessie walked along the garden path, he said, ‘Penny for your thoughts?’

‘You can’t afford them, the things I’m thinking of doing to that pervert.’

‘We don’t yet know that the man in the images was Bell,’ Gilchrist reasoned.

‘Just some pervert who needs his cock whacked off,’ Jessie said. ‘And I’ll tell you what, for all the shit those dickheads for brothers of mine have done, they draw the line at that.’ She scurried down the steps and stomped across the road to her Fiat.

Gilchrist could not argue with her. Tommy and Terry Janes might both have served time in Barlinnie, but Jessie’s criminal brothers were just that – criminals, not paedophiliac perverts. He pressed his key fob. ‘Let’s leave Bell to stew for a bit in the Station—’

‘Stew? I’d boil the bastard.’

Gilchrist opened the car door. ‘Let’s have a look at Grange Mansion first,’ he said.

Grange Mansion stood in a wooded enclave on the east side of Grange Road, and was accessed through a stone gateway that looked as though age was doing what it could to pull it down. Dislodged stones lay in roadside piles overgrown by dandelions and nettles tall enough to sting your face. Police cars, Land Rovers, Transit vans with antennae spiking skywards, and an array of private cars, lined the opposite side. Police tape blocked the entrance where journalists milled like a market throng.

A TV crew went about its business of setting up cameras.

Gilchrist nosed closer, flashed his warrant card, and was permitted access.

The entrance driveway was little more than two worn tracks in weed-riddled gravel, pot-holed and puddled. Rhododendron bushes brushed the car’s wings as he eased through, its chassis bucking as he negotiated the dips and hollows. He found a spot by a derelict barn, which offered a narrow view across open fields.

Jessie parked her Fiat next to him.

He removed a set of coveralls from the boot. The wind had settled, and a white haar was gathering from the north. In the distance, a flat sea melded into a horizon as grey as slate. St Andrews lay off to the left but, from that angle, through the trees, only the harbour’s stone pier and a snippet of the East Sands was visible.

The Crime Scene Manager was WPC Mhairi McBride, who had only just returned to the Constabulary the week before after being hospitalised. She signed them in, noting the time, and said, ‘We’ve almost completed a search of the house and the outbuildings, sir.’

Gilchrist felt his gaze being pulled to the derelict barn, and two dilapidated buildings either side, which could both do with new roofs. Plenty of places for a child to hide.

‘But Katie’s not here. The SOCOs are working the back garden, sir, which is where they believe entry to the property was made. Over the boundary wall, sir.’

‘How did he gain access to the house?’

‘Used a glass cutter on the bedroom window, then undid the sash lock. No prints, so he was wearing gloves.’

Gilchrist stared along the side of the house, beyond a white Lexus that looked as if it could do with a cleaning. From where they stood, he could see the stone wall that bounded a property line thick with shrubs and bushes. In pitch darkness you could stumble about, maybe lose your bearings. Had the kidnapper known the layout? He felt his gaze drift back to the driveway. This far out of town, the kidnapper must have come by car, parked on Grange Road remote from the entrance, and maybe edged along the south boundary wall.

But the SOCOs would confirm that.

He turned to Mhairi. ‘Do we have a list of friends, relatives, tradesmen; anyone who might have had recent access?’ he asked.

‘DS Baxter is collecting that information, sir.’

‘Is he here?’

‘Popped back to North Street, sir.’

Gilchrist eyed Grange Mansion, a two-storey stone structure that lacked any sense of architectural vision; just upper and lower windows either side of a dark front door. Like the outbuildings, it was in a poor state of repair. Paint peeled in blisters and flakes from rotted windows and fasciae. Weeds sprouted from rooftop gutters. Rainwater darkened the corner where a downpipe hung loose like a broken leg.

‘Where’s Ms Davis now?’ Gilchrist asked.

‘She’s inside, sir. With Family Liaison. WPC Carlton.’

‘Good. She’ll handle her well.’

He was about to walk off when Mhairi said, ‘Did you know that Ms Davis’s father is the ex-MSP, Dougal Davis, sir?’

Gilchrist grimaced. From memory, Dougal Davis had been forced to resign from the Scottish Parliament after his third wife turned up at the local A&E with a fractured arm, and confessed to a series of incidents of physical abuse throughout her marriage.

Davis denied every one of them, and the Procurator Fiscal decided against proceeding with criminal charges in the end. The popular story at the time was that Davis had bought the PF’s silence. But the damage was done, and Davis had to step down from a career in politics. Gossip was rife, with other stories of abuse surfacing for a moment, only to be squashed by solicitors representing the powerhouse businessman that Davis had since become.

‘Did Davis ever remarry?’ Gilchrist asked.

‘Nobody’ll have him, more like,’ Jessie said.

‘Maybe so. But we need to check him out.’

Gilchrist thanked Mhairi and was about to walk away, when he caught sight of Tosh at the corner of the barn, barking into his mobile phone like a field commander. He thought he looked fatter by about a stone, maybe three. Fat bulged around his neck, and his face look boiled. The only thing thinner about him was his hair, which sported a freckled patch at the back of his crown.

When Tosh saw Gilchrist, he turned his back on him and walked off.

Gilchrist resisted the urge to follow, and strode towards the house. ‘See if you can get hold of Jackie,’ he said to Jessie, ‘and find out everything you can about Dougal Davis.’

Gilchrist stepped on to the front porch while Jessie walked off for better reception. He opened his coveralls and put them on. The main door creaked when he turned the handle, and he stepped into a dark hallway that smelled of damp wool and stale dust. Ahead, it widened to a staircase on the left, which rose to the upper floor. On the right, a narrower walkway led deeper into the house.

He caught the faintest echo of conversation, the distant sound of footsteps on wooden floorboards. He walked past the staircase, the voices becoming clearer. The ceiling lowered where the staircase above turned at the mid-landing. He bent his head, and stumbled down a couple of steps he failed to see in the dim light, beyond which the hallway ended at a door.

He pushed through, and entered the kitchen.

WPC Jenny Carlton sat at a kitchen table large enough to accommodate a party of ten, talking to a straggle-haired woman – presumably Andrea Davis – who sat with her back to Gilchrist, hands clasped to a tea mug. They both wore forensic coveralls.

The kitchen was redolent of coffee and burned toast, the air thick with the warmth of a homely Scottish welcome. A cast-iron range cooker nestled in an arched alcove that could have been constructed in the nineteenth century. A German shepherd lay on the floor in the cooker’s heat, and gave Gilchrist an uninterested sniff before nestling its head on to its paws and closing its eyes. Through the window, the dark grey line of the boundary wall edged the property at the end of an overgrown lawn. A search team on hands and knees were working their way through the uncut grass in an almost perfect line.

WPC Carlton caught Gilchrist’s eye, and rose to her feet.

‘No need to stand,’ he said, as he walked across the floor. At the hearth, he paused and scratched the dog behind its ears, estimating its age to be greater than ten – getting on in dog years.

‘What’s its name?’ he asked the woman.

‘Chivas,’ Davis said.

‘As in Regal?’

‘Yes.’

‘Sorry,’ he said, and turned away from Chivas. ‘I have a soft spot with animals.’

‘You have a dog?’ Davis asked.

He was about to say he used to, when his children were young, but stopped himself in time. Instead, he shook his head. ‘Only an injured cat at the moment that turns up looking for food from time to time.’ He held out his warrant card. ‘DCI Andy Gilchrist, St Andrews CID.’

She nodded. ‘Andrea Davis.’

Gilchrist took the chair next to WPC Carlton and faced Davis. ‘Do you mind if I call you Andrea?’

‘If you like.’

He gave a short smile, then assured her that he would use all resources available to him in the search for her missing daughter, that it was crucial he learned as much as he could about events leading up to and after she noticed her disappearance.

‘Your daughter’s name,’ he then said. ‘Katie, is it?’

She nodded.

‘Short for Katherine?’

‘Katarina.’ Although the name had been announced with authority, her voice sounded brittle, wounded. But Katarina intrigued him. Not your usual Scottish name, although it had been shortened to one.

‘Any middle names?’

She shook her head.

‘Just Katarina Davis?’

He thought it odd how, at the mention of the surname, she crossed her arms over her chest, as if chilled from a rush of cold air. ‘It’s an unusual name,’ he said. ‘Katarina. Sounds East European, even Russian.’ He threw in that comment, just to gauge a reaction.

But Andrea said nothing, and gave an almost unnoticeable shake of her head.

‘I’m sure you’ve been through this before,’ he said, and waited until her gaze settled on his. ‘But I’d like you to tell me what happened.’


CHAPTER 4

‘I woke up just after six,’ Andrea said.

‘Why?’ Gilchrist asked.

‘Light sleeper.’

‘Nothing woke you, I mean.’

‘No. Most mornings I’m awake early.’

Gilchrist let his silence work for him.

‘I didn’t get out of bed, though,’ she went on. ‘Just read for a bit.’

‘The newspaper?’

‘Biography of Dickens. Been meaning to read it for ages.’

‘So when did you get up?’

‘Six thirty-eight.’

‘Exactly?’

She nodded. ‘I looked at the clock. That’s why I knew the exact time.’

Gilchrist cocked his head at the sound of footsteps from the hallway. The others heard them, too. Together they turned as Jessie entered.

‘Not interrupting anything, am I?’

Gilchrist said to Andrea, ‘Do you mind if DS Janes joins us?’

‘Would it make any difference if I did?’

Rather than answer, he nodded for Jessie to take a seat, but she chose to stand at the end of the table. He turned back to Andrea. ‘So you got out of bed at exactly six thirty-eight,’ he said, bringing Jessie up to speed. ‘Did something make you look at the clock?’

He thought it odd the way her fingers tightened around her mug, how she took a quick sip of tea, then set the mug down. ‘It was the silence,’ she said. ‘It felt different.’

‘Felt different?’

‘Nothing tactile in the correct definition of the word, rather that the silence was not as silent as it usually is, if you get my meaning.’ Then she frowned. ‘You’re staring at me.’

‘I don’t mean to. Sorry,’ he said, and continued to focus on her eyes.

She cleared her throat, looked down at her hands. ‘I could hear birdsong,’ she said. ‘I can’t normally hear that from my bedroom. And my bedroom felt colder, too. So I got up, and before doing so, I looked at the time.’

‘Go on,’ Gilchrist encouraged.

‘I put on my dressing gown and walked along the hallway to Katie’s room.’

‘Were you wearing slippers?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘You didn’t say you put on slippers. Do you sleep with your door open?’

‘Partly. Why?’

‘You didn’t say you opened the door.’

Andrea looked at Gilchrist, as if seeing him for the first time. ‘Does it matter if I opened the door wider, or put on my slippers?’ She took another sip, fingers shivering with a tremor that threatened to bring tears to her eyes.

‘It’s important that you tell me everything,’ he said. ‘No matter how small. It’ll give us a clearer picture.’ He waited until she replaced her mug. ‘Take your time.’

She took a deep breath, then exhaled. ‘I reached Katie’s bedroom door. It was open. It always is. And I just knew she was gone. Even before I looked inside, I knew she was gone.’

‘How did you know?’

‘It was cold. The window was open.’

‘From the hallway, could you see the window was open?’

‘No. Not there. I felt it. The coldness. And when I saw her cot empty, I realised the window was open.’ She pressed her hands to her face, gagged a gasp.

Gilchrist waited several beats before saying, ‘Did you notice anything else?’

She looked at him, puzzled. ‘Like what?’

‘Anything missing?’

She shook her head. ‘Her blankets. He must have wrapped her up in her blankets.’

Gilchrist noted the reference to he, but it was the natural assumption – strength to climb over the boundary wall, break into the bedroom, remove the child, make off with her in his arms, carry her across a field, if he had to.

Instead, he said, ‘Anything else missing? Toys? Dolls? That sort of thing?’

She shook her head as if lost for a moment, then livened. ‘Yes. Her woollen Chivas. She always slept with it. Her bed’s empty, so it’s gone, too.’

He frowned. ‘Her woollen Chivas?’

‘It’s a knitted toy dog. The same colour as Chivas.’

Gilchrist glanced at movement to the side, as Chivas raised his head at the repeated mention of his name, then returned to his slumber.

‘My mother bought it for Katie.’

‘Can you describe it?’ he said. ‘We can make a point of searching for it. Maybe it dropped from the bedclothes as they crossed the lawn, or climbed the wall. It could help us track the kidnapper’s movements. Even help us ID Katie, if she still has it.’

‘I think I have another one. Not the same colour, but the same style. Do you want me to get it now?’

‘Later,’ he said. ‘So where was the real-life Chivas when this was going on?’

‘Asleep.’

‘Wouldn’t Chivas have barked if he’d heard anything?’

‘Chivas suffers from canine narcolepsy. He spends most of his time sleeping.’

Gilchrist felt his gaze drawn to Chivas by the range cooker. Head on paws, eyes closed, which he supposed gave new meaning to the phrase dog tired. He turned back to Andrea. ‘When you realised Katie wasn’t in her cot, what did you do?’

‘I called the police and reported her missing.’

‘You called on your mobile?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you have it with you when you left your room and walked to Katie’s in your slippers?’

‘No. I keep it on my bedside table.’

‘So you went back for it?’

‘Yes.’

Gilchrist nodded to Jessie, who walked around the end of the table to face Andrea.

‘Your 999 call to the Force Control Centre at Glenrothes was logged in at 07.07 this morning,’ she said, ‘and a priority alert was put out on all channels at 07.14.’

Andrea looked at Gilchrist, then Jessie, then back to Gilchrist. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Neither do we,’ Jessie said.

Gilchrist returned Andrea’s puzzled expression. ‘Six thirty-eight,’ he said to her.

‘I . . . maybe I was mistaken.’

‘You sounded so certain.’

‘I . . . ’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t explain it.’

Gilchrist tried another angle. ‘Was anyone with you last night?’

‘No.’

‘Did you speak to anyone on the phone last night?’

‘My mother called.’

‘Anyone else?’

‘No one.’

‘We’ll be checking your phone records—’

‘Why?’ she said. ‘Don’t you believe me?’

‘We need to satisfy ourselves about the discrepancy in your story versus the time of your calls. We need to have a clear understanding of what—’

‘Story?’ she snapped. ‘Is that what you think this is? Some sordid little story that you can all have a laugh at back at the police station?’ She rose to her feet. ‘My daughter’s been kidnapped and taken to God knows where. I don’t even know if she’s come to any harm, and you’re talking to me as if I’m making up some kind of story.’ Her lips whitened, then she shouted, ‘Get out.’

Gilchrist nodded to Jessie, then stood. ‘WPC Carlton will stay with you—’

‘I don’t want anyone to stay with me. I just want Katie back. I want her back. Can’t you understand?’

Gilchrist squeezed Carlton’s shoulder. ‘Call, if you need me.’ Then he and Jessie walked from the kitchen, leaving Andrea sobbing opposite Carlton, shoulders heaving, and strangely, or so Gilchrist thought, not a tear in sight.

Outside, he puffed away a shiver. ‘First thoughts?’

‘She’s not right in the head, is what I’m thinking. What the hell was that all about?’

‘Do you believe her?’

‘How long would it take to walk from her bedroom to Katie’s and back, then call in a report? Best guess, three minutes max.’

‘So we’re looking at 06.40 until 07.07,’ he said. ‘Giving her the benefit of every doubt, plus or minus a minute or two either way, we’re missing, what, twenty minutes?’

‘Want me to take her to task on that?’

Gilchrist shook his head. ‘She’s hiding something. She was emphatic about the time, but it doesn’t mean she’s involved in Katie’s disappearance, or not devastated as her mother. Let’s give her the benefit of that doubt.’ He looked off to the horizon. The skies had cleared, the morning greyness replaced by a blue sky that shuffled clouds as thin as cards. He caught the shimmer of the North Sea, a scattering of broken glass on a grey field.

Despite the cold, it could be a good day after all.

‘So what did she do in these missing twenty minutes?’ Jessie asked.

‘If I was a betting man, I’d say she was on the phone. So check her phone records.’

‘Maybe she had a lover staying over,’ Jessie said. ‘Giving her a morning shag—’

‘So why check the time?’

‘To see how long he lasted?’ Jessie let out a guffaw, then said, ‘I’ve just shot down my own argument. We’re looking for twenty minutes, not twenty seconds.’

‘But he’d need to get dressed and leave, which would take time.’

Jessie scowled. ‘Are you winding me up?’

Gilchrist unzipped his coveralls. ‘Let’s go and see Jackie.’

He waited until Jessie started up her Fiat, before he went looking for Tosh.

He found him at the side of the barn, on his mobile, staring out across the fields.

Tosh turned at the sound of approaching footsteps, and slapped his mobile shut with a snarl when he recognised Gilchrist.

‘I’m the SIO on this investigation,’ Gilchrist said. ‘Normally, I’d ask the Incident Officer to remain as a valued member of my team, but I don’t believe you’re up to it. So you’re being kicked out of it.’

Tosh grunted a smirk.

‘I want all statements and files obtained under your watch on my desk by midday.’

‘Still playing the big-shot, I see.’ Tosh’s tight eyes danced for a few seconds, then he sidestepped Gilchrist and tried to push past him.

But Gilchrist grabbed him by the shoulder, only to have Tosh swipe at his hand, turn, and step in close enough for him to smell the man’s bacon breath.

‘Touch me once more, you smarmy bastard, and I’ll fucking have you.’

‘My desk,’ Gilchrist said. ‘Midday. Then you’re out of it.’

‘You know your problem, Gilchrist?’ Tosh’s eyes flared with an unhealthy wildness. ‘You fancy yourself. You think shit doesn’t stick to your shoes. But you’re a loose cannon. You’re reckless. If it wasn’t for you, Stan the man would still be around.’

Gilchrist hit him, a straight-fingered jab to the solar plexus, which had Tosh gawping for breath like a landed fish, face turning a deeper shade as the ability to breathe failed him. A quick glance left and right confirmed that no one had seen the blow. He gave Tosh a friendly pat on the back, and waited for that first merciful intake of air to fill his lungs.

‘Something catch in your throat?’

Tosh flailed his arms and broke free. ‘Fuck you, Gilchrist.’ His pinpoint eyes blazed. A vein pulsed at his temple, and his neck threatened to burst his shirt collar. ‘I’m your worst fucking nightmare. You’d better believe it. I’ll get you, I fucking promise. But you won’t know when it’s coming, or where. Just that it will be fucking coming. And it’ll be lights out. Period.’

‘Finished?’

Tosh stepped back, and tried a smile, but some part of his brain failed to compute as ordered, and he jerked a grimace instead. ‘Sleep tight in that tidy little Fisherman’s Cottage of yours, Gilchrist. And remember what I told you. Night-night. And lights out.’

‘Midday,’ Gilchrist said, and turned away.

From behind, he heard Tosh’s forced laughter, the guttural coughing up of phlegm as he spat out his anger. He tried to downplay the incident in his mind, as if it was not worth the worry. But he’d crossed Tosh before, years earlier, only to be kicked unconscious by a pair of thugs a week later while walking home from the pub. No one was found, no one was charged, and the incident faded into history.

But Gilchrist had known his beating had been instigated by Tosh.

You crossed Tosh, you took your chance.

He cursed under his breath and walked to his car, the ghost of Tosh’s threat sweeping after him like an ice-cold backdraught that chilled the length of his spine.


CHAPTER 5

By the time Gilchrist drove through the pend and parked at the back of the North Street Office, he had organised a search of Andrea Davis’s bank accounts, standing orders, direct debits, credit and debit cards, to help him understand why she could afford to live in a mansion – albeit a dilapidated one – alone with her daughter and a dog-tired Chivas. Maybe she had money of her own; a trust fund perhaps – good enough reason to initiate a ransom demand – but he needed that confirmed. If she thought she could brush him off with some fudged excuse about twenty missing minutes, she was sorely mistaken.

Once in his office, he accessed his computer and checked his messages – nothing urgent or relevant to the current case – and was about to head to Jackie’s office, when his mobile rang – ID Becky.

‘The weather’s forecast to pick up later today,’ she said, without introduction, ‘so I thought you might like to unpack my new barbecue and set it up for me. And I’ve found a new recipe for a Caribbean marinade, which I’m eager to try out on you. But I suppose I should first ask if you’re free this evening.’

‘Good morning to you, too, Becky.’

She chuckled. ‘Polite to a fault, Andy. Your most endearing and irritating trait.’

Their relationship was coming up for four months old and, despite her being pregnant, he felt as if he still didn’t know her. They needed to spend more time together, but not that evening. ‘Just been hit with a new case,’ he said.

‘Hopefully not the kidnapped girl.’

‘Afraid so.’

‘It’s on all the news channels. The granddaughter of that vile ex-politician Dougal Davis. God, I hate the man and all he stands for. And so full of himself. You should hear him talk. He’s already made a statement to the kidnappers—’

‘Excuse me?’

‘BBC Scotland. About fifteen minutes ago—’

‘Let me get back to you.’

He hung up, and strode to Jackie’s office – Jackie Canning, first-class researcher, who suffered from cerebral palsy and scurried around on crutches with surprising agility, but had a stutter so bad she had almost given up speaking.

Jessie was standing next to her, staring at her monitor.

‘Log on to BBC Scotland,’ he said to Jackie, ‘and pull up a replay of Dougal Davis’s speech.’

Jackie worked the mouse and keyboard like the expert she was. She opened her mouth to ask a question, but her stutter stumped her every time.

‘It was on about fifteen minutes ago,’ he told her.

Jackie’s rust-coloured mop of hair bobbed as if sprung. ‘Twe . . . twe . . . ’ she tried.

‘That’s it,’ he said, and almost knocked her crutches to the floor in his eagerness to see the monitor. He moved them out of the way, stood them in the corner. ‘Turn up the volume.’

Jackie obliged, and the presenter’s voice cut in.

‘ . . . over to Edinburgh, where ex-MSP Dougal Davis is set to make an announcement to the press.’

Gilchrist leaned closer as the scene shifted, and the camera zoomed in on two men standing on the steps to some office. He recognised Davis from when he’d been a regular on the news, spouting off political wisdom on matters from the need to remove Trident from the Clyde, to the state of Scotland’s prison service. He thought Davis had aged. A florid face with jowls that seemed to sag over his shirt collar suggested too many business lunches. The man at his side, a manicured solicitor somewhere in his early forties, was speaking into the mic.

After thirty seconds of legalese, Gilchrist said, ‘Fast-forward to Davis talking.’

Jackie obliged, overshot it, and backed up to Davis pressing closer to the mic.

‘I will say this once, and once only.’ His voice boomed. His eyes livened. ‘Whoever you are and wherever you may be, if any harm befalls my granddaughter, Katie . . . ’ He paused for effect, his wild gaze boiling the air, TV camera zooming in until his face filled the screen. ‘ . . . the world will not be big enough for you to hide in. I say to you, return my granddaughter unharmed today, and you will not be prosecuted. You have my word on that.’

The camera zoomed in until only Davis’s eyes and the bridge of his nose filled the screen. He held his hard-as-steel stare at the camera, eyes displaying a mix of defiance and patriarchal outrage. Here was a man who would hound you to the far corners of the earth if you crossed him, and God help you if he ever found you.

Gilchrist pushed himself upright, stunned by what he had just heard. ‘The man’s a lunatic,’ he said. ‘And he’s interfering with my investigation.’

‘Don’t you think it’s interesting that he said return Katie to me?’

‘The mighty Dougal Davis? Bugger that. Get on to the Beeb, instruct them to pull that recording. No ifs, ands or buts. Get it pulled. Then find out if he’s been talking to anyone from the Office. And get me a number for that solicitor of his.’

With Jessie gone, Gilchrist instructed Jackie to find out Davis’s personal and business worth, and likewise with Andrea Davis’s mother. He’d received no ransom demand, but that might yet come. You could never be sure. A call from Chief Superintendent Greaves, with a demand to come to his office, cut his tasks short.

‘Just email me what you find,’ Gilchrist said to Jackie; by the time he left her office, her fingers were back to tapping the keyboard as fast as a woodpecker.

Gilchrist knuckled Greaves’s door, and entered on command.

It never failed to amaze him how free of clutter Greaves’s office appeared.
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