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Dedication

For Ally, Euan and Alicia who, between them, moved house three times during the writing of this book.

Thanks for that!




Friday, 15 May





Chapter 1


Wish you were here!



DI Clare Mackay stood in front of the kitchen window in Daisy Cottage reading the gaily coloured postcard in her hand. Outside in the garden a group of noisy hedge sparrows were cheeping while three starlings were clearing every scrap of food off the bird table. With only a month to midsummer the sun was high in the sky already, warming the Caithness flagstones below the kitchen window, but Clare saw none of it. She stared at the postcard. Wish you were here. What the fuck did that mean? She turned it over in her hand again and scrutinised the picture on the front. Where was Provincetown anyway? Somewhere the buildings were painted with bright, cartoonish figures, obviously. She read on.


Spending the day here with friends from the university. Such a fun town.

Fancy coming out for a holiday? You’d love it!



It was signed simply with


G xxxx



‘Damn you, Geoffrey Dark,’ she said, tugging open the fridge and taking out a punnet of grapes. She put these down beside a bowl of granola and picked up her phone. She tapped Provincetown into Google and clicked on the Wikipedia link.

‘Cape Cod,’ she told Benjy, the English bull terrier sitting at her feet, awaiting his breakfast.

He wagged his tail in response and Clare took the hint, lifting a bag of dried dog food from the foot of the larder and filling his bowl. Benjy fell on the food and Clare returned to her perusal of Provincetown. As she read, her phone dinged and a message flashed across the screen. DCI Alastair Gibson. She clicked immediately to read it.


Pick you up from station car park at 8:30 a.m.

Al



Clare stared at the message. Had she forgotten something? Some arrangement they had made? The DCI wasn’t her biggest fan – was there something wrong? A complaint, maybe. She tapped a reply.


Sorry, sir. Team meeting in St Andrews at 9.

Can we reschedule?



She watched the screen, seeing that he was typing again. And then it arrived.


I’ve cancelled your meeting. See you at 8:30.

A



He’d cancelled her meeting? What the hell was going on?

She tapped back,


Something wrong? Am I for the high jump?



The reply came almost immediately.


Nothing like that.

A



Clare stared at the screen. Clearly he wasn’t inviting more questions. If it wasn’t a disciplinary matter, what was so important that he had taken it upon himself to cancel her team meeting? She glanced at the clock. Seven thirty. She whistled to Benjy, picking up his lead from a hook on the wall. ‘Come on, you,’ she said. ‘Quick walk.’

She opened the kitchen door and stepped out into her garden, pulling the door closed behind her. The sparrows, panicked by her sudden appearance, flew across the garden while the three starlings simply hopped onto the fence, observing her progress down the path. As she walked, Clare avoided looking at the borders either side of the flagstones. It was a typical cottage garden, plants spilling over each other either side of the path. Roses, lavender, lupins and heathers were bursting into bloom and the scent from an early flowering honeysuckle was attracting bees. The path meandered down the garden, past a shed painted in a soft green, towards a wooden infill gate, the timbers silvered with time. As Clare walked, Benjy running ahead of her, she picked her way over the thorny shoots of brambles, encroaching on the flagstones. She really needed to spend some time out here, before the garden got out of hand. The problem was she knew nothing about gardening. She vaguely recalled seeing some garden tools hanging on hooks in the shed when she had moved in, but she hadn’t taken the matter any further than that. Benjy was at the gate now, waiting patiently, and Clare quickened her pace. Perhaps she could find a gardener, she thought, lifting the latch on the gate and pulling it open.

She stepped out onto a track that led through the woods behind Daisy Cottage. Benjy shot off to snuffle in the undergrowth while Clare strolled along, enjoying the warmth of the sun where it shone through the trees. After ten minutes she whistled and Benjy came running back to her.

‘Short walk today,’ she told him. ‘The DCI’s after me.’

The little dog trotted obediently behind her and she opened the gate for him, picking her steps carefully over the brambles, back to the kitchen door.

She decided against her usual work suit, reaching further back into the wardrobe to find a new jacket and trousers she had bought in the spring sales but not yet worn. She had an uneasy feeling about that message from the DCI. What was so important that he had taken it upon himself to cancel her meeting? They had worked together just once, almost a year ago now. She couldn’t easily forget that time when a hit-and-run driver had been picking off seemingly random victims, and DCI Gibson had been brought in to oversee the investigation. He had doubted her competency from the outset, but she had won him round and they had parted – well, not exactly friends – but colleagues with mutual respect. Clare hoped fervently she was not going to have to win him round, all over again.

She stepped into the trousers and zipped them up. Turning to check her profile in the mirror she admired the cut. She couldn’t normally afford to buy from Jigsaw but she was glad now that, whatever awaited her, she would be well-dressed to receive it.

Her phoned dinged again. Chris, this time. Her DS.


You in hot water? DCI’s cancelled the meeting.

Wot’s that about?



What indeed. She tapped back:


No idea.

Text me if anything comes up.



Chris replied with a thumbs-up and she tucked her phone into her workbag. Benjy was stretched out beneath the kitchen window, basking in the sun that was now filling the room. She ruffled his head, picked up her water bottle and headed out to the car.




Chapter 2

Clare pulled into the station car park at twenty past eight and backed into her usual space. There were a few cars already parked in front of the low, red-brick building but no sign of the DCI’s sleek Jaguar. A gaggle of schoolkids wandered languidly past, eyes glued to their phones. Clare took out her own phone to check work emails for any clue as to what was going on. Nothing. A sharp toot made her look up and she saw to her surprise that the DCI had arrived in what she thought was an older Ford Focus. Clare grabbed her bag from the passenger seat and stepped out of her car. As she clicked the remote control to lock it, she smiled. It was two weeks old already and she still wasn’t used to having it. She ran her hand along the bonnet then turned and climbed into the Focus.

‘Morning, Al,’ she said to the DCI. ‘Where’s the Jag today?’

The DCI clearly had the same ideas as Clare, dressed to impress in a fine dark grey suit. The jacket hung from a hook behind his seat, the Giorgio Armani label visible. His tie was knotted tightly at the neck and his shirt cuffs were held by a pair of plain silver cufflinks. He pulled out of the car park and into Pipelands Road, avoiding another group of schoolkids, stravaiging across the road. ‘Erm, bit of a tale there.’

Clare wasn’t sure whether to pursue it. Instead, she said, ‘So, not that I don’t appreciate you picking me up this morning, but what’s so urgent that you cancelled my meeting?’

‘Not now,’ he said. ‘You’ll see when we get there.’

She stared at him. ‘Get where?’

He hesitated. ‘Clare – if you don’t mind, let’s just wait till we arrive. Everything will be explained then.’

She continued staring but he wouldn’t be drawn. A couple of red-gowned students started to cross the road in front of the car, apparently unconcerned about the morning traffic.

‘Take your time, why don’t you?’ he muttered, adding, ‘What’s with the red gowns anyway?’

‘Tradition, I think,’ Clare said.

They drove on past the historic West Port, a seventeenth-century sandstone gate with semi-octagonal towers, and joined City Road. At North Street he turned left, heading out of town, past the iconic Old Course Hotel and the world-famous golf course.

As they neared the sign for Balgove Steak Barn, the DCI said, ‘Ever eaten there?’

Clare looked up the drive that curved round to the barn. ‘Yeah. It’s pretty good, actually. Quite literally a barn though. Can be cold at night. But they have heaters and blankets.’

‘Not fine dining then?’

‘Oh, the food is excellent. But it’s not a dressy place, if that’s what you mean.’

They lapsed into silence, the tree-lined golf links giving way to lush farmland with a view across to the Angus hills in the distance. After a few awkward minutes Clare said, ‘What’s wrong with your car? Surely the Jaguar garage have better courtesy cars than this?’

DCI Gibson cleared his throat. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘this is my new car.’

Clare gaped. ‘This?’

‘It’s a good little runner. Economical too and a decent boot.’

Clare racked her brains. Had she missed something? Al Gibson was definitely not the Ford Focus type of guy. He was more your designer suit and Jaguar sort, courtesy of his DCI’s salary. She looked round the interior of the car. It was nice enough. The kind of car her parents would drive. But it was a basic model. None of the finer touches she recalled from the last time she was in his Jaguar. ‘It’s erm, it’s – nice. Yeah, nice car.’

He threw her a grateful smile which puzzled her even more. This car – and the designer suit jacket hanging in the back. It didn’t add up.

They were nearing the roundabout at Guardbridge and Clare wondered if he would head north to Dundee. Bell Street in Dundee was one of the larger stations in the area. Perhaps they were going to a meeting there. But he carried on, heading west towards Cupar.

‘Still not going to tell me where we’re going?’ Clare asked.

‘As I say, you’ll see when we’re there.’

Clare decided if she couldn’t draw him on their destination she’d have a go at the Ford Focus. ‘So, the car – you trading down to save the planet?’

There was a pause. Then he said, ‘Not exactly.’ He seemed to be struggling for the right words.

Clare waited and then he spoke again.

‘Alison and I…’

She saw his face flush and she waited for him to speak – to order his thoughts.

He ran a finger round his collar, as if to loosen it. ‘We’ve, erm, decided to separate.’

Clare could have kicked herself for not recognising the signs. With the shifts and long hours working on major incidents, it wasn’t unheard of for police marriages to founder. ‘Oh God, Al. I’m so sorry. I really am. I wouldn’t have mentioned the car if I’d realised.’

He replaced his hand on the steering wheel and glanced at her then away again. ‘It’s fine, Clare. We’re sorting things out. The Jag – she was fond of it. And I’m trying to hang onto my pension.’

Clare racked her brains for something to say. Until today, her relationship with DCI Gibson had been strictly professional. He had kept himself aloof from Clare and her team and she was disconcerted by this rare glimpse into his personal life. She had been to his house, of course. His twice-yearly treat for the troops. Mulled wine at Christmas and a barbeque in the summer. She could never quite make up her mind if it was for the benefit of the cops or if he just wanted to show off his house. It was an elegant Victorian property in the leafy Grange district of Edinburgh and he had the wife to match. Alison Gibson with her thick hair and well-cut clothes was every bit the DCI’s wife. Probably fancied herself as a superintendent’s wife, come to that. Clare pondered what might have gone wrong between them. One of them playing away? The DCI didn’t seem the type but you never could tell. Clare wasn’t sure about Alison. Finally, she said, ‘It can’t be easy. You’ve been together a while now.’

‘Almost twenty years. It’s our twentieth wedding anniversary next month.’ He flicked another glance at Clare. ‘Won’t happen now, of course.’

Clare shifted in her seat, feeling for the knob to adjust the angle, more for something to do than anything else. She’d never had this kind of conversation with the DCI and wasn’t sure how much she should ask – if anything. He saved her the trouble.

‘The house will have to go, of course. Neither of us can afford to buy the other out.’

Clare didn’t know what to say. The house was so lovely. No expense spared. Full of richly patterned curtains, thick carpets and – oh –that kitchen! She remembered Alison saying they’d had it custom-made by a kitchen designer in Edinburgh’s Stockbridge. ‘Oh Al,’ she said, at last. ‘Your lovely house.’

He shrugged, slowing down as they reached the village of Dairsie. ‘It’s only a house, Clare. Bricks and mortar.’

Clare reckoned things must have been pretty bad to evoke this reaction. If it had been her house, she’d have wept buckets over it. ‘Can’t have been easy, though,’ she said.

‘Suppose.’

‘Is it on the market?’

‘Sold.’

Clare was shocked. Normally the gossipmongers would have had this news all round the Force. But she hadn’t heard a peep. ‘So soon?’ she said.

‘It’s a good house. Lots of interest and we got way over the asking price which helps with finding somewhere else.’

‘I suppose that’s something. When do you move?’

‘End of next month.’

‘Must be a wrench.’

‘Not now,’ he said. ‘It was an awful thought at first. We’d put so much work into it, Clare. Made it just the way we wanted it. But then Alison moved out and took half the furniture with her. It didn’t really feel like home after that.’ He checked over his shoulder then pulled out to pass a tractor. ‘I’ll be glad to leave.’

So Alison Gibson had moved out. Clare wondered if she had gone to be with someone else. The DCI hadn’t mentioned her having a new partner. For his wife to move out of her lovely house, she must have had a pretty good reason.

‘Where will you go?’ she asked.

He smiled at her. ‘Aberdour.’

‘Aber-where?’

‘It’s a lovely wee village. North edge of the Forth.’

Clare was surprised. ‘Not Edinburgh?’

‘No. I reckoned I was better getting out of the city. Clean break, you know?’

Clare nodded. ‘I suppose. Means you have to cross that bridge every day though. You’re back in Edinburgh now, aren’t you?’

He cleared his throat. ‘Erm, actually not for much longer.’

‘You’re not leaving the Force?’

‘Pfft. I wish. Can’t afford that now. But I have asked to be based in Fife. Once I move house, you know?’

‘Oh!’ The exclamation was out before Clare could stop herself. ‘I mean…’

‘Don’t worry,’ he said smiling for the first time that morning. ‘I won’t tread on your toes, Clare. You’ve no room for me anyway.’

‘So – where?’

‘Dunfermline, probably. It’s a good-sized station. I’m sure they’ll find me a broom cupboard somewhere in the building.’

Clare thought it more likely some poor inspector would be shifted to the broom cupboard to make room for the DCI. But she said nothing. They were approaching Melville Lodges Roundabout now. She wondered which way he would go. South to Edinburgh, probably. But why? Where was it they were going? She searched her memory, trying to recall if there were any strategic meetings planned. Perhaps it was counter-terrorism. But if so…

He cut across her thoughts, evidently deciding a change of subject was in order. ‘Are you following the Phil Quinn trial?’

‘The firearms haul? Yeah, I caught the news last night. Seems to be going okay…’ She glanced at him and saw his lips thin. It was a moment or two before he spoke.

‘There’s such a lot riding on it, Clare.’ He swallowed then went on. ‘Months of work.’

Clare watched him. She couldn’t recall ever seeing the DCI look so anxious about a case. So uncertain. ‘But you have all the weapons – that warehouse.’

He nodded but didn’t smile. ‘It was quite a haul. Guns, knives, bomb-making equipment.’

He glanced at her and, from his expression, Clare had the impression he was seeking reassurance. That he needed someone to tell him it would be okay. ‘That’s a whole lot of gear off the streets then,’ she said.

He glanced over his shoulder and pulled out to pass an orange-clad cyclist. As he pulled back in again his hand went to the gear level to move it into sixth gear, apparently forgetting the Focus only had five. He clicked his tongue in irritation then fell silent.

Clare eyed him for a moment, trying to gauge his mood, then said, ‘What’s his defence?’

‘Phil? I reckon he’ll implicate Paddy Grant.’

She racked her brains. The name was familiar but…

‘Paddy was Phil’s right-hand man,’ he explained. ‘My guess is he’ll say it was Paddy’s doing. That Paddy went rogue and he couldn’t control him.’

‘Think the jury will believe him?’

‘Dunno. I mean, to us, he has gangster written all over him. But juries…’

Clare considered this. He had a point. She’d had a few cases herself where she’d known for sure that the accused was guilty yet the jury had returned a not guilty verdict. But surely, in this case… ‘Is there DNA?’ she asked. ‘On the weapons you seized?’

‘Nope. He’s too clever for that. No prints, either. He doesn’t get his hands dirty, our Mr Quinn. He has plenty of guys to do that for him.’

‘Big operation then?’

He nodded. ‘One of the biggest we’ve seen – in the past ten years anyway. There’s a bunch of his lads on remand, awaiting trial. If we can put Phil away we’ve a fighting chance of convicting the whole lot.’

Clare mulled this over. She had heard the talk; heard cops saying the DCI had jumped the gun, arresting Phil Quinn.

Again.

She thought back to a couple of cases recently where he’d had his fingers burned. Meticulously planned operations, yet somehow the main perpetrators had managed to stay one step ahead, disappearing before they could be arrested. Admittedly he’d broken up a county lines drug operation, netting a fair quantity of Class A; but the four a.m. knock on the door had come too late. The guys they had really been after – dealers who had flooded Edinburgh with their drugs – they had melted away like snow.

No one had blamed the DCI – not out loud at least. But there had been mutterings – questions about his fitness to lead such high-level operations.

Clare glanced at him again. His knuckles were white on the steering wheel and she realised just how much he needed a result from this case. ‘Any sign of Paddy Grant?’

‘Nope. Probably out of the country by now.’

Then Clare saw the hint of a smile.

‘But we have the wife.’

‘Phil’s wife?’

‘The very same.’

‘She’s going to testify?’ Clare was surprised.

‘So she says.’

‘Bit unusual, isn’t it? A wife turning against her husband?’

‘I suppose.’

‘What’s in it for her?’

‘Immunity. She’s been no angel herself, over the years. There was enough evidence in the matrimonial home to charge her with Possession with Intent to Injure. And, given the haul we’ve recovered from the lock-ups and the warehouse, there’s no way she didn’t know what was going on. But my guess is we wouldn’t have found her prints or DNA on any of the weapons either so the Fiscal agreed to her testifying in return for immunity.’

Clare gave a low whistle. ‘So she’s dropping him in it to save her own skin.’

‘That’s about the size of it.’

‘Is she in custody?’

The DCI shook his head. ‘No. Prison’s too dangerous for her. Phil could easily get someone to warn her off.’

‘She in a safe house, then?’

‘Yeah. Round-the-clock surveillance. Only for another week or so. She’s due to testify next week. Wednesday I think. Hopefully she’ll give us enough for a conviction and we can set about auctioning some of the stuff we’ve seized.’

‘From their house?’

‘Yes. Jewellery, TVs, iPads and a huge campervan. Should net a few thousand quid for the community.’

Clare digested this as the DCI drove on. They passed the junction for the M90 motorway, continuing along the A91, and she turned her attention to the passing scenery.

‘It’s an attractive road,’ she said. ‘Don’t think I’ve been along here.’

‘It’s the Hillfoots Road. Skirts round the foot of the Ochil Hills. Ben Cleuch ring a bell?’

Clare frowned. ‘Maybe. I’ve been up a few hills but I honestly can’t remember.’

He laughed. ‘You weren’t navigating then?’

‘Nope. I just make the sandwiches and trail along behind.’

They drove on for a few miles then the DCI took a right, leaving the main road. He slowed down as they bumped along a forest track.

‘Sorry. Suspension’s not great on this thing,’ he said.

But Clare wasn’t listening. She was looking round to see where they were going. The trees bordering the track were dense and their route curved round, hiding the main road completely. They drove on for what Clare estimated must have been a mile or so through thick forest until suddenly the trees cleared. She stared as they approached a high concrete wall which sloped outwards from the ground up. It looked to be at least twenty feet high with an overhang that would make it difficult to climb. It was topped by a circular metal tube. Clare studied this. Why would anyone build a wall and top it with such a thing? And then it dawned on her. The tube was there to prevent anyone using a grappling hook to scale the wall.

A knot was forming in her stomach. What was this place and why the hell had they come?




Chapter 3

A steel gate set into the high wall was opened and they drove through into a yard where another high wall faced them.

‘What the hell is this?’ Clare said, her voice low.

‘This,’ the DCI said, ‘does not exist.’

She looked at him but he said no more.

A uniformed officer in a Kevlar vest waved them over to the side and the DCI parked where the officer indicated.

‘Best leave your phones in the car,’ the DCI advised. ‘They’ll only take them away. Bag too,’ he added.

She stared at him. ‘What if there’s an emergency?’

‘This takes priority. Oh, and bring your ID badge.’

They stepped out of the car and the DCI handed the keys to the uniformed officer. He led them over to a gate built into the second concrete wall. As they walked, Clare took it all in. She could see little above the outer wall except tall evergreen trees but there was no mistaking the cameras, so numerous they must be covering every inch of this yard and the walls surrounding it. As the gate was opened their badges were scanned by a female officer.

‘Shoes please,’ the officer asked.

Clare flicked a glance at the DCI but he was already unlacing his brogues. She stepped obediently out of her own black mules and handed them over. The shoes were put through a scanner then handed back to them.

‘This way,’ the officer said, indicating an airport-style security gate.

Clare went through first and a buzzer sounded.

‘Over here,’ the officer directed and she proceeded to scan Clare with paddles. Her wristwatch was found to be the offending item and they moved on through another security door. A long corridor seemed to slope gently downwards but the absence of windows made it difficult to be sure. Motion sensor lights flicked on as they walked along and the occasional flash from small red lights told Clare there were more cameras, probably sunk into the ceiling.

Finally, they stood before a heavy oak door with a digital keypad. The female officer tapped in a number and stood back to let them enter. Then she closed the door behind them, leaving them in a windowless room. It was austere, with magnolia walls and a basic industrial carpet on the floor. Clare looked round the room. Not a single picture adorned the walls but in each corner of the ceiling were small cameras. She turned away from them and surveyed the rest of her surroundings. Half a dozen chairs were arranged round a low coffee table on which sat a jug of water and a stack of plastic cups. A woman rose from one of the chairs as they entered. She was, Clare thought, about the same age as her. Not quite as tall, perhaps, but wiry and fit-looking. Her dark hair, threaded through with highlights, was cut short at the sides and back, and swept up on top in a pompadour style. Her woollen dress was delft-blue and set off with a silver dragonfly brooch. Her black patent leather boots had a fine heel and looked expensive. Her studied appearance was somehow at odds with the starkness of her surroundings.

She held out a hand and smiled warmly. ‘Gayle Crichton.’

Clare scrutinised her for any sign of an ID badge that might indicate who or what Gayle Crichton was but she couldn’t see one. ‘Clare Mackay. DI at St Andrews.’

‘Yes, I know who you are,’ Gayle said. She turned to the DCI, her smile still fixed. ‘Al,’ she said, and he inclined his head in response. The introductions done, she indicated the chairs. ‘Please sit. Can I pour you some water?’

Clare nodded. ‘Thanks. And may I ask how you know who I am? And why I’m here?’

‘All in good time.’ Gayle picked up the jug and poured three cups of water, passing two across the table. Then she sat down, smoothing her dress. ‘So, Clare, first of all thank you for coming all this way. As DCI Gibson knows, it’s vital we meet here, in this building.’

Clare glanced at the DCI and he gave her a brief nod.

Gayle went on. ‘The reason you are here – by which I mean here, in this particular location – is that the building is entirely secure. Had you been left with your mobile phone, for example, you would have seen that there is no signal. Not anywhere within these walls.’

‘That’s not so unusual,’ Clare said.

‘No indeed. But security here is on another level, Clare. The outer walls of the building are two feet thick with steel mesh built into the concrete. No doubt you realised, as you made your way to this room, that the building is partly sunk into the ground. The surrounding walls are capable of withstanding an impact from a forty-tonne truck and they are designed to be as blast-proof as is currently possible.’

‘It’s a bunker,’ Clare said.

‘In a way, yes. But the building is in daily use. It’s not for emergencies.’

‘Might I ask what it’s used for?’

‘Not really. All I will say is that it is used for the most covert of activities; those where normal security is not sufficient.’

Clare looked at the DCI. ‘And you knew about this place?’

‘Not much. Only that it existed. I wasn’t given the location until this morning.’

Clare’s mind was in a whirl. What the hell was going on here? She reached for her cup and drank, moistening her lips. ‘So, now that you’ve explained the security, will you tell us why we’re here?’

‘Of course.’ Gayle moved a stray hair back into place then she regarded Clare, the smile gone. ‘Before I go any further, I will remind you – both of you – that you have signed the Official Secrets Act. As such, if anything discussed today is leaked beyond these walls, you will immediately be arrested and face the full force of the law. Is that clear?’

Clare ran her tongue round her lips again. ‘Of course.’

Gayle turned to the DCI, an eyebrow raised, and he gave a brief nod.

‘Then allow me to explain,’ she said. ‘I am what is known as an ethical hacker. Are you familiar with the term?’

Clare’s brow creased. ‘I think so.’

Gayle saw Clare’s expression. ‘Basically, I have studied how hackers operate. How they gain access and, having gained access, how they set about exploiting it. Usually it’s my job to be one step ahead of the hackers, assessing the vulnerability of new systems. But, from time to time, I am called in where breaches have already occurred and this is one such occasion.’

Clare and the DCI exchanged glances. Gayle watched them for a few moments then went on.

‘I am under contract to Police Scotland to investigate a serious security breach. I cannot give you details. Nor can I tell you how I propose to carry out my investigation. But I do need your help.’

Clare blinked. ‘My help?’

‘Yes, Clare. I’d like you to help me.’

Clare frowned. ‘But I don’t know much about computers. My DS…’

‘No, it’s you I need. Not your computer knowledge; and it goes without saying that your DS will not be privy to this conversation. Yes?’

Clare hesitated, then said, ‘Of course. So…’

‘What I need,’ Gayle said, moving her seat closer to Clare, ‘is an office at your station. Somewhere I can work uninterrupted.’

Clare looked round the austere room. ‘But surely here…’

Gayle shook her head. ‘No, here won’t do. I need to be out among the cops, monitoring their traffic, seeing what comes in and out. In a busy station, I might attract attention. But in your station – well, I’m pretty sure your staff believe what you tell them.’

‘But what am I supposed to tell them?’ Clare asked. ‘How do I explain your presence?’

‘That’s easy. The official line is that I’ve been hired to develop a new communications system and that I need somewhere out of the way where I can work in peace. You have an office I can use, I presume?’

Clare mentally ran round the station. There was an interview room they didn’t use very often. ‘There is a room that might do. It’s pretty small though. No window either. But it does have a data point.’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ Gayle said. ‘I’ll set up my own network access.’

Clare flicked a glance at the DCI and he gave a slight nod.

‘DI Mackay will be happy to assist you, Gayle.’

‘Excellent. Now, Clare, I understand you are good friends with one of the Technical Support staff down at Glenrothes.’

Clare’s eyes narrowed. How the hell did she know that? And what else did she know? She swallowed. ‘You mean Diane?’

‘That’s right. Diane Wallace. Clare, under no circumstances are you to discuss anything we have said today or anything relating to my presence in St Andrews with Diane.’

Clare’s expression clouded. She’d known Diane for years. There was no one she trusted more. ‘Mind if I ask why?’

‘It’s like this. We don’t know if the security breach has come from an outside attack or if there is an internal leak. And, I’m sure I don’t have to spell out to you that, whether internal or external, this kind of breach would require a high level of IT skills.’

Clare stiffened. ‘I can tell you quite categorically that Diane is one hundred per cent reliable. I’d trust her with my life.’

‘Clare, with respect, you can’t say anything of the sort. Now I’m not suggesting that your friend is implicated. But the fewer people who know about this the better. I must have your guarantee that you won’t discuss this matter with anyone, particularly Diane.’

Clare looked mulish.

‘Or I’ll have your warrant card,’ Gayle said.

Clare turned to the DCI.

‘Detective Inspector Mackay will do as you ask,’ he said to Gayle, glancing at Clare. ‘Won’t you?’

Clare’s lips tightened. ‘Of course.’

‘Obviously,’ Gayle went on, ‘should any of your colleagues in Tech Support become aware of my investigations, you will plead complete ignorance.’

‘Saying what?’

Gayle smiled broadly. ‘Just act normally. Thank them for flagging it up to you and say you’ll have it checked out at a senior level. That should hold them for a few days which, I hope, will be long enough for me to complete my investigations.’

Clare was not convinced but she was starting to realise she had no choice in any of this. ‘Okay.’

‘One more thing,’ Gayle went on. ‘And this is particularly important.’

They waited.

‘Until my investigations are complete, I will not know how and from where the information is being leaked. You should carry on police business as normal but you must make no reference to my investigation within the walls of the station, on your phones, in any car you use and even…’ She broke off for a moment. ‘…even in your own homes.’

‘You’re not seriously suggesting—’ Clare burst out.

‘I’m not suggesting anything, Clare. Only that the less you mention this matter the more secure it will remain.’ She scrutinised their faces. ‘Are we agreed?’

They both muttered their agreement and Gayle rose, all smiles again. ‘Then I need detain you no longer. Thank you both for your time. Clare – I’ll see you on Monday morning.’ She moved to the door and pressed a button on the wall. Seconds later the door opened and the female uniformed officer appeared.

‘I’ll escort you back to your car,’ she said.

They followed her in silence, Clare more conscious on the return trip of the incline in the corridors. Out in the yard, between the two concrete walls, she drew in a deep lungful of air and looked up and over the outer wall towards the trees beyond, only the tips of them visible. She was so glad to be outside again. Out of that place. It was so – weird. As they walked back towards the car, she whispered, ‘Even this car?’

‘Even this one,’ the DCI replied, clicking the remote control. ‘Fancy an early lunch before we head back?’

‘Definitely.’




Chapter 4

They drove out of the enclosure, back onto the track and through the trees. Neither of them spoke until they emerged onto the road again. Clare was in no doubt that Gayle had been deadly serious in her warnings not to discuss the security breach in any cars or buildings; but even normal conversation seemed out of the question. Eventually, Clare broke the silence.

‘An early lunch, then?’

He nodded, his face impassive. ‘I know somewhere, about five miles from here.’

They drove on, the tall conifers giving way to farmland. A few miles further on they saw a brown AA sign for a garden centre. The DCI indicated and pulled off the road and into the car park. ‘This do?’

Clare clicked her seatbelt off and opened the door. ‘Anywhere,’ she said.

They walked, still not speaking, passing through the sliding doors at the entrance.

The DCI indicated a sign for the cafe. ‘It has an outdoor seating area,’ he said and Clare nodded.

At the self-service counter they ordered coffees and paninis which the smiling waitress said she would bring out to them. The DCI led Clare through the cafe to an outdoor area with wooden picnic tables and chairs. He indicated a table furthest from the door and away from the other diners. Clare sat down and he took a seat opposite.

‘Phones off?’ Clare suggested.

The DCI reached into his pocket. ‘Good idea.’

With their phones powered off, Clare opened her mouth to speak then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw the waitress approaching. ‘Food’s here.’

The waitress put a tray down on the table. ‘Enjoy,’ she said, heading back indoors.

Clare picked up a spoon and began stirring her coffee. When the waitress was safely out of earshot, she said, ‘So – what just happened back there? I mean, did you know about this, Al?’

He hesitated. ‘I knew there was something up, but not much more than that. I was told it was strictly confidential and that I was to bring you with me this morning.’

‘Did you know about that place?’

He shrugged. ‘You hear things but I didn’t really know what it was. What it would be like.’ He looked up. ‘Bit of a shock, to be honest.’

‘I’ll say. Like something out of a Bourne film. What do you suppose goes on there? Who even works in a place like that?’

‘No idea. Sometimes I think we’re better off not knowing.’

Clare bit into her panini and began chewing. After a minute or two she spoke again. ‘You reckon there is a leak?’

The DCI glanced round as the waitress reappeared with an empty tray and began clearing the table next to them. They munched on until she had left then he said, ‘What else could it be? I mean, these ethical hackers don’t come cheap. Sounds to me like they reckon one of our own is leaking information.’

‘Well it’s not Diane. I can tell you that for sure.’

‘Yeah, maybe so. But you can’t tell her about this, Clare. You’ll end up on a charge, if you do.’

Clare sighed. ‘I know. I just hope this Gayle person gets it sorted out quickly. The team aren’t daft you know. They’ll suss something’s going on.’

The DCI shook his head. ‘Can’t happen, Clare. It’s your job to make sure they don’t suss anything, as you put it.’

‘Easier said than done.’

‘Look, Clare,’ he said, ‘I’ll keep in touch. I’ll pop in every few days. On some pretext. We can go for a walk and chat over any difficulties. But nothing inside the station, mind. Treat every room, every office and every car as if it’s been bugged.’

Clare sat back in her chair. ‘It’s ridiculous, Al. I don’t believe it.’

‘I’m finding it a bit far-fetched myself, to be honest. But that wasn’t a joke this morning. Far from it.’ He took out his phone and clicked to switch it back on. ‘Let’s forget it for now and enjoy being out of the office.’

Clare took in her surroundings. He was right. The cafe was next to the outdoor plants area and there were shelves full of bedding plants in polystyrene boxes. Perhaps she should take some back for her garden at Daisy Cottage. But that made her think of how overgrown it had become.

The DCI saw her expression change. ‘Something wrong?’

‘No, not really. I was just thinking of my own garden and how I’ve neglected it. I’d love to take some of these plants back to brighten it up, but I wouldn’t know where to start.’

He surveyed the plants. ‘It’s a bit early for some of these. Alison always left it until the start of June. You can get a late frost up here in May, you know.’

‘And that’s bad for the plants?’

He laughed. ‘You really don’t know much about gardening, do you?’ He picked up his cup and drained it, dabbing at his now frothy moustache with a napkin. ‘Get yourself a gardener, Clare. It’ll save a lot of work.’

‘I suppose.’

‘Or – I could come round and give you a hand – if you wanted.’

Clare flushed. ‘I don’t know, Al. I mean, you’ve a lot on your plate just now.’

He smiled. ‘Not really. But the offer’s there if you want it.’ He let this hang in the air for a moment, then said, ‘So, you’ve heard the sorry tale about my car. Tell me about yours.’

Clare couldn’t help returning his smile. ‘Oh, the car,’ she said.

‘It’s a pretty flashy model. Mercedes, yeah?’

‘Yup. C-class Coupé.’

‘Nice. So, did somebody die?’

‘Eh?’

‘Did you come into a fortune? It’s not a cheap car.’

Clare didn’t reply.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘None of my business.’

‘No, it’s fine.’ She forced a smile. ‘I just felt like treating myself. I have the car loan from hell but so what? I mean, we work hard, don’t we?’

‘Mm-hm.’

‘And it goes like stink.’

He laughed. ‘I didn’t have you down for a petrol head, Clare.’

‘I’m not really. Just wanted…’ She lowered her eyes. ‘I wanted something that made me happy. Something just for me.’ She hadn’t meant to say that. Especially to the DCI. But it was out now.

He watched her for a minute before answering then said, ‘Mind if I ask you something?’

‘Suppose.’

‘Your sculptor friend…’

‘Geoffrey.’

‘Yes, Geoffrey. Is it – I mean, are you still together? Tell me to mind my own business if you want.’

Clare raised her eyes to meet his. ‘No, it’s fine. I don’t mind you asking. Truth is, he was offered a job in the USA. Too good to turn down, really. He asked me to go but – well, it just wasn’t possible.’

‘Why the hell not?’

Clare looked at him, surprised at his reaction. ‘Oh, I couldn’t. I mean there’s my cottage, my dog – and then my sister and her husband. Their little boy – he’s autistic; and he’s my godson. They need my support. I couldn’t go, Al. Too many ties here.’

‘And so he went?’

‘And so he went.’

‘Is he coming back?’

Clare shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

‘Are you still in touch?’

She sipped at her coffee. ‘Yeah, now and then.’

‘And, do you want him to come back?’

She was prevented from answering by his phone which started to ring. He fished it out of his pocket and squinted at the display, shading it from the sun with his other hand.

‘Sorry, I have to take this.’

Saved by the bell, Clare thought, a little relieved. The conversation had been making her face up to things she’d rather have kept buried. Did she want Geoffrey to come back? Now there was a question.

The DCI put the phone in his pocket and scraped back his chair. ‘We have to go.’

Clare rose. ‘What’s up?’

‘Wait till we’re out of here.’

They walked quickly back through the cafe, past the checkouts and out into the car park. He stopped in an empty space and checked all round, then said, ‘Phil Quinn’s wife…’

‘The one who’s in witness protection?’

‘Yeah, Tamsin she’s called. Well her location’s been compromised. We have to go and pick her up.’

‘Now?’

‘Yup. And not a word about it in the car. If there’s the remotest chance it’s bugged, someone might get to her before we do. I’m not losing the trial at this stage. I’ve put too much work into it.’

They rejoined the A91, driving in silence until they came to the junction with the M90. The DCI took the motorway, heading north. Twenty minutes later they were sitting in a queue approaching the Broxden Roundabout.

‘I hate this bloody roundabout,’ the DCI said. ‘It’s always like this.’

‘Should have come off at junction ten and gone through the town. It can be quicker.’

‘Now she tells me.’




Chapter 5

They cleared the roundabout, eventually, and drove on until they came to another one, controlled by traffic lights. The DCI drummed his fingers impatiently on the dashboard waiting for the lights to go green. Eventually they were moving again and he turned right onto a long road, peppered with car dealerships.

‘Obviously the place to come to buy a car,’ Clare observed. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Look out for a sign for the grammar school. We take a left there.’

Clare looked out of the window, past the glass-fronted buildings advertising zero per cent finance on car deals. She thought of her sleek Mercedes, parked back in St Andrews. Definitely not bought with zero per cent finance, judging by her monthly repayments. But it gave her a thrill every time she saw it and it was an absolute dream to drive. It wasn’t like her to be so extravagant. Probably a response to Geoffrey going off to Boston. Perhaps if he hadn’t gone she wouldn’t have bought the car. She’d still be driving her old Renault Clio. But maybe – just maybe – she would be happy.

‘Some navigator you are,’ the DCI said, slamming on the brakes and indicating left at a roundabout.

Clare muttered something about being distracted as the DCI swung the car round and into a housing estate. They drove on, past the grammar school, finally turning off into a newer development. With a glance at the satnav, he slowed down, crawling on through a succession of streets, finally pulling in beside a detached two-storey house, finished in a cream render. The curtains were closed and he jumped out of the car, pulling his lanyard with its ID badge off his neck.

Clare followed him, looking up and down the street. It was quiet, apart from a couple of young women pushing prams. At the far end she could see a DPD delivery van executing a three-point turn in the road. She watched the driver bump up on the kerb then down onto the road again as he drove towards them. She followed his progress until he had passed and was safely out of sight. Glancing up and down the road again she saw nothing other than parked cars. Satisfied there were no vehicles observing the house she followed the DCI up the garden path and waited as he knocked on the door.

‘This is one of our safe houses?’ she whispered.

‘Not so safe, as it turns out.’

The letterbox opened and he passed his lanyard and badge through. A minute or so later the door was opened by a young man in jeans and a T-shirt who Clare assumed must be an undercover officer. He stood back and they entered the house, closing the door quickly behind them. For the second time that day Clare found herself in a building where no daylight was admitted. The artificial light came from a bare bulb hung from the ceiling. It was a harsh light, casting shadows up the hall, and it did nothing to enhance the flecked beige carpet and white walls. A staircase lay ahead to the left and a hallway to the right. A door at the end stood open and Clare could see it led to a small kitchen. A faint odour of fried food and cigarette smoke hung in the air and she tried not to think of the panini she was still digesting.

The officer led them through another door into a small sitting room, sparsely furnished with a two-piece leather suite, a couple of tables and a TV on a glass stand. An electric fire, styled to resemble a wood-burning stove, was against one wall with a mantlepiece above. An ashtray filled with dogends sat on the mantlepiece next to an empty coffee mug. A wheeled suitcase stood ready in the centre of the room and its owner sat on the edge of one of the leather chairs.

So this was Tamsin Quinn. The woman who was married to one of the biggest importers of illegal arms in Scotland. The woman who, next week, would stand up in court to give evidence against her husband, in return for immunity from prosecution. Clare wondered how much she knew about her husband’s activities. Enough to convict him? And how would she react to being cross-examined with her husband sitting just a few feet away? Was Tamsin Quinn tough enough to see it through? Clare certainly hoped so. It wasn’t just Al Gibson’s judgement that was in question. The case had blown the backside out of the overtime budget and it hadn’t gone unnoticed.

She appraised Tamsin and guessed she was about fifty. She could be younger, of course. Maybe the strain of the last few weeks in protective custody was showing on her face. She took in Tamsin’s leathery complexion, a hint of yellow in her eyes, and decided it was more likely due to a combination of fags, booze and foreign holidays. Her skin was certainly dark and rough-looking. Her hair was a cascade of dyed blonde that hung in layers, past her shoulders, a style that seemed too young for her face. The dark roots at her crown did little to help. Clare thought her face was plumper than the rest of her and she suspected Tamsin had a Botox addiction. She wore a black crocheted top and dark blue jeans, tucked into high-heeled boots. On her hands were several rings with large stones, and her wrist hung with metallic bangles that tinkled as she moved her arms.

She regarded Clare and the DCI then her glance flicked back to the young officer.

‘It’s fine, Tamsin,’ he said. ‘I know these officers. They’ll look after you.’

Tamsin said nothing but rose from her chair and put a hand on her suitcase.

‘I’ll get that,’ Clare said, heading for the door. ‘Hang fire here, while I put this in the car, then we’ll be on our way.’

Tamsin watched Clare as she wheeled the case towards the door, but she said nothing.

Out in the hall, Clare stood the case against the wall and ran lightly up the stairs. She opened the first door she came to and found it was the front bedroom. Moving to the window, she put her eye to a small gap in the curtains and peered out into the street. She stood, her eyes trained on the property directly opposite. In the downstairs room she could see a figure moving back and forward, as if pushing a vacuum cleaner. The curtains on the other windows were drawn back and Clare thought it would be difficult for anyone to be watching the safe house, unobserved. She then focused on the houses on either side and could see nothing at all. She ran back downstairs and opened the front door, leaving the case in the hall. She went out to the car and round to the driver’s door facing back towards the house. She stood for some minutes, pretending to fiddle with the lock. In reality she was scanning the houses to the left and right of the safe house for any sign that someone was watching. When she had satisfied herself she was not being observed she went back indoors and brought out the suitcase, stowing it in the boot. Then she returned to the house.

Tamsin was pacing the room now, her arms wrapped round herself. ‘What if they’re out there – waiting for me?’ Her voice was low and gravelly, the kind of voice Clare used to hear when she was a young cop, manning the Hogmanay celebrations in Glasgow’s George Square. There was always someone ready with a song, giving it laldy. Amazing what a few drinks would do. Suddenly everyone was Bonnie Tyler, belting out the big numbers in spite of their forty-a-day habit. But Tamsin wasn’t belting anything out today. There was a tremor when she spoke that belied her hard-as-nails appearance.

Clare gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘I’ve had a good look outside. There’s no one, Tamsin. We’ll get you into the car quickly and we’ll be out of here in seconds.’ She turned to the officer. ‘You’ll finish up here, yeah?’

He nodded. ‘Aye, don’t worry. Not much left to do now.’

The DCI went to the window and opened the curtains a fraction to peer out. Clare sized Tamsin up. Her blonde hair was a dead giveaway. ‘Do you have a hat?’ she said.

Tamsin shook her head. ‘No, but my coat has a hood.’

‘Tuck your hair in then and pull the hood as far forward as you can. Oh, and one thing more…’

‘Yeah?’

‘Not a word about this in the car. We’ll discuss everything once we arrive at your new digs.’

The young officer raised an eyebrow but Clare simply tapped the side of her nose in reply.

‘Coast clear now,’ the DCI said.

Clare eyed Tamsin. ‘Ready?’

The woman nodded and Clare led her to the front door. The DCI went ahead and opened the door for Tamsin to climb in behind the driver’s seat. She moved swiftly, her head down, and he closed the door behind her. Clare jumped into the front passenger seat and they were off and out of the street within seconds.

‘Keep down,’ Clare said to Tamsin.
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