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Chapter One — Edinburgh

[image: ]




Rain ribboned down the spine of Fettes Avenue, scoring dark lines on old stone. The headquarters of Police Scotland hunched like a Gothic beast, windows burning pale rectangles against a low, bruised sky. Mac’s boots rang on the wet steps as she climbed, her coat catching droplets that bled into the fabric and made it hang like wet canvas.

Inside, the corridors swallowed sound and then gave it back in echoes — clipped orders, the thin trill of phones, a laugh that never quite reached warmth. The place did that to people: pared them down to function. She set her palm to the door for Major Crime and pushed through.

Open plan. Case boards mulched with reports. Maps with pins like stubborn rashes. Evidence photos tacked up in constellations of grief. Her desk — perpetually cluttered — waited like a bad habit: cups with the brown kiss of old coffee, a stapler scarred at the edges, her battered satchel slumped like a dog in the rain. A long breath, the kind that accounted for every bruise after the case in Invergarry Hollow, and then—

“Mackenzie. My office. Now!”

DCI Robert McNally’s voice travelled like a thrown spanner.

Mac pivoted and walked through the fishbowl glass. McNally didn’t stand. He was already an argument in a crumpled shirt: sleeves rolled, tie stained, hair giving up the fight. But his eyes — pale blue, frost-clear — cut clean lines through any room. The man looked like a lecture in bad sleep and worse patience. He was the drill-sergeant centre of Major Crime, strict as winter and twice as keen on protocol; protective of his team in the way a cliff is protective of the sea, by simply being there to break the worst of it. 

She dropped into the chair. The shoulder scalded. She ignored it.

“Congratulations,” McNally said, voice flat as laminate. “Sir Donald Blair. Whole bloody city’s buzzing.” His mouth twitched. Not a smile. More like a muscle remembering how.

“Glad to provide entertainment,” Mac said.

He let the silence winter over for a beat. Then: “You were two inches from the morgue, again.” The calm went off like a safety catch. “You think I enjoy reading incident logs where my DI is bleeding into the soil?”

“I had it under control.”

“Balls, Mackenzie.” He leaned in, palm flat on the desk. “You do good work. You do necessary work. But you don’t get to be necessary and dead. You burn the rulebook and call it instinct — I call it paperwork with the undertaker.”

She met his stare. Her pulse held steady. “We got him.”

He exhaled through his nose, like a furious horse. “Aye. And now you’re going to do something radical.” He jabbed the air. “Nothing. For a few days. That’s an order. Crimes will still be here when you come back. Edinburgh’s not about to run out of fucking bastards.”

Mac’s jaw worked. She never could tell if their rows made her want to throw a chair or thank him. He was a constraint, aye, but also a constant, the only kind of care he’d tolerate was the kind that sounded like barked orders. Their exchanges were always the same: clipped, sparking with dark humour, the paternal concern he’d never admit riding under every line. 

“Fine,” she said. It sounded like a steel door closing.

“Say the words ‘I’m taking time off,’” he pressed.

She stood. “I’m taking time off,” she said, not moving her mouth any more than strictly necessary.

“Good. Now bugger off my office.”

He grunted, looked away. She knew that look. Protective of his officers, blunt as a brick, old school, but not unteachable. He’d be here tomorrow, and the day after; anchor and foil, the moral ballast she’d pretend to resent and lean on anyway. 

Back in the bullpen, the place seemed to inhale around her and then carry on with its long, grey breath.

“Mac!” DC Ailsa Kerr popped up from behind a twin monitor array like a meerkat with a broadband connection. Hooded sweatshirt half-zipped, auburn hair trying to escape a chaotic bun, glasses a size too ambitious for her face. “You actually did it. Sir Donald. That’s— I mean— that’s a boss-level fish.”

Mac lifted a brow. “A what?”

Ailsa flapped a hand. “Never mind. Internet thing. Point is: massive. Legendary.” She pushed a tablet toward Mac, screen jittering with feeds. “You should see the chatter on the private forums you definitely don’t have access to.”

Mac side-eyed her. “We’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

Ailsa’s grin rewired into nerves. “Right. Yes. Law. We love to follow the rules.” Then, softer, awe sneaking through: “You found Isla. Alive.” She swallowed. “That mattered.”

“Aye,” Mac said. Sometimes the shortest word could hold everything.

“Is your shoulder— I mean, obviously it’s not fine—”

“It’s a scratch,” Mac lied, automatic.

Ailsa’s gaze sharpened, a rare defiance. “You can’t keep doing that. Saying ‘scratch’ like you’re a tank. You’re not.” She faltered. “You’re you.”

Something in Mac eased a fraction. Ailsa was brilliant — the best keyboard in the building, quick as a match, fond of grey-area hacking that Mac pretended not to see because the girl pulled miracles out of bandwidth — but she had a heart that hadn’t learned how to bar the door. Fierce when dismissed, funny without cruelty, and a way of finding threads no one else could see. 

On her way past the cluster of glass partitions, Mac clocked Rory Gallagher, pressed suit, tie obedient, hair that understood rules, delivering a tidy handover to a prosecutor on speaker. Rory was the opposite of Ailsa’s chaos: procedure, structure, escalation paths memorised like rule books. Useful in the rooms where judges frowned at improvisation. He lifted a greeting, professional, measured. Mac gave him the nod that meant: keep doing it by the book; I’ll come kick the book in when needed. It was a balance they were both learning, not always clean, never easy. 

She took the stairs down to the forensics wing.

The air changed there, cooler, cleaner; antiseptic with a finish of steel. The morgue’s long corridor wore silence like a uniform. She found Lena not in the theatre but in her office, lamp light making a warm ellipse over piled reports. Designer heels under a white coat, silk blouse that said a life existed outside here, posture that needed no introduction. When Lena looked up, her face softened from precise to human in half a heartbeat.

“Blair,” she said, and the syllable was both greeting and diagnosis.

Before Mac could protest, Lena came around the desk and held her, not hard but sure. Mac forced herself not to wince at the shoulder’s live wire. It was always like this: Lena crossed, Mac endured, something inside unclenched.

“You have an extraordinary talent,” Lena murmured as she released her, “for nearly dying.”

“Seems like it’s my best parlour trick,” Mac said.

“Annoying one.” Lena’s smile tipped wry. Elegant, meticulous, respected across Scotland, she made even the ugly mechanics of death sound exact and almost poetic. In court she was ice and iron; in here, she was the one person Mac trusted without reservation, the sole witness admitted behind the armour. 

“Drinks with me tonight,” Lena said. “And before you offer to ruin my shoes in a backstreet pub, the answer is cocktails. A civilised bar. You can bring your coat as an emotional support object.”

Mac huffed. “I don’t do umbrellas with fruit.”

“They’re called garnishes, darling. Consider it practice for existing among the living.”

Mac glanced at the report on the desk. “Victim’s tox screen?”

“Unrelated case,” Lena said. “And not yours. I’ve already heard from upstairs that you’ve been ordered to do nothing. I approve, for once.”

“That makes one of you.”

“Two,” Lena said, the word gentle as a hand at the back. “Eight o’clock. I’ll text the place.”

Mac knew when to lose with grace. “Aye.”

The bar Lena chose was the kind of room that understood sheen: wood polished to a memory of trees, a wall of bottles like stained glass, low light that padded conversations. The crowd wore neutral money and terrible secrets.

Lena fit. She always did. Cocktail dress in a dark, unarguable shade; hair neat, the kind of neat that knew chaos and believed in resistance. Mac, in her men’s-cut trousers and a plain shirt under the same coat, perched like a crow on a lit windowsill. She had grown used to being the wrong temperature for certain rooms.

They started with work, safe terrain, and Lena let the first drink ease the bite out of her awkwardness.

“You cannot keep feeding yourself to the machine and hoping not to be chewed,” she said.

“It’s the job.”

“It’s your way of loving the job,” Lena corrected. “There is a difference.”

Mac’s mouth pulled. “Finding Isla alive wasn’t a difference.”

“No,” Lena said, and her face changed — gratitude, fierce and unsentimental. “That was everything.” She lifted her glass a fraction, as if to the fact of the girl living.

Mac stared past Lena’s shoulder, past the glittering wall of bottles to the mirror behind them. Her reflection was a woman she half-recognised: tired, scarred, still wired on a kind of fuel no doctor would prescribe.

Lena watched her for a long moment, the kind of look that didn’t press but didn’t miss much either. “There’s something different in you,” she said, not unkindly.

Mac tried for a shrug that didn’t quite land. “Work was... a lot.”

“Don’t deflect,” Lena said, a small smile tugging at her mouth. “Did you fall for someone?”

Mac let the silence run before she answered. “Yes.”

“What is her name?”

“Evelyn,” Mac said, steadier than she felt. “She’s the reverend in the village.”

Lena’s brows lifted; the tease arrived on instinct. “Was the sex at least heavenly?”

“It wasn’t about that,” Mac said—sharper than she meant—then eased because this was Lena. “We didn’t sleep together. She told me the truth without dressing it up, and I could sit with her and not pretend.”

Lena didn’t rush the space. She shifted closer instead, reached across, and laid her hand over Mac’s—warm, certain, the kind of touch that says I’m here. “Go on.”

“I didn’t know it was possible to feel more naked sitting across from someone fully clothed,” Mac said, eyes dropping to the rim of her glass. “That’s what it was. She saw me, and I let her.”

“So, it mattered,” Lena said, voice low but sure. Her thumb pressed gently once against Mac’s knuckles, an anchor more than a gesture.
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