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Chris Brookmyre was a journalist before becoming a full-time novelist with the publication of his award-winning debut Quite Ugly One Morning, which established him as one of Britain’s leading crime authors. His Jack Parlabane novels have sold more than one million copies in the UK alone, and Black Widow won both the McIlvanney Prize and the Theakston’s Old Peculier Crime Novel of the Year award.
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‘I am not a workaholic,’ Catherine McLeod tells herself, striding into the station on brisk but quiet feet. Yes, she is choosing to go into work on a day off, a bank holiday no less, but she has her reasons. There’s a certain calm to be found here, comparatively. She’s just spent a fortnight in Greece, which she shouldn’t complain about, but given how much of it involved listening to her two sons arguing with each other or moaning in unison at her, she is aching for the comforts and privileges that rank confers and motherhood doesn’t. She knows her team can argue and moan even more relentlessly than Duncan and Fraser, but the crucial difference is that when she tells cops to shut up and get out of her face, they tend to comply.

Cresting the stairs, Catherine hears the familiar clack of keyboards accompanied by a low hum of conversation, which quietens for a beat as she comes into view of the open-plan bullpen. It is the moment that they notice the boss has turned up a day early, but Catherine reckons she is the one who feels the greater lurch in her stomach. It is ridiculous. She is a woman in her forties, married with two kids, a Detective Superintendent with dozens of officers ultimately answerable to her, and yet she still gets that hollow, insecure feeling when she’s back after any substantial absence. It is the same one she used to get at school, but not like returning from the holidays, when everyone had been away: more like going back to class after illness. It’s a fear of being uninformed, of what she alone might have missed.

She recovers from it a sight quicker these days, not least because in this situation, she is the headmistress. When she asks what she needs caught up on, they’d better bloody well tell her.

Beano turns on a heel, swift in presenting himself. If it were anyone less reliably diligent, she’d suspect he was trying to cover up for something.

‘Boss,’ he says, trying to make the surprise in his tone sound bright rather than alarmed. ‘I thought you weren’t due back until tomorrow.’

‘Yeah, but entre nous, I feared I might kill my family or myself if I spent one more day cooped up with them. So I thought I’d come in, get a heads-up on what’s been going on before I start back properly tomorrow. Also, I want you lot to always be thinking you know not the day nor the hour when the master shall return. Or what kind of mood she might be in. So give me the “Previously on…” and make it succinct.’

Beano takes a moment, looking like he’s retrieving and editing a fortnight’s data in real time.

‘Well, the big headline is a break-in over the weekend at the old Johnstone Engineering Works in Blantyre.’

‘But that’s been closed for years. I thought it was scheduled for demolition.’

‘It is.’

‘So what the hell were they stealing?’

‘All of the explosive charges that were supposed to bring it down.’

‘Jesus Christ. That place was huge. The size of two city blocks. That’s how much explosive is unaccounted for? How many people have we got looking?’

‘I’m not trying to trivialise it, but this may not be what it appears on the surface. See, the demolition was being handled by Mint-Dem, which has been officially awarded a DAF rating.’

‘DAF?’

‘Dodgy as fuck. They’re run by a guy called Bobby Minto. He’s balls-deep in drug connections. I reckon if we dig we’ll find that the security outfit supposedly guarding the Johnstone Engineering site is owned by somebody linked to Minto. I’m just on my way to look a wee bit deeper. My theory is it’s an insurance job, and that once the cheque has cleared, all that explosive is going to quietly reappear in Mint-Dem’s inventory.’

‘Sounds about right. Anything else?’

‘Trying to think back to when you left. Were you here when the Collinton thing came in?’

‘My last day, yes. Classics professor found hanged. Set fair for a verdict of suicide, I recall. First such valediction I’ve ever seen written in Latin. Bloody academics. I recall being impressed that you were able to translate it, though probably at the cost of the unreconstructed Rangers fans on the firm marking you down as a bead-rattler. What’s the update?’

‘That the death was revised to suspicious.’

‘Christ. You’re telling me there’s a whole new murder case on the books?’

Beano gives her an odd smile.

‘Yes and no.’

‘How so?’

‘I wasn’t about to rely on my Higher Latin from fifteen years ago, especially since I only scraped a C. I ran a copy of the note past my old secondary-school teacher for the fine details. According to her, I had got the gist right regarding why Collinton was killing himself, but she told me there was no way he had written the note. It was too full of mistakes.’
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