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			About the Book

			The latest book in the Sunday Times bestselling phenomenon that is the Inspector McLean series, from one of Scotland’s most celebrated crime writers

			The charred remains of an elderly woman are discovered in a burned ot gamekeepers cottage, hidden away in woodland to the west of Edinburgh.

			What is at first assumed to be a tragic accident begins to take on a more sinister aspect as Detective Inspector Tony McLean digs deeper.

			There is far more to the victim than her humble surroundings suggest . . .
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			She always knew she would die like this.

			They come in the night, crashing through the undergrowth and pushing through the trees. They don’t use the path that meanders up the slope from the road; that would be too easy. Neither do they come in one band, but surround her cottage as if she might slip away round the back while they hammer on her door at the front. She could no more slip away than stand, but that makes no difference to them. A mob knows no reason, and this is most surely a mob.

			She glances towards the unlit fire, the cat lying hopefully in front of it. ‘You should go. While you can. Find a safe home.’

			It looks at her with wary eyes, ears cocked at the sound coming closer, ever closer. That stare is knowing, calculating. A moment’s hesitation, and then it rises, stretches, nods its head once, and disappears. She is relieved. Her time may have come, but the cat still has many lives to live.

			The sound of breaking glass comes a few minutes later. Stupid, really. The door wasn’t locked. Someone curses loudly as they climb in through the back window, and she catches a whiff of blood on the breeze before it is overwhelmed by the stench of men. Where before they were loud coming through the trees, now they are silent. Not stealthy, but not speaking either. She doesn’t know how many of them there are, although it feels like a multitude. Fit, strong, young. Angry. They swarm into her small room like cockroaches, start smashing things before they’ve even realised she is there waiting for them. Perhaps they thought she’d be in her bed.

			She doesn’t resist when they grab her; that would only encourage them. And besides, she is old and weak. Utterly at the mercy they so obviously lack. Her passivity only angers them more. She thought she was prepared, but nothing really prepares you for this. She hasn’t many of her own teeth left now, but they knock them out anyway. Arthritis has swollen her knuckles, and the pain when they break her fingers makes her scream. With the sound, their bloodlust grows, their animal instincts taking over. Except that no animal would do what they are doing. Not to one of their own. She folds in under their savage fury.

			‘Don’t kill her, boys. We need her still breathing.’

			There’s a familiar edge to that voice, but she’s not sure whether she recognises it or simply the obedience it demands. She can taste blood in her mouth, feel the broken bones in her hands, her legs, the slide of fractured ribs that threaten with every breath to puncture a lung. It’s nearly over now, but there is one last thing to do before the end.

			‘With my dying breath I curse thee.’

			The words come out as a mixture of whisper and bloody gurgle. She had meant to look up at her killers, but she is too old, too weak, too broken. A rough hand grabs her hair, pulls her head back in a yanking motion that sends a bolt of pain down her spine.

			‘You say something, old crone?’

			He is very young, the one who holds her. Not much more than a boy. Shaven head, tank top straining to contain his gym-and-steroid muscles. There’s scarcely a spark of anything in his eyes, certainly not intelligence.

			‘With my dying breath.’ She gasps in a lungful of pain. ‘I curse thee.’

			‘Aye, well yer right about one thing.’

			The hand releases its grip on her hair, throwing her back as it does so. To some unspoken order, the men step away. Something wet splashes her arm, and for a moment she thinks they’re pissing on her. Then it hits her face, soaks into her clothes. Fumes reach the bloody broken mess of her nose, and she realises it is something far worse than piss.

			She barely has the strength left to lift her head. Petrol stings her eyes as she blinks to see the blurred figure standing in front of her. The leader. He has something in his hands, although she can’t see what it is. No need to see; she knows well enough.

			‘With my dying breath . . .’ As she wheezes out the words, something flares in the man’s hand. She traces its passage as he flicks it towards her, a tiny flame on the end of a matchstick, tumbling over and over in impossibly slow motion.

			She always knew she would die like this.

			After all, she’s done it many times before.
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			The stench hit her long before she reached the crime scene. At first it was a lingering unpleasant scent on the air, but as she climbed the steep path from the woods, so it developed into something worse. Burned carpets, chemical reek and the unmistakable aroma of overdone barbecue. And underneath it all, a fug of decay that didn’t sit with the bustle and activity around her. Detective Constable Janie Harrison had attended enough fires in her short career as a police officer to know the usual unpleasant smells, and this place had them all. The fact that she was even here at all meant at least one person had died, but the question she found herself asking was when, rather than who and how. She should really have been with a detective sergeant of course, but that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. Never enough detectives, always too much to do.

			‘Is it far?’

			The words were out before she could stop herself, and it left her with a feeling of having said ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ A false memory from a hundred or more dull car trips to the seaside or some boring ancient battlefield. Some kids might have reacted to that upbringing by taking to a sedentary life, and Janie had almost been one of them.

			‘Not much further, no.’ The forensic technician who had met her at the roadside wasn’t one she’d met before. Or at least not one Janie could easily recognise from all that was visible of her face. Her overalls, hood tied tight, left little to go by. Harrison wore similar, although as yet she’d not pulled up the hood. The day was too warm for that, the air in the trees humid with the threat of yet more rain. Summer had been long and hot, but it was gone now, autumn making up for lost time.

			The buzz of forest insects gave way to a hubbub of noise as they left the trees and entered a clearing straight out of a children’s fairy tale. It was hard to believe the city was only a few miles away, although if she concentrated, Janie thought she could hear the dull roar of the bypass. Her attention was dragged away from idle musings by the cottage that stood a dozen or so metres away.

			Quite what such a building was doing up here in the hills she had no idea. Perhaps it had been a gamekeeper’s lodge or something, which would mean there was a huge mansion nearby, a great estate that would have built a tiny house out of well-cut stone and slate. She wasn’t sure of the area, so it might well have been that the mansion house had long since gone, only this more humble dwelling left. Fire had taken hold at some point, then apparently given up, leaving far more of the building intact than she’d been expecting, or indeed than the heavy smell suggested. Janie followed a marked path up to a point where a small section of wall had collapsed outwards, splitting the roof open to reveal a burned mess inside.

			‘Reckon it’s more or less safe as long as you keep to the middle.’ The forensic technician who had shown her this far seemed reluctant to go any further. Janie could sympathise; fires were never pleasant, especially when people were involved.

			She picked her way along the route marked, careful not to turn her ankle on fallen rubble from the wall collapse. A couple of white-suited figures crouched beside the remains of an old stuffed armchair, not much left of it but springs and scorched wooden frame. At the same time as she noticed the battered case beside them, the older of the two turned. He frowned, looked past her as if expecting to see someone else, then returned his gaze to her and smiled in recognition.

			‘Detective Constable Harrison. This is a pleasant surprise.’

			‘Doctor Cadwallader.’ Janie nodded as the other figure turned. ‘Doctor Sharp.’

			‘I take it you’re alone?’ Cadwallader asked.

			‘Aye. We’re a bit short-staffed at the moment, what with Gru . . . DS Laird retired and, well.’ She shrugged. The pathologist knew as well as any what the situation was.

			‘Still not sorted?’ He gave her a sympathetic smile and a shrug. ‘Well, you’d better have a look at our poor victim here before we move her, then.’

			It was only as he said the words that Janie realised the blackened mess lying at the feet of the pathologist and his assistant was not, in fact, the remains of a burned feather bolster cushion. Intellectually, she had known it wasn’t, but still the shock was visceral as her eyes took in more and more details. She swallowed down the bile that tried to rise up and choke her, took a shallow breath, and stepped closer.

			‘Female, old. I’d say in her seventies at least. We’ll know more once I’ve had a chance to examine her back at the mortuary. From the way she’s burned . . .’ Cadwallader leaned in close to the grisly corpse. ‘. . . And the smell. I’d say she’s been dead at least a week.’

			A week? Janie gulped again. She was no rookie, knew she could do this without being sick, but that didn’t make it much easier. She looked up from the body, around what little remained of the room. It was almost impossible to get a sense of the place, the person who lived here, anything really. ‘An accident?’

			Cadwallader stood up slowly, knees popping as he straightened. Beside him, his assistant tidied away the few instruments he had used in his examination before standing up herself in a much more fluid and graceful motion.

			‘I’ll know for sure once we’ve done the post-mortem. We’ll get a better idea of when she died too. This is a remote spot, and the fact that she’s been here so long unnoticed would suggest she was a loner, wouldn’t you say? Poor dear likely fell asleep in her chair and then something shorted out. Wiring in these old places is never the best, is it?’

			Janie risked a glance down at the remains of the dead woman again, found she was able to detach herself from the horror of it and focus on what few details she could see among the rubble. The body lay on the floor, and she expected when forensics were done they’d show that the woman had been lying there before the fire started. Hopefully they could tell her where and how it happened, too. It felt off, though. There was something about this scene, this cottage and its setting that made her want to call DCI McLean. It was his kind of case, of that she was sure. If only he was available.

			‘Can you let me know when you’re doing the PM, Doctor Cadwallader?’ she asked as the three of them retreated from the building.

			‘It’ll probably be a few days, unless you want me to prioritise it. Could maybe get her seen tomorrow if you think it’s necessary.’

			Janie wanted to say yes, but she was only a detective constable. This wasn’t her call.

			‘No, get to her as soon as you have a space, but unless we turn up something suspicious here I don’t think a few days’ delay is going to make a difference.’

			‘You’re probably right. She’s waited a week already, after all. I’ll email you the results as soon as I have them.’ Cadwallader paused a moment as if considering something before adding: ‘On one condition.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Call me Angus. “Doctor Cadwallader” is such a mouthful.’

			Janie wasn’t sure whether to recoil or laugh, so she said nothing, and after a moment the pathologist gave her a little nod and headed off along the path, his faithful assistant Doctor Sharp trotting along behind him.

			‘According to the records I can track down, the cottage is part of the Bairnfather Estate. Council says it’s occupied by a Cecily Slater. Born fifth July 1931. No one else at the address, so I guess it was just her there on her own.’

			Back at the station, DC Harrison sat on an uncomfortable office chair in the CID room, trying not to feel dwarfed by the imposing bulk of DC Lofty Blane. It wasn’t his fault that he was six foot eight to her five foot six and a bit, but she still couldn’t get used to someone being quite so large. He made up for it by being a genius forensic accountant, and something of a wizard with computers, even if his hands splayed wider than the keyboard and his fingers sometimes hit four keys at a time.

			‘Do we know anything else about her? Next of kin? GP?’

			‘Give me a moment, Janie. We’re not exactly overstaffed here.’

			‘Sorry, Lofty. It’s been a bad day.’ Janie glanced up at the clock over the door, disappointed to see that it was barely noon yet. A long afternoon lay ahead of her before shift end, and she had a horrible feeling she wouldn’t be going home then either. ‘How did we even find out about this? The pathologist reckons she’d been dead a week and nobody noticed.’

			‘Local farmer delivering her groceries, apparently. Talk about being cut off, eh? There’s an old track goes right up to the cottage, but the bridge collapsed a few months back and everything has to come in by tractor.’

			Janie made a mental note to add interviewing the farmer to the list of actions already piling up. ‘Guess we’d better speak to him. And find out who else has been there recently.’

			‘Who’s SIO on this then?’ Blane asked as he laboriously tapped at the keyboard.

			‘We don’t even know if it’s suspicious yet, Lofty. Nothing at the scene to suggest it wasn’t just a horrible accident. Let’s see what the post-mortem brings up, aye?’

			‘You know when that’ll be? Don’t want to waste too much time on this if it’s no’ suspicious. I’ve enough work for two as it is.’

			‘Doctor Cadwallader said he’d let me know, but it might be a few days. Just need to make sure we’ve all the background on the poor old dear before then. I’ll take what we’ve got to DI Ritchie soon as she gets back in from wherever she is right now. She can decide whether to make our lives more difficult than they already are.’

			‘You reckon we’ll get any more officers soon?’ Blane asked. It was a question that bounced around the echoing walls of the near empty CID room most days. The team hadn’t exactly been large to start with, but they’d lost two detectives since the summer. One retired, one . . . well, who knew? Maybe they’d all be reassigned to other teams within the Specialist Crime Division. Still nominally based in the city but tasked wherever there was an investigation needing their skills. Or maybe there would be yet another reorganisation and something entirely new would rise from the ashes.

			‘Kirsty’s asked. Many times. Doesn’t help that they’re still arguing over who’s going to be the new station chief here. Nobody wants to make any staffing decisions until the top spot’s filled.’

			‘Well maybe I have some good news for you then.’ Blane clicked once more, sending whatever he’d been doing to the printer. He pushed back his chair, swivelled it around to face her. ‘Word is the new boss starts next week. Apparently she’s coming up from England. The Met, no less.’

			‘She?’

			‘That’s what Jay says.’ Blane nodded towards DC Stringer’s desk, empty since he was on late shift and wouldn’t be in until it got dark. ‘He’s been known to get it wrong from time to time, mind you.’

			‘Not on something like that.’ Janie followed Blane to the printer, busily churning out twice as many pages as they’d asked it for. ‘Wonder what persuaded her to come north.’

			‘Probably hit the glass ceiling down there. Reckoned she’d have more chance of promotion if she moved. Either that or she really likes haggis and whisky.’

			‘You’re such a cynic, Lofty.’ Janie grabbed the first few sheets from the printer and started flicking through them. Not much detail at all. Cecily Slater, so much a recluse that nobody noticed when her house caught on fire. Too old and frail to save herself from burning to death. What a horrible way to go.

			‘What’s the plan of action?’ Blane asked.

			‘Write it all up and pass it on. We’re only lowly constables, after all.’
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			It was only a slap, for fuck’s sake. You couldn’t even see the bruise once she’d stuck some make-up on. What’s all the fuss about?

			Gary sits at the table in the stuffy meeting room and manages, for once, to keep his mouth shut. His suit smells of mothballs and doesn’t fit properly. He’s not worn it since . . . Christ, it would have been Bazza’s wedding. That was some party, right enough. He frowns as he remembers that was where he first met Bella, too. Shame Bazza’s marriage didn’t last more than a couple of years. Trish walked out on him, right enough. Dozy bitch.

			‘. . . could be looking at a custodial sentence, Mr Tomlinson.’

			Something in the lawyer’s words cuts through his meandering thoughts. Annoying, expensive wee shite that he is, the man’s supposed to know what he’s doing, but that doesn’t sound right.

			‘You what?’

			‘I said that you could be looking at a custodial sentence, Mr Tomlinson. Jail time, in other words. According to Miss MacDonald, her injuries were quite severe.’

			It takes Gary a while to work out who the lawyer’s talking about. Miss MacDonald. Makes her sound like a school teacher and not the useless junkie waster she is. MacDonald’s her mam’s name, not her da’s. But then they never married either, did they? Far as he knows nobody’s ever called her anything except Bella.

			‘Barely touched her. She’s putting it on just to make me look bad.’

			The lawyer says nothing for a moment, and Gary reckons the slick fuck’s trying not to sneer. This whole thing’s getting out of hand, making him angry. He shoves his hands into his lap, fists clenched, right leg jiggling up and down as he tries to keep a lid on it. He needs to get out of this room with its shiny wooden table and metal frame chairs, its weird modern art on the walls and that smell of desperation and fear.

			‘Mr Tomlinson. Gary.’ The lawyer’s trying to put on a reasonable voice now, but it makes him sound like the wee kids in the school playground he and Bazza and Big Tam used to pick on for their lunch money. Gary tenses, lifts his chin so he can stare at the man down his nose.

			‘I barely touched her.’

			‘So you have said, and I’m sure it’s true. However.’ The lawyer flips open the thin folder he has with him, picks through some of the pages until he finds what he’s looking for. ‘Miss MacDonald was seen by her GP a few hours after the alleged assault. She referred her to the hospital for X-rays, which showed fractures to the jaw and skull consistent with repeated punching.’

			‘I slapped her once. An’ only ’cause the stupid bitch wouldn’t shut up when I asked her to.’ Gary’s fists are on the tabletop before he realises what he’s doing. The lawyer lets out a small yelp of surprise, rocks back in his seat even though he’s well out of reach.

			‘Please, Mr Tomlinson. I’m on your side here. Just laying out the case that’s been presented to us.’ He has his papers in his hands, held close to his chest like a shield. It’s pathetic.

			‘There’s no fucking case. Just her lies, aye?’

			‘Well, see . . . It’s not quite as clear-cut as that, I’m afraid. Miss MacDonald could very well press charges, and in the current political climate a guilty verdict might see you in jail. You might be lucky, get a sympathetic jury, but cases like these they tend to believe the . . . ah . . . victim.’

			For a moment Gary wants to flip the table, maybe give the lawyer a good kicking, then storm out of the building. All this talk of fractures and victims and fucking jail. It’s doing his nut in. He gave her a slap, that was all. She’d been moaning at him that much she deserved it, right enough. And all he wanted her to do was go and quiet the wain down. Poor wee thing needed changing maybe, or a feed. What fucking use was a mother if she couldn’t feed and change her own wain?

			‘What can I do then?’ he asks once the urge to break things has lessened. The lawyer’s face brightens a little at this, the tension sagging out of his shoulders as he manages a weak smile.

			‘Well, as it happens, I’ve had some communication with Miss MacDonald’s solicitor, and she is prepared to not pursue charges.’

			‘Not . . . ? What does that mean?’ Gary’s leg stops its incessant jiggling and he leans forward, arms on the table, paying attention.

			‘It means you’d walk away with nothing but a caution. No trial, no jail time. You’d keep your job.’

			‘Aye, there has to be a catch, right? She’s wanting somethin’.’

			The lawyer puts down his papers again, looks Gary straight in the eye. ‘Indeed she is, Mr Tomlinson. You and Miss MacDonald are not married, but you have a daughter?’

			‘Aye, Wee Mary. She’s named after my nan, see?’

			Something like a grimace passes over the lawyer’s face. It puts Gary back on edge.

			‘Well, as I say, Miss MacDonald is prepared to let the assault go, but only if you agree to cut all ties with her and the child.’

			Gary’s leg’s started tapping again, his hands balled into fists. ‘You . . . She wants what?’

			‘Think about it, Mr Tomlinson.’ The lawyer’s got his wheedling school kid voice on again. ‘If you’re found guilty of assault you will go to jail. It’s very likely the court will deny you visiting rights even after your sentence is served.’

			‘But . . . She cannae do that. Mary’s my wain too. I’ve rights, ken? And that bitch is no’ fit to be a mother either.’

			‘I’m truly sorry, Mr Tomlinson. But in these cases the overwhelming majority of times custody is given to the mother. If it went to court you would almost certainly lose, and we would be right back here where we are now. I know it seems very unfair, but believe me when I say you can save yourself a great deal of heartache, pain and money if you take Miss MacDonald up on her offer.’

			‘But my wain. My Wee Mary.’ He’s helpless, he knows. Like the lawyer says, the bitch has got him over a barrel. Courts’ll believe her any day, and if the stuff he and Bazza got up to when they were still lads gets out . . . Gary feels the wetness in the corners of his eyes and that brings on the anger even more. ‘She cannae do this to me,’ he says, but now that snivelling tone is in his own voice and he knows that the bitch can. She has done. Shafted him good and proper.

			He sniffs, runs the back of his hand across his nose and then sniffs again. This is not over yet. Not even close.

			‘Where do I sign, then?’
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			Janie Harrison had never been all that fond of the city mortuary, and especially not first thing in the morning. There was no real reason why she had to attend this examination either, except that in the days since the old lady’s burned remains had been found, she’d grown increasingly uncomfortable with the idea of it being no more than an undiscovered accident. So when the pathologist’s email had appeared, informing her that Cecily Slater would be the morning’s first examination, she had replied letting him know she’d be there.

			Angus Cadwallader himself greeted Janie at the door. ‘Come through, my dear. We’re all ready to go.’

			He led her down the squeaky clean corridor and into the examination theatre, where the body had been laid out on the central table and covered with a white sheet. As she stepped into the room, Janie caught the whiff of burned meat on the air, despite the extractor fans working harder than normal. It was maybe lucky she’d skipped breakfast. She approached the table with slightly less enthusiasm than the pathologist, and then took a step away as Doctor Sharp pulled back the sheet, her hand going up to her nose instinctively.

			‘Yes. Burned bodies are never much fun, and this one has the added bonus of having started to decompose. Thank the lord for the colder weather, eh?’ Cadwallader switched from charming to serious in an instant, setting about his job with all the professionalism and deft speed that had no doubt kept him in the position for so long. Janie watched and listened as he noted various aspects of the body, took another step back when the scalpel came out. It wasn’t really necessary to be here, and yet something compelled her to witness this.

			‘Death would have been fairly swift once she was set alight.’ Cadwallader’s words dragged Janie’s attention back to the work in hand just in time for her to see the pathologist studying something that was most likely a lung.

			‘Swift?’ she asked, then her brain caught up. ‘Set alight?’

			‘The marks on her trachea and lungs show damage consistent with inhalation of flames. The shock would have killed her quickly. Not saying she wasn’t in considerable pain, mind. She’d been given a thorough beating beforehand.’

			‘Beaten?’ Janie took a step forward again, the better to see. Then wished she hadn’t.

			‘Several of her ribs are broken, and there are fractures in her arms too. She’s dislocated a hip, although that could have happened falling from her chair. Damage from the fire has masked the external bruising, but it’s there all the same. Poor old dear was thoroughly worked over, then someone dowsed her in some kind of accelerant – my guess would be petrol – and set her on fire. I think we can rule out accidental death on this one.’

			‘Shit.’ The word was out before Janie could stop herself, her brain too busy catching up with the ramifications of this discovery.

			‘Shit indeed,’ Cadwallader said. ‘I don’t much fancy your job, my dear.’

			‘Have we got a clearer idea how long she’d been lying there before we found her?’ Janie asked.

			The pathologist looked at her in much the same way as her old history teacher had done when she’d got the dates wrong in a test. Then he shrugged. ‘There’s a few indicators we can use, maggots, flies, that sort of thing. We can narrow it down further with some other tests, but as I said when we found her, I’d say she’d been lying there for a week.’

			A week for the rain to wash away forensic evidence. Janie shoved her hands into her jacket pockets, felt the familiar weight of her phone. She’d come here hoping to get some more facts before writing it all up and moving on. Well, now she had those facts and more. She had a horrible feeling this case wasn’t going to be so easy to solve, either. She’d not been in plain clothes long, but she’d worked enough weird cases to recognise the signs. And of course she’d worked those cases with DCI McLean, whose reputation for attracting the strange and unsettling was well deserved.

			‘Any news about our mutual friend the detective chief inspector?’ Cadwallader asked, as if he had read her mind. It surprised Janie that he’d not mentioned him before. Or, indeed, called the man himself since they were meant to be close friends.

			‘Still on suspension. Professional Standards weren’t at all happy with what he did over the summer. I’ve seen him a couple of times going into interviews, but they’re dragging their feet about something.’

			‘I suspect that will be the wealthy and influential people he embarrassed looking to extract their pound of flesh.’ Cadwallader put down the scalpel he’d been waving around and focused his full attention on her. ‘Young Tony has a habit of making enemies of the most well connected.’

			‘I thought the Complaints were meant to be above that kind of thing.’ Janie knew how foolish and naive she sounded even before the last of her words were out.

			‘Oh, I’m sure they are, my dear. But they’ll be feeling the pressure too. Still, he’s got broad shoulders. He can cope, and meantime nobody’s turning the heat on you and your colleagues. You can be thankful for that.’

			Janie looked away from the pathologist, her gaze sliding back to the battered and burned remains of the old woman. It hadn’t occurred to her before, but the DCI must have protected the rest of the team from the fallout. She’d given the briefest of statements to Professional Standards, and that had been the last of it.

			‘I’m sure he’ll be back soon,’ she said, and hoped that she wasn’t wrong. ‘I have a feeling this case is going to be right up his street.’

			The room swarmed with a press of uniformed bodies, the noise almost too loud for such an early hour. For a moment Janie wondered if the news about Cecily Slater had preceded her up the hill from the mortuary. But even if it had, there wouldn’t have been this many officers needed or assigned, surely. No, this was something else entirely, and it made finding a senior detective to talk to almost impossible.

			She edged into the room and slipped through the throng as best she could, scanning the press of bodies until she spotted the hunched form of Lofty Blane. It took a while to reach him, such was the crowd. She hadn’t realised there were this many officers still assigned to the station, but then she saw several support staff in the mix. Even so, there couldn’t have been anyone on shift missing. Heaven help them if there was a fire alarm.

			‘What’s going on?’ she asked once she’d managed to attract Blane’s attention. Taller than most of them by at least a head, the detective constable had a way of shrinking in on himself to avoid attracting attention. It was effective, but also seemed to render him remarkably deaf sometimes, and the general noise didn’t help.

			‘New station chief’s called a meeting. Going to introduce herself.’

			Janie stood on tiptoes, frowning as she stared across to the far side of the room. Without a chair for her to stand on, it was hard to see whether any senior officers were yet present.

			‘Could she not have done it in shifts? What if someone turns up in reception and there’s nobody there to help?’ What if I’ve just found out our fortnight-old accidental death is actually a murder and we need to get the investigation escalated as quickly as possible?

			Blane merely shrugged, and before Janie could say anything more, a commotion at the front quietened down the mob. A group of senior officers had entered through the doors at the other end of the room and were pushing through the crowd towards a low podium. Janie spotted Detective Superintendent McIntyre in among the gaggle of uniformed officers, most of whom she more or less recognised. Only one was a total stranger, a tall woman wearing the uniform of a chief superintendent as if it were the highest couture. Where the other officers struggled through the crowd, she moved with catwalk elegance, gaze fixed directly ahead. Janie cursed her shortness as all but one of the group took seats at the back of the podium before she could get a good look at the new station chief’s face. Her fleeting impression was of surprising youth and striking beauty. Not at all what she had been expecting from a time-served Met officer.

			One of the uniformed superintendents came straight to the lectern. ‘Thank you, everyone. We’ll make this as brief as possible.’ A Strathclyde officer, if his accent was anything to go by.

			‘I know it’s not been easy these past few months, especially since Deputy Chief Constable Robinson retired. We’ve been short-staffed for far too long, especially in CID. However, that’s all about to change now. I’m sure there’s been plenty of gossip already, so I’ll just get on with it and introduce our new station head. Chief Superintendent Elmwood comes from the Met, but I’m sure we’ll not hold that against her.’

			The elegant woman stepped up to the lectern, giving the superintendent who had introduced her the briefest of scowls, which Janie felt the man clearly deserved. When she turned towards the assembly, however, her face was all beaming smile. Janie would have put her in her early forties at the oldest, which made her rise through the ranks to her current position impressive. Either that or she had a painting of an ugly old hag hidden away in an attic somewhere.

			‘Thank you, Donald, for that delightful introduction.’ The chief superintendent’s accent fell strangely on Janie’s ears. It wasn’t the Englishness of it so much as the odd mix of posh inflection and something that sounded a bit like the actors on EastEnders. It put her in mind of Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins for a moment.

			‘I expect you’re all wondering why I got this job rather than someone a bit more home grown. Well, in the light of recent events . . .’ The chief superintendent put heavy emphasis on those last two words, then paused for even greater effect. She had the room in total silence, which was quite an achievement, Janie had to concede.

			‘In the light of recent events, the chief constable thought it would be a good idea to bring in some fresh blood, as it were. Someone unconnected with Police Scotland until now.’

			Another pause, and this time the quietest of murmurs rippled through the room before the chief superintendent spoke again.

			‘I can understand how that might put a few people’s backs up. And I know I have a steep learning curve ahead of me. I aim to do my best for this station, for Edinburgh and for Police Scotland as a whole. All I ask of you is that you give me the chance to prove myself before you send me packing. I’ve no great desire to go back to England any time soon, as I’m sure you can all understand.’

			A quiet burble of laughter echoed around the room at that, and Janie realised the new chief superintendent had won them over with just a few well-chosen words. She could only hope the woman was as good at her job as she was at rallying the troops.

			‘There’ll be changes over the coming weeks and months, as I’m sure you’re all expecting. However, let me assure you that I won’t be allowing any further reductions in the workforce here. Quite the opposite. The chief constable has already signed off on new recruitment, both in uniform and plain clothes. You’ll all be informed of the changes in due course, but for now I just wanted to let you know the good news, and tell you all how excited I am to be here. Thank you.’

			Spontaneous applause stuttered into life as the new chief superintendent stepped away from the lectern, something Janie couldn’t ever recall for a senior management pep talk before. DC Blane leaned close as she failed to join in.

			‘About time we had some more detectives,’ he said over the loud clap of his own massive hands. Janie merely smiled and nodded. She’d believe it when she saw it.

			‘Janie, have you got a minute?’

			DC Harrison stopped in her tracks, causing the flow of uniformed officers to pass around her in a dark blue stream of curses and grumbles. She recognised the voice of Detective Superintendent Jayne McIntyre and knew better than to pretend she hadn’t heard. And in the absence of DI Ritchie, there wasn’t anyone else obvious she could take the news about Cecily Slater to anyway.

			‘Ma’am?’ Janie pushed her way through the last of the departing officers and approached the small group still clustered at the top of the room. Closer in, she had her first clear view of the new chief superintendent, and was once again struck by her apparent youth. Her skin glowed, and her high cheekbones and thin nose gave her the chiselled look of a model rather than a senior police officer. Only her eyes, grey and piercing, hinted at something a bit more steely underneath.

			‘This is the detective constable I was telling you about, Gail. Harrison has worked closely with DCI McLean since moving from uniform to plain clothes – what is it? Three years back?’

			Gail. Not ‘Chief Superintendent’ or ‘ma’am’, Janie couldn’t help noticing. But then McIntyre had always been one for informality whenever it didn’t interfere with carrying out duties.

			‘The Chalmers case, ma’am,’ she said, after the awkward silence suggested an answer was needed. ‘And yes, that would be coming up for three years now.’

			‘Should be making detective sergeant then, shouldn’t you?’ the chief superintendent asked. Janie couldn’t tell whether the woman was chastising her or merely making a comment. Her accent was too English to work it out, so she went for the neutral option.

			‘If a DS position comes up, I’ll certainly apply, ma’am. Things have been a bit busy though lately.’

			The chief superintendent stared at her down that perfect nose again, saying nothing as her pale grey eyes bored through Janie’s skull and into her soul. She stood her ground, and after what felt like hours but was probably only a few seconds, the chief superintendent shrugged.

			‘What do you make of him, then?’

			For a moment Janie couldn’t think who she was referring to. Then the penny dropped. ‘DCI McLean? He’s . . .’ Put on the spot like that, she couldn’t think of anything to say. The chief superintendent was quicker to respond this time.

			‘Impetuous? Careless? Not a team player?’ There was no mistaking the tone now, English accent or not.

			‘I’m not sure it’s very fair putting Janie on the spot like that, is it, ma’am?’ McIntyre stepped in at precisely the right moment, and Janie couldn’t help but notice the heavy emphasis she had put on the word ‘ma’am’. A brief scowl marred the chief superintendent’s perfect features for an instant, then dissolved into a politician’s smile.

			‘Of course, Jayne. But you know I have to review the report from Professional Standards into this summer’s . . .’ She paused, tilted her head like a confused dog as she searched for the right word. ‘. . . events.’

			Janie saw the tension rise in McIntyre’s body, then dissipate as the detective superintendent calmed herself. How many months now was it since that incident up on the moors? Long enough that the DCI had fully recovered from his injuries, but clearly not long enough for the people he’d upset to forget. That was his special skill, after all. Pissing off people in high places and not giving a damn about the consequences.

			‘You’re working on an accidental death case at the moment, are you not?’ The chief superintendent phrased it as a question, but it was clear to Janie that she already knew. It made a nice change, if a little unnerving, to be noticed by the high heidyins.

			‘I was just back from the post-mortem the now, ma’am. No’ sure it was so accidental after all.’ Janie gave both her superior officers a rundown of what she’d learned from the pathologist. ‘I was looking for DI Ritchie, but I can pass it straight up to you if you’d prefer. I’ll have the initial report done before lunchtime.’

			The chief superintendent stared at her again down that long nose. Aquiline, that was the word for it. Roman, maybe. For a moment it was as if the whole world had gone silent, and Janie could feel herself withering under that gaze. And then as swiftly as it was applied, the tension disappeared, and the chief superintendent broke into a broad smile.

			‘I can see why you like her, Jayne,’ she said, before turning her attention back to Harrison. ‘Yes, I’d like to see that report, Detective Constable. I’d also like to see your name on the list of suitable candidates for promotion. You’ve passed the exams, I take it?’

			‘I . . . Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Well then, acting Detective Sergeant Harrison. That report on my desk in an hour.’
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			‘Explain to me again why you decided to go against procedure and enter the premises at Oakhill Farm. On your own and without any form of back-up.’

			Detective Chief Inspector Tony McLean suppressed a weary sigh and shifted his position slightly, trying to find a little comfort even though the designers of the chair had carefully ensured there would be none. His hip ached where it had been broken several years before, and even though it had been months now since the events he was being asked to describe yet again, he could still feel the soreness in his muscles. Worse now the weather was turning cold and wet. Such was the joy of getting older. His ears rang, ever so slightly, with the echo of the explosion that had almost collapsed an entire cavern on his head, and the heads of several extremely wealthy individuals whose influence he could see all over this ongoing disciplinary process. Professional Standards might claim to be incorruptible, but someone was clearly leaning on them to be extra thorough this time.

			‘As I believe I told you before, and your colleague Inspector Williams, I had reason to believe a person’s life was in immediate danger. Neither mobile phones nor the airwave network were working, so I sent Detective Constable Harrison for back-up and proceeded alone.’

			‘And you think that utter disregard for procedure was justified?’

			McLean heard the sneer in the question; it was impossible not to. His interrogator, or maybe inquisitor was a better description, had not tried to hide his contempt from the very first interview a couple of months ago, and nothing much had changed in the intervening time.

			‘I rather think that’s for you to decide, isn’t it, Chief Inspector Crane?’ He leaned back in his uncomfortable chair and quite deliberately folded his arms across his chest. At this point, McLean no longer cared whether they sacked him or not. He was satisfied that none of the junior officers involved in the case were going to get a black mark against them for what he’d done. If Police Scotland wanted to hang him out to dry, well, he could always take up gardening.

			‘It’s precisely that attitude that’s the problem, McLean. You have no respect for authority, don’t give a damn about doing things the right way. You have a very poor record of attendance at senior officers’ strategy meetings. Quite how you ever made it to detective chief inspector I’ve no idea.’

			Crane’s face, never exactly pale at the best of times, began to redden as he worked himself up to a crescendo. McLean had seen the performance a dozen times since the inquiry had begun, so was less worried now that the chief inspector might have a heart attack, or that his head would explode. He was a man who perhaps spent rather too much time at senior officers’ strategy meetings, availing himself of the free coffee, biscuits and sandwiches for lunch while there. Word was the chief inspector had been a rugby player in his younger years, almost but not quite making it to the national squad. If so, his rugby playing days were long gone. And like many a man active in his youth, old age had seen the muscle turn rather more to fat.

			‘I’ve never been much of an administrator. You know that.’ McLean waved a hand in the direction of the folder Chief Inspector Crane had arranged on the table in front of them like a shield wall. It was, he knew, a summary of all his failings since first joining what had been Lothian and Borders Police, the best part of a quarter century ago. Crane had brought it to all of their interviews, and never opened it once.

			‘Sooner or later you’re going to have to come to a decision.’ McLean unfolded his arms, leaned forward and laid his hands on the table in what he hoped was a gesture of conciliation. ‘You know what the top brass want. Or at least the people putting the squeeze on them, anyway. My head on a plate. Maybe something suitably vindictive to go along with it. I imagine that pisses you off almost as much as my lack of respect for procedure. More, maybe, or you’d have recommended my being sacked long ago.’

			Crane stared at him through eyes narrowed by the folds of spare flesh on his face. The silence sat between them like the haar that sometimes rolled off the North Sea to blanket the city for days on end. Impenetrable and smothering. McLean waited; it wasn’t as if he had anything better to do. Finally the chief inspector broke.

			‘You’re a menace, McLean.’ He shook his head as he spoke. ‘But your actions saved a woman’s life and opened the lid on something foul and rotten that had been going on far too long. You’re right. Plenty of powerful people dislike you almost as much as I do. But there’s a few seem to think you’re worth protecting too. Christ only knows why.’

			McLean shrugged, smiled, sat back in his chair and suppressed the wince of pain as his hip protested.

			‘My recommendation was you be demoted to sergeant and sent on retraining, but apparently there’s a shortage of detectives right now, even more so ones with decent experience in the field. Sticking you back in uniform would put people off applying for CID, I’m told. So you get to stay in plain clothes.’

			Now, finally, Chief Inspector Crane opened up his folder and removed a single sheet from the top of the pile neatly stacked inside. Had it been there this whole time? Were these past months of endless interviews, debriefings, suspension from active duty, all a sham? McLean wouldn’t have put it past them to be so petty.

			‘The new chief superintendent has also decided that filling a detective sergeant position will be much cheaper than finding a seasoned detective inspector who knows this patch. She’s not so concerned about a replacement DCI having local experience, since that’s really more of a managerial role anyway.’ Crane’s emphasis on the word ‘managerial’ felt like it was meant as an insult, but if so it missed its mark. He turned the sheet of paper around and slid it across the table. A letter on official Police Scotland headed paper. McLean didn’t reach for it; he was fairly sure he knew what it said.

			‘Effective immediately, you are demoted to the rank of detective inspector, working within Specialist Crime Division and based in Edinburgh. Until such time as the post of detective chief inspector is filled, you will report to Detective Superintendent McIntyre. You will also be required to attend a series of reorientation sessions, focusing on procedure. You can appeal this decision, should you wish, but should you choose to do so you will remain suspended without pay pending the outcome of that appeal.’ Crane paused for a moment, perhaps waiting for some kind of protest, or even any kind of response at all. ‘Do you wish to appeal?’

			McLean leaned forward slowly, not so much to annoy the chief inspector as to avoid any further pain from his hip. He reached out and took the letter, held it up for just long enough to show that he hadn’t read it, then put it back down on the table again before fixing Crane with a pleasant smile.

			‘No. I don’t think that will be necessary,’ he said.

			Nobody had told him that he couldn’t keep on using his old office on the third floor, so McLean let himself in then sat at his desk and stared out the glass wall at the city beyond. Someone had tidied up in his absence, and for once there was no paperwork awaiting his immediate attention. Hardly surprising given that he’d come here straight from his final meeting with DCI Crane of Professional Standards. He hadn’t failed to notice that the meeting had been between the two of them, alone. No senior officers present, no witnesses to the proceedings. A simple handover of a letter and it was done. Well, there was the small matter of some annoying training sessions he’d have to endure, but it was better than sitting at home, bored. The demotion was a plus, too. He could see fewer senior officers’ strategy meetings in his future, more puzzling out the strange forces that seemed to have arrayed themselves against the city.

			He should probably have reported to Detective Superintendent McIntyre, maybe even checked to see if the new chief superintendent was in Edinburgh this week. Sooner or later he’d have to meet her, after all. Apart from a name – Gail Elmwood – and the fact that she had transferred to Police Scotland from the Metropolitan Police in London, he knew nothing about her at all. The only clue he had to her personality was her signature on the letter DCI Crane had handed him. McLean pulled it out of his pocket and unfolded it, not really taking in the words so much as studying that signature. Tight-packed letters, but neat. Her whole name, Gail Elmwood, spelled out in a manner that was readable at least if you knew what you were looking for. Not like McLean’s own impenetrable scrawl, which usually looked like he’d succumbed to some kind of coughing fit halfway through writing it. He didn’t think much of handwriting analysis, but this signature suggested a meticulous attention to detail and a desire for control. Or something like that anyway.

			‘Oh. Hello, sir. Are you back then?’

			McLean glanced up at the doorway. He’d left it open, as had always been his habit. Now the unfeasibly tall figure of Detective Constable Blane blocked it almost entirely. His slumped shoulders and stooped posture might have been simply to avoid banging his head on the door frame, but like a lot of tall people, Lofty had a habit of trying to make himself look smaller whenever he had to interact with those shorter than him. Which was to say most of the time.

			‘So it would appear.’ He folded up the letter and slipped it back into his pocket. ‘Was there anything in particular you needed?’

			A momentary frown of confusion crossed Blane’s features, vanishing almost as soon as it had formed. ‘Oh, no sir. I was on my way to find Ja— DS Harrison. Heard she was in with the chief superintendent.’

			‘Did you say DS Harrison?’ McLean put the emphasis on the S, raising an eyebrow as he did so.

			‘Acting, sir. But aye.’

			‘I don’t know. I go away for a few months and everyone gets delusions of grandeur. Good for her, though.’ He stood up, then pushed his chair back in under the clean desk. Took a moment to enjoy the look of the polished wood surface. It wouldn’t be long before it wasn’t visible again. ‘I need to see McIntyre myself. Let her know I’m back, if in a reduced capacity.’

			‘Umm . . . ?’ Blane’s confused frown returned, staying put this time.

			‘They bumped me down to DI, Lofty,’ McLean said. ‘It’s meant to be a slap on the wrist, but I can’t help thinking it’s a blessing, really.’

			The walk along the corridor to Detective Superintendent McIntyre’s office took no time at all, certainly not enough for McLean to draw out any meaningful conversation from DC Blane. Like his own office door, McIntyre’s was ajar, and as the two of them approached, they could hear voices in low but urgent conversation. Blane stopped a couple of paces away, where he could neither hear what was being said nor be seen lurking.

			‘Should we wait, sir?’

			‘Probably.’ McLean carried on the last metre or so, rapped his hand on the door frame and poked his head through the door. The voices stopped instantly as two people looked up at him from where they sat at the conference table. He recognised McIntyre, but the other woman was new to him.

			‘Tony. Speak of the devil.’ McIntyre stood a little more swiftly than McLean was used to, almost as if she was shielding him from the other woman. He’d already worked out who she was, of course, so when she stood up a little more casually and turned to face him full on, he wasn’t completely taken aback.

			‘Ah, the infamous Detective Inspector McLean. I had been hoping we’d have a chance to talk soon.’

			‘Ma’am.’ McLean held out his hand when the chief superintendent offered hers to shake. Her grip was cool and firm, her hand slender. Indeed, slender was a word that could be used to describe a great deal about her. Striking was another. The uniform of a senior police officer was not the most flattering of outfits, and yet she managed to make it look like the height of fashion.

			‘Detective . . . Inspector?’ McIntyre left a slight pause between the two words, her question quite clear. McLean was grateful for the interruption as he was all too aware that he had been staring at the chief superintendent perhaps a little too hard.

			‘My punishment. Could have been worse.’ He pulled out the letter and handed it to McIntyre by way of explanation. That she didn’t know already spoke volumes.

			‘Well, you never wanted to be a DCI anyway,’ she said as she handed back the letter. Then she noticed DC Blane standing in the doorway. ‘Detective Constable?’

			‘Ah. Sorry, ma’am. I was told DS Harrison was here.’ Blane shifted uncomfortably, his shoulders slumping even more as he found himself in the presence of the chief superintendent. He held up the printout he had been carrying like a votive offering. ‘Forensic report from the Cecily Slater house. The scene was too badly degraded to pick up anything much.’

			‘Cecily Slater?’ McLean asked before his brain could catch up with his mouth.

			‘You know her?’ McIntyre asked.

			‘No. Not really. The name rings a bell, though. Someone my grandmother knew, back in the day. Related to the Bairnfather family, I think. But it can’t be the same woman. She’d be a hundred if she was a day.’

			‘She was very old, sir. And the cottage is on the Bairnfather Estate.’ Blane took a step into the room and offered McLean the report as if that would absolve him of any further responsibility.

			‘Who’s SIO?’ he asked, again realising as the words came out that they would best have been left unsaid. Clearly a few months away from the front line had blunted his skill at avoiding being roped into things.

			‘Kirsty’s nominally in charge,’ McIntyre said. ‘But she’s half a dozen other investigations on her hands already. And we lost a lot of time working on the assumption it was an accidental death. We’ve been playing catchup since the post-mortem. Could do with your input. It feels very much like your kind of case.’

			McLean only nodded his head in acceptance; there wasn’t much else he could do. He held out a hand and Blane gave him the report. The chief superintendent cast her gaze in their direction, dismissing Lofty with a ‘Thank you, Detective Constable’ that was both polite and unambiguous. McLean watched the giant leave, knowing full well that he had to stay. On the other hand, at least he had something to do.

			‘You’ll be aware that I moved up from London to take this job.’ The chief superintendent’s words dragged McLean’s attention back to her, and he found himself almost standing to attention. Something about her made him want to suck his gut in, even though it wasn’t particularly prominent in the first place.

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			She stared at him for a long while, the gaze from her pale grey eyes uncomfortable. It wasn’t that he felt she was seeing right into him, more that he simply didn’t know what to say to her. He knew so little about her beyond her name, her rank, and now what she looked like. He was about to fall into the trap he so often set himself, and say something – anything – to fill the growing silence. But then she laughed and broke into a smile that seemed to light up the whole room.

			‘It’s Tony, right?’ She indicated for him to sit, taking her own seat again. McIntyre joined them at the conference table once more.

			‘Yes, ma’am.’ McLean sounded like a scratched record, and it brought another laugh from the chief superintendent. The juxtaposition between the laughter and the uniform was unsettling.

			‘Please, call me Gail. Ma’am makes me sound like some kind of headmistress.’

			McLean almost pointed out that her position within the organisation of Police Scotland, in charge of the largest station in the nation’s capital, meant that headmistress was quite a good job description, but his sense of self-preservation was beginning to reassert itself. He nodded his understanding rather than risk repeating himself.

			‘That letter.’ The chief superintendent pointed at the jacket pocket into which McLean had put it. ‘That was one of my first official duties when I started this job. Paint hardly dry on my office door, and I’ve to sign a letter officially reprimanding one of my senior officers and demoting him from the rank of DCI to DI. You can imagine that’s not quite what I was expecting to be doing with my time.’

			Again McLean refrained from answering directly. Instead he tilted his head and nodded slowly once. It seemed to do the trick.

			‘There were those higher up than me, higher up than the chief constable himself, who thought you should have been given the boot, you know.’

			‘It doesn’t surprise me,’ McIntyre said, before McLean could even open his mouth. ‘Tony has a knack of annoying people. In this instance three of Scotland’s richest émigrés. Frankly I’d’ve been surprised if nobody’d tried to kick back against that.’

			‘Yes, well.’ The chief superintendent sat up a little straighter and tugged at the front of her jacket as if it hadn’t already been sitting perfectly. ‘I don’t like being told how to do my job like I’m some fresh-out-of-training constable, and I didn’t think it would be a good start to bend to the pressure from above. Don’t want to be thought of as a “yes” girl from the off.’

			‘I’m very glad to hear that, ma— Gail. And I’m sorry that I’ve brought down that kind of pressure on you before you’ve even got your feet under your desk, so to speak.’

			That got McLean a raised eyebrow. ‘I was a chief superintendent in the Met before I came north, Tony. I think I can cope with anything Edinburgh can throw at me. Rather not have to spend all my time putting out fires you’ve lit, though.’

			An image rose unbidden in McLean’s mind then. Two young boys bored by the long summer holidays, starting a fire that spread to the moors to the south of the city and inadvertently revealed ancient and grisly secrets. The start of the whole series of events that had got him suspended in the first place.

			‘Do you find me amusing, Detective Inspector?’ The change in Elmwood’s tone was instant, snapping from friendly to drill sergeant without a pause for breath. Too late, McLean realised he must have let the ghost of a smile reach his face.

			‘I’m sorry, ma’am. No. It was just the phrase “putting out fires”. I’m sure Detective Superintendent McIntyre can explain. Or—’

			‘Never mind.’ The chief superintendent shook her head as she interrupted him. ‘The point I’m trying to make is that you’re on an official warning. As I said before, you have allies fighting your corner, Tony. They convinced me to let you stay, even if I was minded to do so anyway. Just don’t make me regret that decision, OK?’
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			A chill wind blew off the Pentland Hills, shaking the high branches of the wych elms on the Meadows and tumbling dead brown leaves to the grass. Janie Harrison regretted suggesting to DC Blane that they walk over from the station, her normal stride being about half the length of his. She could have cadged a lift in a squad car, although she had to admit she missed riding in DCI McLean’s Alfa Romeo. Even if there was something ever so slightly disturbing about its absurdly powerful engine under that long bonnet, its deep red leather interior.

			‘So how’s it feel to be a detective sergeant then?’ Lofty asked.

			‘Can’t say I’ve noticed much difference, to be honest. Still the same amount of work to do as ever. See when we get those new DCs we’ve been promised, I can maybe shunt some of it on to them, aye?’

			‘Know what you mean. Seems daft being sent off to do this. Talking to some bloke about a harassment case, verbal abuse or something? Shouldn’t that be uniform’s job? I mean, I’m happy to get out of the station for a bit of fresh air, but we’re short enough on detectives as it is. Should be concentrating on that poor old wifey up in the woods, shouldn’t we?’

			Janie shrugged, then shoved her hands into her pockets and hunched herself against the cold. ‘If the chief super says jump, I ask how high, OK? And besides, I get the feeling this isn’t a simple case of public nuisance. You’ve heard of Tommy Fielding, right?’

			Lofty stopped walking, which at least gave Janie a chance to catch her breath.

			‘The Dad’s Army guy?’

			‘That’s him. Although I’m not sure that’s what he’s really about.’

			‘How do you mean? He gets dads visiting rights when they’re divorced or separated. Someone’s got to fight their corner, haven’t they?’

			Janie took a deep breath. How to approach this delicately? Decided she couldn’t be bothered. ‘He’s on the wrong side, aye? Defends the monsters who beat their girlfriends black and blue, gets serial rapists back out on the street when we’ve done everything we can to lock them up.’

			‘Everyone’s entitled to their day in court, remember? Someone’s got to defend the bad ones.’

			‘Aye, but they’re no’ supposed to enjoy it. And they’re no’ supposed to win.’

			Blane shrugged, set off walking again so that Janie had to hurry to catch up. ‘So why are we going to talk to him and no’ some uniformed sergeant then?’ he asked.

			‘Because he’s on first-name terms with the chief constable is why. He’s one of his golfing buddies or something. And his complaint’s been passed down to our new chief super, who’s keen as you like to make a good impression. End result, you and me get to tramp over to Fountainbridge for the morning, look serious while he rants at us, then do sod all about it. With a bit of luck, then we can get back to finding out who murdered that old wifey out in the hills.’

			Lofty paused a moment, apparently considering this information. Then he shrugged again, said ‘OK,’ and set off once more in the direction of Tollcross.

			They heard the noise of the crowd long before reaching the Scotston Hotel and conference centre. A group of people clustered around the side entrance, some bearing placards with such insightful comments as ‘Piss Off Tommy’ and ‘Leave The Kids Out Of It’. Most of them were simply shouting and waving fists. And getting in the way, at least until the looming presence of DC Blane made itself felt.

			Janie tucked herself in behind him, and he pushed through the demonstration as if it wasn’t there. She glanced from side to side, doing her best to note faces as she went, just in case. All of them were women, as far as she could tell. They spanned all ages, from teenagers with buzzcut hairdos and multiple piercings to a couple who looked like they might be someone’s great-nan and her best friend out for a day’s shopping in the big toon. One face caught her attention as they reached the corner of the square. Glanced out of the corner of her eye, she thought she recognised the bright red hair, the quickest glimpse of a familiar profile. But when she turned, the figure had gone. There wasn’t time to stop, let alone work her way back through the crowd for a better look. And besides, there was no way the person she thought it was would be there. She’d be down in London, surely.

			‘Come on, Janie. Let’s get this over with.’ Lofty tapped her lightly on the arm. ‘Or should I call you Sarge?’

			‘Only if you want all the shitty assignments.’ Harrison turned from the noisy crowd, still puzzled by the face she had seen, sparking a memory that couldn’t be right. She shook the thoughts away. It wasn’t important, unless things got out of hand and people started being arrested.

			A nervous-looking day manager approached them as they entered the smart foyer of the hotel, hands clasped together as if in prayer.

			‘Are you the police?’ he asked, only just managing to stop himself from pronouncing it ‘polis’. For all his smart suit and neat appearance, he had to work hard to keep the Muirhouse out of his accent.

			‘Detective Con— Sergeant Harrison. This is my colleague Detective Constable Blane.’ Janie let Blane show his warrant card. ‘I understand Mr Fielding has a complaint.’

			‘Indeed.’ The manager glanced in the direction of the front door, although he looked less annoyed at the noisy protest than might be expected. Now that they were inside, it wasn’t really all that noisy anyway, the front door doing an effective job of blocking much of the sound from outside. ‘Please, follow me.’

			He led them along a corridor and into a large conference room. By the look of things it had been set up for a presentation, with rows of seats all facing a small dais and lectern. A projector screen behind the lectern showed a slide, presumably part of the presentation. It disappeared almost before Janie could take anything in, but not before she’d seen the ‘Dad’s Army’ logo and what looked like a pie chart claiming the vast majority of rape allegations were made up.

			‘The police are here, sir.’ The manager approached no closer than twenty feet from the dais, announcing their presence a little more loudly than necessary. He gave Janie a strained smile as he turned away and hurried out the door. Clearly not a fan, although whether of her or the man at the lectern Janie couldn’t be sure.

			‘About bloody time.’

			Janie had never met Tommy Fielding before, but she had seen photographs and knew him by reputation. In real life he was shorter than she’d imagined, but then that was so often the way with self-important men. He wore a tailored suit that must have cost a fortune, and yet somehow he managed to look scruffy in it. Perhaps it was his scrappy, receding hair, or maybe the slight jowliness about his face. Whatever it was, it gave him the air of a man going to seed. He stepped off the dais and walked up the narrow aisle between the rows of seats to meet them, his gaze flicking only briefly on her, then focusing on DC Blane.

			‘Detective Sergeant Harrison,’ Janie said, before Fielding could assume the male officer was the most senior. ‘This is my colleague Detective Constable Blane. I understand you’re having a bit of trouble with the protesters outside, sir.’

			‘A bit of trouble?’ Fielding hardly glanced at her, and the sneer in his voice was plain enough. ‘Those witches have been camped outside for days now, shouting obscenities at anyone who comes into the hotel. I’m trying to run a conference here and half my delegates have been scared off already.’

			Janie doubted any of it was true, apart from the bit about running a conference. As far as she was aware, no one at the hotel had lodged a complaint so far, and the women were loud at times, but mostly peaceful. More to the point, the place where they were holding their vigil, or hurling abuse, was a public square. Moving them on would be tricky even if she wanted to, and so far Fielding had given her little reason.

			‘I’ll go and speak to them, sir. Ask them to disperse, or at the very least to stop harassing people.’ She took out her notebook and opened it to a blank page, fully intending it remain that way. ‘When does your conference begin? I’m sure we can arrange for a few officers to be on hand.’

			Fielding finally stopped staring at Lofty and fixed her with a glare that might have been frightening had she not faced down far worse on football match duty back in her uniform days. Nothing quite like an Old Firm derby to bring out the feral beast in a man, and Janie knew how to deal with it. She smiled sweetly, until he broke the stare.

			‘The conference programme starts tomorrow morning, but folk have already started arriving. Those . . .’ he hooked a thumb over his shoulder in the vague direction of outside ‘. . . had better not cause any more trouble. The chief constable will hear of it. Mark my words, Detective Sergeant Harrison.’

			The threat in naming her was about as subtle as herpes. Janie closed up her notebook and slipped it into her pocket, never once taking her eyes off the loathsome man, nor the condescending smile from her face. ‘I’ll be sure to bear that in mind, Mr Fielding. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’d better have a word with the ladies outside.’

			The side entrance to the Scotston Hotel took them back out to the small square that some optimistic city planner had shoehorned into the redevelopment strategy for the area. Perhaps in high summer it was pleasant enough to sit on the concrete benches, under the struggling plane trees, and eat a quick sandwich before heading back to the office. As autumn merged into winter, it was a grey and unforgiving expanse, all dark whinstone paving and brutally hard landscaping, what little light there was blocked out by the glass-fronted high-rise office and apartment blocks all around it. Into this forbidding space, a band of women had descended to make their protest at the event being held in the hotel.

			They were an odd bunch. Janie scanned the crowd, again looking for the familiar flash of red hair, not finding it. The old grannies seemed to have left, and the whole assembly had the feel of breaking up about it, apart from a core of women who clustered around one of the concrete benches. She approached, expecting hostility, but as she neared the group, one of the women turned and smiled.

			‘It’s Janie Harrison, isn’t it? Well, this is a surprise.’

			Caught on the back foot, Janie stared at the woman. She was vaguely familiar, but the name remained elusive. Taller than Janie, she carried herself with an easy elegance, and wore clothing that managed to be fashionable in a grungy kind of way, while at the same time being perfectly suited to the cold weather. It was her face that caught Janie’s attention though, or more specifically her eyes. They had a strange, purple tint to them that had to be contact lenses, surely.

			‘I’m being unfair.’ The woman held out a slender hand, wrist wrapped in bangles. ‘Meghan Turner. I’m Hattie’s wife. We met briefly at the dig site up in the hills this summer, I think.’

			‘I thought you were in Africa.’ Janie took the proffered hand, feeling the warmth and strength in the other woman’s grip. She was an artist, wasn’t she? A sculptor? Something like that.

			‘Heavens, no. Hattie wanted me to go, but I’ve had quite enough of Africa for now. And this is so much more important.’ Meghan waved at the crowd, the square, the hotel in one all-encompassing expansive gesture.

			‘About that.’ Janie reminded herself that this was police business. ‘We’ve had quite a few complaints, you know? And you’re pushing the boundaries of breaching the peace.’

			Meghan stared at her for a while, not unfriendly so much as sizing her up. ‘You know what’s going on in there, right?’

			‘A perfectly legal seminar on men’s rights. Morally repugnant as it is, what Mr Fielding is doing isn’t against the law. This, however . . .’ Janie nodded towards the crowd, but said no more.

			‘Morally repugnant. I like that.’ The older woman smiled.

			‘He called you witches. I take that as a personal insult. Still have to do my job, mind.’

			Meghan’s smile grew even wider, and was it just a trick of the light, or did the purple of her eyes seem to deepen? ‘Oh, but we are witches, Janie. That’s the whole point.’
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