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PROLOGUE

There was a bang and her head jerked forward. The world fell into a blur, a feeling of movement and noise but nothing making sense, her brain swamped with shock. The world was slowing but vaguely she knew nothing was slowing fast enough. That was when she snapped back into real time, when her instincts scoffed at her sluggish brain and took back control.

Freya Dempsey slammed her foot on the brake pedal and the car screeched to a stop. She took a few seconds to breathe deeply and consider where she was, what had happened and where she should direct her rising anger. She had pulled out on the corner of Siar Road and Kidd Street and some eyeless halfwit had gone straight into the side of her car. It had to be their fault because the shock commanding her system wasn’t willing to move over and make room for guilt. Some idiot had crashed into her and if they weren’t already in great pain she intended to do something about that. Traffic was stopping around her and somewhere in the background a committed moron was leaning on his horn as though it might help.

Freya began to swear loudly and prodigiously in the car, as a woman from Whisper Hill would, and she toned it down to a feral hiss as she stepped out into public, as a woman living in Cnocaid should. Nothing felt painful as she stood up, although she was pretty sure she could whip it up into something chronic should the need to lay it on thick arise. She grimaced at the damage to her car and repeated the look when she spotted what had hit her. Now she could see how expensive it was she decided it was definitely their fault.

A man in a dark blue suit and white shirt was getting out of a black car that would have been gliding luxuriously through the streets of Challaid until it crossed her path. Now the front right was tangled up in itself, the bumper pushed into the wheel arch, and the well-dressed driver was looking at her with the sort of anger that promised trouble before he opened his mouth.

He shouted, ‘What the hell were you doing? Don’t you even look where you’re going, or are we all just supposed to play dodgems with you?’

It occurred to her that she hadn’t looked carefully because a van had blocked her view, but she shouted back, ‘Of course I looked. You must have been rocketing up that road like you owned it, thinking you can drive however you want. You’re going to have to pay for the damage you’ve done.’

His mouth hung open for a few seconds before he said, ‘Have you been on the glue or something? That was your fault, you’ll pay for that.’

Before either of them could spin the argument round in another circle the back door of the heinously expensive saloon car opened and a man got out. He wore a dark grey suit and white shirt with yellow tie and a long black coat that was open. He had a trim goatee beard and was bald on top, hair shaved short at the sides and wearing gold-rimmed glasses. He couldn’t have been much past forty, Freya guessed, and from the second he stepped out of the car it was clear that he not only owned it, he also owned anything else that caught his fancy.

He didn’t look angry as he walked over to the woman and young man, instead rather amused. Freya Dempsey was thirty-one and boldly attractive in a way that warned you in advance she was more than two handfuls, so whatever trouble you got into with her was your own fault. The owner of the car seemed to have worked all that out by the time he reached her, and he was still smiling.

He said, ‘I am sorry about that, a terrible accident, no one’s fault.’

Freya said, ‘Not mine anyway.’

He laughed again, turned to his driver and said, ‘Will, see if you can get the cars off the road so we don’t block the traffic, and deal with the police when they finally bother to show up, their station’s only up the road. Oh, and if you see who’s been blowing their horn for the last few minutes see if you can stick their steering wheel up their backside and make them spin on it.’

The driver was used to doing what he was told and scurried off, leaving Freya alone with his boss. They stepped onto the busy pavement, ignoring the pedestrians who had stopped to watch the pleasurable spectacle of a minor accident that inconvenienced others but not them.

The smiling man said, ‘My name’s Harold Sutherland.’

‘Oh, wow, so you can afford the repairs.’

The Sutherland family ran the Sutherland Bank, and it wouldn’t be a skip into hyperbole to say the Sutherland Bank had a controlling interest in the city of Challaid, and undue influence over the country of Scotland. The bank often seemed to have its hand on the tiller of the entire economy, and the family who founded it still very carefully controlled it. If you lived in Challaid and your name was Sutherland you had no excuse for not being wealthy, and if you sat on the board of the bank you were probably rich to the extent that counting the zeros on your bank account became a long snooze.

Harold laughed at her bad manners and said, ‘I suppose so. Can I ask your name?’

‘Freya Dempsey.’

‘Were you going somewhere important? Perhaps we could call a taxi for you.’

‘Nowhere important enough to make me leave my car. You?’

‘A meeting, but they’ll wait for me.’

The driver had by now moved both cars to the side of the road so the traffic was moving again, crunching slowly over broken glass. He was tall and broad, still in his twenties but with the sort of downturned mouth that suggested he had a lot to frown about and lines on his forehead that gave an equally negative second opinion. He had a narrow face and thin eyebrows, all a little too angular to be attractive. He glared at Harold as he stalked across to Freya and handed her car keys to her without a word.

He turned to Harold and said, ‘I’ve called another car; they’ll be here in a minute or two.’

Before another word was said the police arrived and started asking questions of them all, looking to apply blame as quickly as possible. When they heard the Sutherland name the blame rushed with open arms towards Freya, and when an even more extravagant car arrived to help him complete his journey it was all they could do not to take off their jackets to cover the puddle Harold stepped over as he made his way to it. Freya stood on the pavement, abandoned by everyone, including the police who had independently decided not to care about her a millisecond after Harold Sutherland suggested she had done nothing wrong and they should leave her be. All she could do was stand on Kidd Street, shops and shoppers on either side of the road, and wait by her battered car for the tow truck to arrive.
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It started, as other worthwhile stories have, with a phone call. Darian Ross was sitting at his desk by the window of the Douglas Independent Research office on the second floor of a building on Cage Street when his mobile rang. His boss, Sholto Douglas, was downstairs at The Northern Song, the Chinese restaurant on the ground floor, where he was buying them lunch, so Darian was alone. Leaning back with an elbow on the windowsill, looking down into the narrow pedestrianised lane, he picked the vibrating phone from his desk and saw the name on the screen: Vinny. PC Vincent Reno, a friend and police contact in the Whisper Hill district to the north-east of Challaid. They did each other favours, Vinny the cop on the toughest beat in the city and Darian the unregistered private detective pretending he was a humble researcher.

He answered the phone and said, ‘Vinny, what flavour of favour are you after?’

‘A bitter one, Darian. I have this missing person thing, I think she’s missing anyway, and I was hoping you might be able to help me out with it.’

The gregarious, barrel-chested copper sounded more sombre than usual, so Darian said, ‘Who’s the missing person?’

‘Yeah, that’s the bitter pill, it’s Freya.’

‘As in your ex-wife Freya?’

‘There can be only one.’

‘Freya, the woman you’ve been hoping would go missing for the last five years?’

‘Well, we only split up five years ago, so I’ve been hoping she would go missing for a little longer than that, if we’re counting. Now she’s gone and I’m buzzing around all over the city like a blue-arsed fly trying to find her, this is just way out of her brutal character. Wee Finn is missing his mother something chronic and my weekends just aren’t the same without her verbal abuse to bookend them. Listen, can we talk about this, just the two of us to start with? I’ve got nothing against Sholto, but I’d rather start with your advice before you bring in the old man for wit and wisdom.’

‘Sure. Where and when?’

‘How about Misgearan, six tonight, when I knock off. We’ll get a room and have a drink and I’ll tell you what I know, which will take about half a glass.’

Darian said he’d see him there and hung up, wondering if he’d ever been to Misgearan and not woken up the following morning with a jackhammer dismantling the inside of his skull. It was a tough little drinking den up on Long Walk Lane in Whisper Hill, a place that should and would have been shut down long ago if the local police didn’t also use it as their own little alcohol-sodden hideaway. It had long been a favourite of Vinny’s.

Sholto Douglas returned with their lunch and they ate at their desks. Darian didn’t mention the call to the former detective because there was much they didn’t tell each other until circumstances prised their mouths open. That makes it sound like they didn’t get along, but they did, very well in fact; it was just that each respected the other enough to see his limitations.

Sholto was a man hitting fifty who had been ecstatic to free himself from the Challaid Police Force and seek employment that better suited his stress-free aspirations. In the one-room office on the second floor of a modern grey building in the Bank district, right in the centre of Challaid, he had set up his private detective business and called it a research company so he wouldn’t be held to the legal restrictions of a proper agency. He hired the young son of his former colleague on the force and tried to teach Darian everything he knew about keeping your head down and staying out of trouble.

Darian, a handsome twenty-three-year-old with soft features and intense large brown eyes, looked across the room at his boss, short and chubby, bald on top and with hair at the sides that had won whatever battle they had recently fought with a comb. His white shirt was a size too small for him and the top button was open under his tie, his desk so shrouded in papers that the folders his phone, laptop and foil lunch tray rested on might have reached to the floor for all anyone knew. Sholto played the figure of bumbling innocence well, but he was fiercely loyal and there were sharp edges to his placid mind that cut through his well-constructed image from time to time. Darian wasn’t going to bring trouble to Sholto’s door; he had done so before and owed his employer better this time around.

They spent the next couple of hours filing separate reports on a man they had been hired to find, a pension fund manager who had apparently fled Challaid with £45,000 of other people’s hard-earned cash. They worked out he had only made it as far as his teenage lover’s flat in Whisper Hill before she relieved him of the money and made it all the way to Costa Rica with it, one of the Caledonian countries. The only thing she’d left behind was the pension fund manager, and his employers weren’t paying to get him back.

They did what they always did: wrote separate reports, one for the insurance company that had hired them which was full of what the customer wanted to hear, and one for their own files containing all the gory little truths and judgements that might prove useful in the future. Sholto always wrote for the client because he had the reserve and diplomacy of a man who wanted repeat clients, and Darian always wrote for their records because he had the bluntness of youth.

At ten past five Sholto said, ‘Well, doesn’t look like the phone will ring with a lucrative job to rain riches upon us. I might as well go home and mourn the remains of the day with Mrs Douglas.’

Sholto spent roughly forty-six per cent of his working life complaining about a lack of money and clients but the truth was they were doing okay, well-paid, petty jobs that kept them bumping along in the potholes of society. Their work for big companies wasn’t often dignified, and as the rich couldn’t stomach parting with money those paydays were infrequent, but their heads, necks and shoulders were above water.

Darian said, ‘I’m nearly done as well. I’ll be off in ten minutes.’

‘Okay, lock up behind you, we wouldn’t want anyone coming in and stealing… well…’

Sholto had his laptop and phone in his bag; all they left behind in the office overnight was paperwork they weren’t scared of others seeing. The good stuff was well hidden now and there was enough on those files to keep gossipmongers and curious coppers up reading all night. The security of those files was absolute and no one other than the two members of Douglas Independent Research staff got unfettered access to them.

He waited in the office for twenty minutes, knowing Sholto wouldn’t go straight home; he’d be downstairs in The Northern Song, chatting to Mr Yang and collecting his dinner. All of Sholto’s three square meals a day came from there, and they were responsible for his changing shape. Darian waited a few minutes after seeing his boss walk along Cage Street, laptop bag in one hand and white plastic bag with food in the other.

With the door locked behind him as promised, he made his way down the stairs and out through the side door. The Chinese restaurant took up the entire ground floor, the Yang family flat and a talent agency office on the first and Douglas Independent Research, Challaid Data Services and an empty office on the top floor. Growing up, Darian had wanted to be a detective like his father, with all the bustle of a big station, but this was the next best thing. From Cage Street it was a well-worn twelve-minute walk to Glendan Station, he had no car of his own, and then the train up to Whisper Hill to meet Vinny.

 

DOUGLAS INDEPENDENT RESEARCH

Douglas Independent Research

21 Cage Street

Challaid CH3 4QA

Tel: (01847) 041981

Dear Mrs Gilbert,

I’m writing to confirm that Douglas Independent Research has completed the first phase of our investigation into the disappearance of your employee, Mr Walter Reilly, at the same time as a significant amount of money from the pension fund of your company, PINE Insurance. You will know by now that we have managed to track down Mr Reilly.

I have not included, at this time, a bill for our services as the question of recovering the missing money remains open. In our initial contact you stated that identifying Mr Reilly’s whereabouts would be our only role, but as his discovery did not yield the missing money I would prefer to give you time to consider whether our investigation should be extended. My updated report is enclosed with this letter. I await your reply.

Yours Sincerely,

Sholto Douglas

Douglas Independent Research

***

REPORT INTO FINANCIAL AFFAIRS OF WALTER REILLY

By Sholto Douglas, Douglas Independent Research –

For Roxana Gilbert, Port Isobel New Edinburgh Insurance

This page contains a breakdown of our investigation, and how we were able to find Mr Reilly. Our investigation began by locating Mr Reilly’s whereabouts from the moment he was last seen at your office.


	My colleague, Darian Ross, was able to ascertain that Walter Reilly, after leaving your office on Sheshader Street at his usual time of five thirty, had travelled by train from Bank Station to Three O’clock Station in Whisper Hill.

	After extensive inquiries we were able to identify the taxi driver who collected Mr Reilly from outside Three O’clock Station and he was able to tell us the street where he had dropped off Mr Reilly.

	We were able to learn from one of the neighbours which address on Woodbury Drive Mr Reilly had been frequenting in the two months before his disappearance. He had been visiting flat number 3-9, which is owned by Harbour Housing and was rented to a Miss Filis Marrufo, a nineteen-year-old woman from Costa Rica who had been resident in Challaid for seven months.

	Having received no answer from the flat we were able to obtain the help of the owners to gain access where we found Mr Reilly, injured but not seriously, where he had been for two days, now alone.
At this point it became clear the nature of the criminal acts committed but as you have urged us not to contact Challaid Police, as did Mr Reilly, we have not yet done so. Despite finding Mr Reilly we have since continued to investigate the case and have discovered that Miss Marrufo was assisted by a Mr Arturo Salamanca, a twenty-two-year-old Costa Rican national who had earned residency through twelve months’ work in Challaid several months ago.

As you know the money was transferred to a small bank in San José where it was collected in cash on Saturday evening. Miss Marrufo and Mr Salamanca travelled on a direct flight from Challaid International Airport the morning after the theft (Saturday) and so would have collected the cash themselves, us not finding Mr Reilly until Sunday evening. While the money has not been recovered we do not consider the case closed, and can work with colleagues in San José to recover it should you so instruct us.




***

REPORT INTO FINANCIAL AFFAIRS OF WALTER REILLY

By Darian Ross, Douglas Independent Research –

For Company Use Only

STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL.

We were called in on Sunday morning, nearly 40 hours after Walter Reilly walked out of PINE Insurance on Sheshader Road with £45k from the pension pot. They hadn’t realised it was gone until it was withdrawn from a bank in San José on Saturday and wasted the next 12 hours with their own security trying to recover the money in the hope the news would never leak out. This made it much more difficult for us and we assumed Reilly and the money would be out of the country already, in San José, something we made clear to PINE executive director Roxana Gilbert when we met in her office. She made it clear that the priority was finding Reilly; she didn’t seem to believe he would have stolen from them. Mrs Gilbert believed finding Reilly would find the money, and she obviously hoped to avoid the reputational damage they would receive if they had to report the missing cash in their accounts. The company has had bad PR lately, told off by a parliamentary report, and secrecy mattered more than the cash, although she didn’t say so.

The first step was working out where Reilly had gone with the money because even he wasn’t stupid enough to return to his own home with it. He was, fortunately, stupid enough to use his railcard, which took him from Bank Station to Three O’clock Station on the 17:52 train on disappearance day, Friday. We were able to find this out after Sholto made contact with source #S-61 who used access to the database showing every journey using a registered card.

A man fleeing the country with his bags packed was unlikely to walk the streets of Whisper Hill so we assumed he had either been collected at the station or had taken a taxi. As usual the taxi drivers were a total nightmare and had to be bribed excessively to open their usually flappy mouths, the only time they ever do shut up is when you need info from them. We paid £100 to recipient #362 to find out who had been working on the evening in question and another £200 to recipient #363 to tell us where he had dropped Walter Reilly. He informed us he was certain he had dropped the man in our picture on Woodbury Drive and that he remembered him because he was a ‘twitchy bugger’.

We were sceptical but it only took a short time of checking with people living on the street to find someone willing to tell us that Reilly had been a regular visitor to flat #3-9, and that he wasn’t the only man who was. The neighbour, who made no attempt to hide the grudge she harboured against the resident, informed us that a young man stayed in the flat with the young woman who was the only listed occupant but he always left before Reilly arrived and returned only when he had left. The neighbour named the occupant as Filis Marrufo, a Costa Rican national who has not yet completed her 12-month employment period that would enable her to claim citizenship. From the research into her we’ve done it doesn’t seem as though she works at all, and may have a ‘paper job’, a fake job created by criminal gangs to trick immigration officials into thinking she’s earning citizenship here.

We attempted to gain access to the flat but there was no response so we called the owners, Harbour Housing, who sent a member of staff round with a key. She let us in and we found Walter Reilly sitting in the living room, the curtains drawn, cut and bruised and drinking from a bottle of vodka. He was the only person in the flat and a quick search revealed no sign of the money, just his packed bags.

When the Harbour Housing employee left the room to inform her employers their flat had been abandoned and to check if any rent was owed, Walter Reilly told his story to Sholto and me in the living room. He informed us he had met Filis Marrufo at a nightclub some three months previously and that despite the 24-year age gap he had thought she loved him. She appeared to know no one else and was lonely and unhappy in Challaid, wanting to return home to look after her sick mother (he actually somehow believed this) but needing to earn money first. He claimed that stealing the money from PINE Insurance was his idea and that he had planned it all alone. When he arrived at the flat with the cash he found she was not alone, and that she had another long-term lover. Marrufo and Reilly had booked seats on a flight to San José the following morning, the 07:15 flight, and he had already sent the money ahead and could collect it when they arrived. Marrufo’s lover is Arturo Salamanca, a 22-year-old Costa Rican national with joint Scottish passport, and he too had bought a ticket on the same flight, unbeknown to Reilly. Marrufo and Salamanca beat Reilly and held him in the flat at knifepoint through the night, flaunting their own sexual relationship in front of him, making him watch them as they had sex and mocking his stupidity. He claims that in the morning they drugged him and left for the airport as he passed out.

While he was clearly drunk, full of self-pity and conflicted about how much he wanted to blame Marrufo, it is our belief that he was mostly telling the truth. Most likely Marrufo picked up a dunce like Reilly who would buy her gifts and help her with cash when needed, and would have looked for ways to exploit him further. When she expressed a desire to find money to return to Caledonia she was probably hoping for him to come up with cash to help her, and likely pushed him towards the plan to steal the money, although he carried out the actual theft all on his own. Marrufo and Salamanca saw their chance and took it.

There is no doubt the money is now in San José, along with Marrufo and Salamanca. We have alerted Corvus Security, the detective agency we cooperate with in the city, and are ready to take the next step in the job of recovering the stolen money. We now await a response from PINE Insurance.
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Taxi drivers in Challaid would all be millionaires if there weren’t so damn many of them and they didn’t keep picking fights with each other. Our city is built in a U shape around the bottom end of Loch Eriboll, a sea loch on the north coast of Scotland. There’s a single rail line that runs through the six major districts, but if your destination isn’t close to the line you either need cash for a taxi or a comfy pair of shoes because there’s only one branching line which goes to the airport, no underground and an infuriatingly unreliable bus service made worse by the recent collapse of one of the local operators. The taxi ranks outside the stations were always frantic, but this time Darian decided to join the battle of elbows at the roadside. The journey to Long Walk Lane lived up to its nickname and he didn’t want to be late for the meeting with Vinny.

The driver who took him from Mormaer Station dropped him on Fair Road near the entrance to the lane because you couldn’t get close to Misgearan without running over six drunks and a cop and there was nowhere to turn at the end of the cul-de-sac. Darian paid the man and strolled through the smattering of people already milling around the narrow space between the ugly, flat, single-storey buildings on either side of the road. On the left were the backs of the buildings that faced Fair Road and so were at least pretending to be respectable, but on the other side the buildings fronted the lane and backed against a large metal fence that blocked access to the railway line. Darian had spotted the rear of Misgearan as he whizzed past on the train many times and the only difference between that pitiful blur and the front of the building was the smell of booze, piss and vomit. At any hour you chose to visit the picture of humanity splashed across that place suggested that if the end wasn’t nigh then it should be.

The front door led to the bar and the bar was no place to have a conversation, so Darian went to the side door and knocked. It took seconds for Caillic Docherty, the sixty-something manager of Misgearan who saw all and knew all, to open the door. No one had managed to persuade her to tell the stories of all that had passed there, the criminal chronicles of Misgearan, but there would be a lot of people lining up to hear if she did. She let Darian in without asking him what he was there for.

‘I’m here to see…’

She was already walking along the corridor, ignoring him, opening the door to a small private room where Vinny was sitting. Darian went in and Caillic closed the door behind him, leaving them alone in a windowless room lit by a bare bulb with a small round table, two chairs and no room for a third.

Darian sat opposite Vinny and picked up one of the two whisky glasses filled from the half-bottle of cheap Uisge an Tuath in the middle of the table. He said, ‘This is romantic.’

‘Isn’t it? You could lose your virginity in here and not be sure it happened, rubbed up against each other like this.’

Every room Vinny entered seemed to shrink around his booming presence, over six feet tall and with the barrel-chested build of a circus strongman. He had a large, wide face with an easy smile and twinkling eyes, pale skin that blushed red with the effort of his ebullient storytelling. He was loud and cheery and a bloody good cop and loyal friend. Among his greatest skills as a police officer was that he didn’t take the challenge of life too seriously, but as he took a San Jose cigarette from the pack on the table and lit it, to hell with the smoking ban, he looked unusually serious.

Vinny said, ‘You working on anything fun?’

‘You call a middle-aged moron running off with other people’s pension money only to be shafted by his gymslip lover fun?’

‘Round here? I’d call that an average day.’

Darian said, ‘So, Freya.’

‘Aye, Freya. Saying her name still sends a shudder through me, but it’s a different sort now. She’s just disappeared and left Finn behind and he’s upset about his mother not being around and that’s upsetting me. He’s with my mother while I’m working; she picks him up from school, which she isn’t really fit for, her hip’s in bits and she won’t go to a doctor. The only thing I’ve got in common with Sherlock Holmes is that I once fell down a waterfall but even I can deduce the trouble in this. Freya’s never gone missing before, never left Finn. She was an unmanageable wife, but I would never knock her ability as a mother, not even behind her back. There’s no explaining it, Darian, and it needs explaining.’

‘What’s the search party so far?’

‘I reported her missing to Cnocaid station, that’s where her and Finn have been living. They’ll keep an eye out for her, up above and out beyond normal because she’s connected to me. We look after our own.’

Vinny had said it without thinking and didn’t notice Darian’s grimace. His experience of Challaid Police was not as optimistic as his friend’s, as the son of a detective framed for murder and currently serving a life sentence in The Ganntair, the prison in the city. The year before Darian had also become entangled in a case that centred on a bent cop and his corrupted acolytes, a man now out of the force.

‘You want me and Sholto to join the hunt?’

‘I do, yeah. The reason I didn’t go to the office with this is because I don’t have a lot of dough, Darian, so whatever I pay you will be half a peanut at best. Sholto’s always been a decent old duffer but he might be able to pluck up the courage to point out that what I’m asking for is charity and what he’s running is a business. I know you need to earn.’

Darian took another sip of the rough whisky and said, ‘I can keep an ear to the ground free of charge, I’ve got one to spare. I can ask a few questions for very little, so can Sholto. We’re mercenaries, we’re not bastards. Tell me what you know.’

‘She dropped Finn off at my place on Friday evening, as usual, and she seemed the same as she always did, insufferable. She didn’t mention any trouble, but she wouldn’t anyway because only my failures get the spotlight. No hint that she wouldn’t be back on Sunday afternoon for Finn, that was the routine. She just didn’t show, and when I phoned to mock her timing the line was dead, not even voicemail. We went round to her house and couldn’t find her. Called her friends and her work but there’s been no sign of her. That was four days ago and there’s been nothing. Her keeping her mouth shut for four days? No bloody way. It’s something bad and every cop that can spare the time is looking and finding nothing. Right now no one has seen her since she left my place on Friday, which makes her miserable ex-husband the last person to see her. It’s not good, Darian. “I want her back” might be the last words I ever thought I’d utter but that’s Freya, always taking me by surprise.’

They emptied the half-bottle as they talked about Freya and Vinny’s marriage. It had been a whirlwind at the start and a natural disaster by the end. As soon as it slowed down they realised they’d been spinning with the wrong person, but by then there was a child involved and that tied them together. They disliked each other with cheerful purpose, each committed to genially attacking the other without ever landing verbal blows Finn could see or hear.

It was after eight when Darian took the long walk to Mormaer Station, the cold night air helping to sober him halfway up and the journey a good opportunity to think of what he was going to say to Sholto. As with all the neatest equations, this one was pretty simple. Vinny couldn’t pay them much to help, but there was much goodwill to be won from Challaid Police by helping one of their most popular members. When you’re running a private detective agency under the false banner of a research company it pays to have the favour of the local law enforcers. Darian took the train down to Bank Station and walked up to his flat on the corner of Fàrdach Road and Havurn Road.

It was a small, one-bedroom place that easily contained the few fragments of Darian’s life that existed outside of work. It was in a good area, though, and from the living-room window he had a view of the loch and the lights crying into the darkness around it. He sat at the table there and thought of Freya Dempsey and the couple of times he had met her. She was unfriendly but interesting, harsh but smart, tough but not wild. People like her didn’t just wander off.
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It was uncomfortable for Darian to be in Cnocaid police station, the place his father had worked, and where the anti-corruption unit Darian had broken apart was still based. Wasn’t the same ACU anymore. Most, but not all, of the former officers had been pushed out and its remit severely narrowed, but the memories were the same.

Wasn’t much more fun for Sholto who had worked there for years and hated every brick of the building, but it was his idea to go there as a first step in finding Freya Dempsey. Darian had told him everything Vinny knew and Sholto decided the police officially leading the search for her would probably know more, which meant Cnocaid station.

It had been an easier conversation than he’d expected that morning when Darian pitched the case to Sholto, spelling it all out, including the fact that Vinny’s trousers weren’t falling down because of the weight of the wallet in his pocket.

Sholto had nodded and said, ‘He’s quite popular, your pal Vinny, among the rest of the force, I mean.’

‘He is, yeah.’

‘I do enjoy getting paid for my work, but I also like being able to do it without fear of the police shutting us down. We can help him out, but I’m not making it my life’s work.’

He had found out the detective with responsibility for the Freya Dempsey search was DS Irene MacNeith, and that pleased him because he had never heard of her. Cops who had worked with Sholto tended not to take him too seriously. They had introduced themselves at the front desk of the building on the corner of Kidd Street and Meteti Road and were waiting for DS MacNeith to come to them.

She was in her mid-thirties, a short woman with dark skin and shoulder-length black hair, large eyes and a squint front tooth. Her expression suggested she was going against her better instincts by talking to them. Those brown eyes were flooded with showers of contempt for the two private investigators she had been saddled with, and that annoyed Darian. In his noble opinion a person serious about achieving their aim didn’t turn down help, whoever it came from, but perhaps knowing where it came from was the source of the scorn. She led them into what the plate on the door called a ‘family room’ where vulnerable witnesses or victims were usually questioned. The only differences between it and a typical interview room was that the table and chairs appeared to have been stolen from someone’s kitchen and there was a window from which you had a charming view of the side of the building next door.

As she sat she said, ‘I’ll be honest with you both, if you hadn’t been sent by PC Reno I wouldn’t be talking to you. You’re friends of his and everyone here seems to be friends of his, too, so we’ll talk.’

The blunt tone with which she attacked her mention of Vinny made clear his popularity meant less to her than him being the last person to see Freya.

Darian said, ‘Whatever you might think of us we’re not bumbling amateurs and anything we do will be done carefully. We’re all trying to find Freya Dempsey.’

‘Some of the stories I’ve heard about you, Mr Ross, suggest bumbling would be a generous term, but you are trying to find her and that could be useful to me. I’ll give you a few pointers then. There was no sign of her from the moment we’re told she left her ex-husband’s home on MacWilliam Drive, although the CCTV coverage in Whisper Hill is about as useful as a two-inch stepladder. It’s like the Forth Rail Bridge. By the time you’re done fixing one vandalised camera the last two repairs have been broken again. Someone’s targeting them, probably the Creag gang, and the force have practically stopped funding replacements.’

‘So you have nothing to say if she was being followed.’

‘No. What we can say is that her car has also gone missing and it didn’t leave the city. The Southern Road, Heilam Road and Portnancon Road are all covered by working cameras and the ferry terminal is, too. We can’t find her car at all, a two-year-old light-blue Volkswagen Passat, so if you want to help the investigation you can focus on that and let me know how it goes. The registration is CX41 VMT.’

‘How many people do you have working on this?’

‘Officially? It’s one of four missing persons cases that I and two other colleagues are working on.’

‘Unofficially?’

‘PC Reno has a lot of friends on the force. There are plenty of people in this station with an eye open, hoping Freya Dempsey will come into view, and I’m sure the same is true of officers in other stations. He’s a boisterous and talkative person, PC Reno, the fact he’s friends with you both is probably further proof of that.’

‘You don’t sound like you’ve fallen under his spell.’

DS MacNeith looked at him and said, ‘When a woman goes missing do you know what the statistics are on a partner or ex-partner being involved?’

Darian said, ‘In this case, misleading.’

‘You told me you wouldn’t bumble, Mr Ross, but you’re already bumbling.’

She walked them back to the front desk and left them without a goodbye. As they headed back to where Sholto had parked his Fiat he said to Darian, ‘Well, we found one woman immune to Vinny’s loveable roguishness.’

‘She seems to hate him. I hope it’s not clouding her conduct of the search.’

‘Darian, listen. I know it’s hard to think about a friend like this, but you have to realise that right now Vinny ticks a lot of boxes he wouldn’t want to get trapped in. He’s her ex and they got along like a bull and a china shop after they split up. He was the last person who saw her, and the alibi his young son gives him is gossamer-thin. An alibi from an infant offspring isn’t exactly the Rolex of cover stories. Right now he’s the person at the top of DS MacNeith’s list, and he’s the only name on ours, even if he did hire us.’

‘He’s not on my list at all.’

‘Then you don’t have a list, you have a blank sheet of paper and a lack of imagination. If it wasn’t Vinny then we have to come up with someone else who had motive and opportunity.’

‘We’ll start with the car. If that hasn’t left the city then we can find it. We do that and it gives us a thread to pull at.’

As he opened the driver’s door Sholto said, ‘It does, but until then we have a case where the person who hired us is the front-running suspect. Don’t know about you but that’s eerily familiar and I don’t like it.’

Darian tutted at more memories he wished hadn’t been reawakened and got into the car.
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The first step to uncovering what had happened to the missing car was to go and speak to someone with an extensive knowledge of under-the-radar vehicles. In the spirit of using a thief to catch a thief they drove over to Bakers Moor and onto Tuit Road, an ugly reminder that not all squalor in the city lived in Earmam and Whisper Hill. These were industrial buildings where the industry was mostly carried out at night when the police were less likely to have their eyes open. It was tucked back against Bakers Hill on the east side, buried in shadows and as cold as the welcome most occupants would give a stranger. It might seem like an odd place for a car hire firm to base itself, but JJ’s car hire was a specialist lender to the underfunded, the secretly industrious and the legally unfussy.

As they turned onto the patch of waste ground where the cars were parked they both spotted JJ talking to a rightly nervous young customer. Sholto parked beside a small office building in such disrepair that a solid head-butt could have sent the whole thing tumbling. It was short and flat and as they got out Sholto thought he could see a gap between the window frame and the wall.

Darian said, ‘We’d better wait for him. He won’t be happy if we interrupt his swindling.’

Sholto took a wander over to the nearest cars, those parked closest to the gate because they looked the most roadworthy. He ran his hand along the top of one and, as he looked at the cardboard sign on the windscreen, said, ‘This one looks okay, how do you suppose it’s only eight hundred quid?’

Darian shrugged and said, ‘Probably various bits of different cars welded together. A lot of them are.’

It was at this moment that JJ arrived, round-faced, jaundiced, like someone had stuffed too much mince into a yellow stocking, with a long scraggly goatee beard that looked like a kid had pinned the tail on entirely the wrong donkey. Every time he spoke he sounded as though he was halfway through swallowing his teeth and determined to finish. He had an optimistic look in his beady eyes as he saw Sholto touch up a banger and said, ‘You interested in that one?’

Sholto said, ‘Do you have an actual whole car, like the manufacturers and safety testers intended?’

JJ looked hurt as he wiped his oil-stained hands on his oil-stained blue overalls and said, ‘I’m sorry, we’re just not that sort of company.’

Before they lost him to unethical outrage Darian stepped in and said, ‘We need a bit of help from you mate, some information about a car we can’t find. It hasn’t left the city, but it isn’t on the road and we’ve got some money that says you can’t find it.’

JJ, like many avowedly dishonest people, didn’t like helping those who were almost police, but a bet with some roguish private detective was just a bit of harmless fun he could profit from. ‘I’ve got two hundred that says I can.’

Sholto grimaced at having to pay two hundred for the information but he stayed miserably silent as Darian said, ‘You’re on. A light blue VW Passat, twenty fifteen, number CX41 VMT. How long do you think you’ll take?’

‘Give me a day or two. I’ll call you.’

They drove back to the office unsure of their progress. Sholto parked on Dlùth Street at the bottom of Cage Street and they went in through the side door and up the stairs to the office. They sat at their respective desks and tried to find some work to kill the day with. There were often empty periods with little to do and they tried to fill them by doing the things they assumed professionals did.

Darian said, ‘Even if we find the car there’s a good chance we don’t find Freya with it.’

‘Or who’s behind her disappearance. There are a hundred ways of getting rid of a car in this city that don’t leave a spot behind. It’ll be the next step on the path and we have to walk it.’

‘There is a chance the journey ends with us finding out Freya did a runner because she was sick of this place. We hear she was a great mother and would never leave the boy, but we don’t know what was inside her head. She might be shacked up with some lover boy as we speak.’

Sholto nodded. ‘Could be, but you heard what DS MacNeith said about women going missing. I’ve seen cases of men going walkabout because they thought they’d found a better option than carrying on with the life they had here, but women often take a more sensible approach. We should all be braced for bad news here.’

‘The odds of her being picked off the street by a total stranger after leaving Vinny’s place?’

‘Similar to my odds of waking up tomorrow with Miss Challaid next to me and a winning lottery ticket clutched in my sweaty hand.’

‘You don’t play the lottery.’

‘Exactly right. If Freya was picked off a public street then it was almost certainly by someone who had been following her and targeted her specifically, almost certainly someone she knew.’

There was a warning in his tone and Darian thought again about Vinny. He was a mate and had been for a couple of years, one of the most helpful cops he had ever met. Somewhere deep inside Darian’s head there remained the vision of the police force he had carried as a child, the tough group of men and women motivated by a desire to make hard lives better in the unfair city of Challaid. A lot had happened in his life to chip away at that belief in the force, but nothing had been able to destroy it yet and that was because of people like Vinny. He represented all that was good about the local police, the ideals a young Darian had aspired to, and he couldn’t be guilty of this. Another thing the passing of time had taught Darian was that Challaid had a smaller percentage of good and honest citizens than he had originally thought, and more who were potential targets for their investigative work.
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COUNCIL LEADER MORAG BLAKE GIVES SPEECH ON CHALLAID’S ECONOMIC FUTURE

Challaid city council convener Morag Blake today gave a speech to the Morgan Institute, the group representing business leaders in the city, in which she outlined the progress Challaid has made since the Liberal Party took control of the council in the 2015 elections.
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