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			About the Book


			COLD AS THE GRAVE


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


			Her mummified body is hidden in the dark corner of a basement room, a room which seems to have been left untouched for decades. A room which feels as cold as the grave.


			As a rowdy demonstration makes its slow and vocal way along Edinburgh’s Royal Mile, Detective Chief Inspector Tony McLean’s team are on stand-by for any trouble. The newly promoted McLean is distracted, inexplicably drawn to a dead-end mews street . . . and a door, slightly ajar, which leads to this poor girl’s final resting place.


			But how long has she been there, in her sleep of death? The answers are far from what McLean or anyone else could expect. The truth far more chilling than a simple cold case . . .
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			If only it wasn’t so cold.


			She remembers a land of sun and heat, desert sand spreading away from the city in all directions. Night could be freezing, out beyond the ancient walls, but home was always warm. Narrow cobbled alleys, the smell of spices and street food. Dawn prayers called from a thousand minarets, bringing life to another new day. These and countless other happy memories taunt her as she huddles in the dark corner, shivering, alone and afraid.


			It’s coming for her, she knows. The bogeyman, the afrit, the djinn. A hundred different names for a hundred different nightmares. Her life since the anger came to her world, since the explosions began, since the bombs started to fall and they all had to flee.


			She hugs her knees to her chest, wraps herself tight against the wind that whistles through this old building. So unlike the places she knew growing up. What’s left of them now? No more than rubble soaked in the blood of her friends and family.


			Around her neck, the amulet hangs like a dead weight. She remembers her grandmother’s solemn face as she gave it to her, remembers the words she spoke: ‘Keep this with you at all times, littlest one. It will summon protection when you need it most.’ There have been many times since then when she has needed its protection, and yet none has ever come. Still, it is a reminder of home. The only one she has left.


			A noise like thunder, and lightning chases away the darkness as a door on the other side of the room is kicked open. She clamps her mouth shut against the chattering of her teeth, longs for the sun and the warm breeze blowing in across the desert. Longs for a place where the air doesn’t freeze your breath, and the rain doesn’t turn to ice as it falls from a sky painted purple like a bruise. She is so cold she thinks she will die here, long before the demon claims her soul. Knowing that those are her two options forces a tiny sob from her throat.


			‘I know you are here, my sweet little thing.’


			It speaks in the language of her dead father, the words of the Imam, the voices of the hard-faced men who jostled her and her mother onto a tiny boat and set it sailing into the wide sea. It is all the people who have promised her freedom while taking it away. She shoves one hand into her mouth, bites down on her knuckles and tries not to breathe. The other reaches for the amulet, its ruby crystal warm to her touch as if a fire burns within it.


			‘Come out now, child. There is no point in hiding.’


			It is closer now, she can hear. Its tone is beguiling, but she knows better than to believe its lies. She has heard too many now to fall for them again. All she can do is sit motionless, hoping against hope that it won’t see her in the gloom. And now she can smell it, too. The sickly-sweet musk of rotting bodies, the sharp tang of freshly spilled blood, the sting of gun smoke. She hardly dares breathe lest its stench make her sneeze. She must not be found. She cannot be found.


			‘You are close, my pretty. I can taste you on the air. So much fear.’ A pause, and she hears the animal grunts as it sniffs out her scent. ‘Why do you fear me so?’


			She almost answers, such is the power behind its questioning. Tears run through the dirt on her cheeks, snot dribbles from her nose but she dares not wipe it away. She is petrified like the ancient statues her father took her to see in the desert. The old city ruined, reclaimed by the sand. Is that how they came to be stone? Did this demon exist even then? Steal their souls like it will surely steal hers? She grips the amulet tighter still, feels the thin cord around her neck snap.


			A floorboard creaks, shifting under weight. It’s close, she understands. Too close. She sees the door through which she came, a thin strip of light making the shadows even deeper. She ran here across an unfamiliar city, following her instincts, trusting them to take her to safety. How foolish to think it would be that easy, after all this time. The demon knows her intimately, has her scent. She can’t hope to escape it. Not now, not ever.


			She sees motion in the darkness, and it turns its head towards her, a black shape even darker than the shadows. Twin circles of dullest red hover in the air. Like iron heated in the forge until it begins to glow, they smoulder and smoke. They move slowly, passing over her once, twice. She almost believes she has escaped, but then they pass a third time, stop. The iron glows bright and all she can see is flames.


			‘Ah, my sweet little girl. There you are.’


			She cannot move, cannot scream. There is no hope for her, and no protection comes. There is only the amulet falling from her grasp, tumbling to the stone floor and smashing into a million pieces. And if they billow into a tiny flame before vanishing altogether, she does not see.


			She is already dead.
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			Tiny flakes of snow fluttered down past the glass window that made up one entire wall of the third-floor conference room. Detective Chief Inspector Tony McLean knew that he was meant to be concentrating on the meeting, the profile reports and photographs spread out on the table in front of him, the slide show of mugshots projected onto the screen that hung from the ceiling. He was finding it hard to care.


			It wasn’t that Operation Fundament was a waste of time, far from it. Closer work with uniform was important too, so this was exactly the sort of modern policing he could get right behind. It was simply that his unwanted seniority meant he would be stuck here at headquarters overseeing things, not out there in the field doing some actual detective work. Hard to muster much in the way of enthusiasm for driving a desk.


			‘You still with us, Tony?’


			He looked away from the rooftops outside, focusing back on Detective Superintendent Jayne McIntyre. Another one recently promoted above where she wanted to be.


			‘Sorry, Jayne. Zoned out there. Late night, and it gets a bit stuffy in here with the projector going.’


			McIntyre narrowed her eyes, not convinced by his excuse but neither too fussed to make anything of it. ‘Almost done, anyway. Was there anything you wanted to add, Tom?’


			All eyes turned to the man sitting at the head of the table. The flow of replacement senior officers from the old Strathclyde region had slowed of late, which might have explained how they’d ended up with Chief Inspector Tom Callander running the uniform operation in the station. A Dundee man born and bred, he’d worked all his life in Tayside, but seemed to be fitting in just fine in Edinburgh.


			‘No, I don’t think so, Jayne. We all know what we’re doing here. Hopefully this demonstration will be peaceful.’ He looked towards the window McLean had been staring out of. ‘Who knows? If the weather stays bad they’ll probably cancel anyway.’


			‘Chance’d be a fine thing.’ McLean picked up the first of a pile of photographs from the report in front of him, studied the face staring out at him from the paper. Eyes too close together, floppy blonde hair on top, shaved to the skin around the ears, a single black swastika stud in the left earlobe. Andrew Chester could do with losing some weight if he wanted to become one of the master race, as could most of his unsavoury colleagues. Flicking through the rest of the photographs, McLean saw a bunch of young men with too much time on their hands and a seriously misplaced sense of grievance. But he’d read the reports too, knew what drove them to demonstrate, agitate and at times militate. A few snowflakes weren’t going to dissuade them.


			‘Well, if they come we’ll be waiting for them,’ Callander said. ‘Chief Constable’s sanctioned the cost. Christ knows where he got the money from. I’m inclined to agree with him though. These wannabe Nazi loons want to come up here and kick up a fuss, we’ll be ready and waiting.’


			The meeting broke up without any more discussion. It wasn’t necessary: everyone knew what their roles were. McLean didn’t get up, comfortable in his chair and still staring at the angry, piggy expression on Andrew Chester’s face. There was something in that expression, his defiance mixed with disdain, that suggested a fuss was exactly what Andrew and his bunch of neo-fascist idiots were looking for.


			A low buzz of conversation filled the CID room when McLean entered half an hour later. He stood just inside the doorway, waiting to see how long it would take for anyone to notice him, pleasantly surprised at how busy everyone seemed to be. It still wasn’t the full house he remembered from his detective sergeant days: first the creation of Police Scotland, then the endless austerity cuts, and finally the drain of the best and brightest to the Crime Campus over on the other side of the country. The permanent plain-clothes team in the station was a pale shadow of its former self.


			‘Looking for anyone in particular, or just lurking?’


			McLean turned to see Detective Sergeant Laird standing beside him. From the set of his shoulders, it looked like Grumpy Bob had been there a while.


			‘Just thinking, Bob. Where did everyone go?’


			‘And here’s me thinking we were just about back up to decent numbers. Might as well enjoy it while it lasts.’


			‘Still grumbling about having to retire?’


			‘Maybe. A wee bit, aye. Should be plenty still to keep me busy down in the basement with Dagwood, mind.’


			‘Anything exciting going on right now? I feel kind of out of the loop up on the third floor. It’s all strategy meetings and finance meetings and God knows what else.’


			Grumpy Bob’s face crumpled into a smile, and he put a fatherly hand on McLean’s shoulder. ‘That’s what happens when you clamber too far up the pole. Ambition always has a cost.’


			‘You know I was bounced into taking the position, Bob. Christ only knows who they’d have foisted on us if I’d refused.’


			‘I know. Just kidding. As for anything exciting going on, I was just coming to collect a few detective constables. We need to get down to the Royal Mile soon. Spread out a bit so it’s not obvious we’ve all come from the same place.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Whole thing kicks off in an hour and a half.’


			McLean thought about the meeting he’d just left, the mugshots of the usual suspects they were hoping to spot in the crowd. Everyone was briefed for the operation, and looking across the CID room he could see most of the detective constables were dressed for the part too. Fewer dark suits, more casual winter coats and heavy walking boots. He’d put his own pair in the back of his Alfa before coming in to work that morning.


			‘Reckon an extra pair of eyes would be helpful?’


			Grumpy Bob’s smile widened, and he shouted across the room to where the unfeasibly tall figure of Detective Constable Blane loomed over everyone else. ‘That’s a tenner you owe me, Lofty. Looks like the boss is coming with us after all.’
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			‘You got a moment, sir?’


			McLean had been on his way to the canteen, a cup of coffee and possibly some cake. Anything to distract himself from his ostentatiously large office on the third floor and the endless round of reports, staffing rotas and other management bollocks he had to attend to. There was no point in him going to the march until later, so he needed something more appealing to fill the next hour. Coffee and cake were good, but a ‘You got a moment, sir?’ from the duty sergeant had the potential to be much better.


			‘What is it, Pete?’


			‘Gentleman in Reception. He’s . . . well, it’s hard to say, sir.’


			‘Hard to . . . ?’ McLean shook his head. ‘Never mind. I’ll have a word.’


			Something like relief passed across the duty sergeant’s face. ‘Name’s Billy McKenzie, sir. Says he works in a sandwich factory and one of the girls there’s missing. Seems a sandwich short of a picnic if you ask me, but there’s something about him.’


			They both walked through to the reception area at the front of the station, Sergeant Dundas nodding in the direction of a row of seats where a young man sat in the one nearest the door. Shaven-headed, he had a woolly hat in his hands and was twisting it this way and that as if it were a wild beast he needed to choke the life out of. McLean was reminded of some of the photographs he’d been looking at earlier, the far right Nazi sympathisers who were expected to join that afternoon’s march. The heavy Doc Martens boots, skinny jeans and padded jacket only added to the picture. He seemed not to have noticed them coming in, fixated on a spot on the floor a short distance from his feet.


			‘William McKenzie?’ McLean approached cautiously, aware that Sergeant Dundas had retreated into the relative safety of the small office behind the security glass. The young man looked up as he heard his name, almost flinching. His face had a pale bloodlessness about it, and his eyes were so dark it looked like he was wearing make-up. When he spoke, his voice was quiet and higher-pitched than McLean had been expecting.


			‘You a detective?’


			‘Detective In— . . . Chief Inspector McLean. Sergeant Dundas said something about a missing girl?’


			McKenzie stood up, still clutching his woolly hat as if it were a shield against the world. ‘You have to find her, aye? You can do that?’


			‘First of all I need to know who she is. Who you are, for that matter.’


			Confusion wrinkled McKenzie’s brow, spreading up and over his bald head. Then the penny dropped. ‘Oh, aye. Right enough. See, it’s like this. The girls at work, right, they’re all foreign, like. Don’t know about the polis here an’ how they’re no’ as bad as back home, see?’


			McLean didn’t, but he knew that standing in the draughty reception area wasn’t going to make things any clearer. He held up a hand to stop McKenzie from speaking.


			‘Why don’t we go and have a seat somewhere a bit warmer and quieter, eh?’ He turned to the glass screen. Behind it, Sergeant Dundas looked on with a slightly puzzled expression. ‘Buzz us through, Sergeant. I’ll take Mr McKenzie to one of the interview rooms.’ McLean waited until the click of the door unlocking, pulled it open. ‘Oh, and see if you can’t rustle up a couple of coffees, aye?’


			‘It’s a sandwich factory, right? We make sandwiches.’


			McLean sat in a hard plastic chair on one side of the wobbly table in interview room two. Across the scratched Formica surface, Billy McKenzie was talking as much with his hands as his voice, waving them in the air excitedly as he spoke. His work was clearly something he took very seriously and about which he was quite passionate.


			‘Sandwiches?’


			‘Aye. Sandwiches. Ye ken? Two white slices an’ a slab of ham. Cardboard carton and off you go.’ McKenzie swept the air, bringing his palms together and then apart again in a motion that as far as McLean could tell had nothing whatsoever to do with the making of sandwiches. He paused for the time it took to drink some of the coffee Sergeant Dundas had brought up from the canteen.


			‘And where exactly is this factory, Mr McKenzie?’


			‘Oot Newcraighall way. In the industrial park, aye?’


			That was another thing about McKenzie, McLean noticed. Everything was a question.


			‘I’d never given it much thought, but I suppose sandwiches have to be made somewhere.’


			‘Aye. See, if you buy a sandwich from a garage, like? Or maybe the wee corner store for your lunch? Chances are that’s me’s made it for youse.’ McKenzie pointed at his chest with both hands. ‘Me or one of the girls, ken?’


			‘Your co-workers? Is it one of them who’s gone missing?’


			McKenzie paused a moment before answering, that frown creasing from his eyes right over the top of his shaved head again. ‘Aye, well, no. See, most of the girls is foreign, ken? Immigrants, refugees? Mr Boag, he’s the boss, ken? He says they make the best workers. Too much to lose if they kick up a fuss. It’s no’ right, ken? The things they’ve seen, the stuff they’ve had to put up wi’. An’ they never complain, aye? Just do the work.’


			McLean took another sip of his coffee. Not as nice as Grumpy Bob’s brew, but not bad, considering. He was all too aware that the only reason he was listening to this man was so that he didn’t have to deal with paperwork. No amount of wishing or distraction would make that go away, though. Still, there was something about McKenzie that fascinated him, even if he couldn’t quite put his finger on what or why.


			‘Do you have a problem with them? Immigrants, I should say.’


			‘Me?’ McKenzie’s confusion at the question couldn’t have been faked. ‘No way, man. They’s as much right to a job as the next, aye? See the work they do? There’s no’ many folk’d do it for the pay and no’ complain.’


			‘But you do, though. You make the sandwiches, I take it?’


			‘Aye. On the line wi’ the rest of them.’


			‘The migrant workers.’


			‘Aye.’


			‘And one of them’s gone missing.’


			‘Aye.’ McKenzie stopped a moment as if his thoughts were having trouble keeping up with his mouth. ‘Well, no’ one of the workers. But her sister, see? Akka. That’s her name. An’ she’s got this wee girl. No’ sure if she was born here or came over on the boat wi’ her. Thing is, Akka’s wee girl has disappeared. Nala. That’s her name. The wee girl, see?’


			McLean wasn’t sure that he did. Keeping up with the natter wasn’t easy. ‘So there’s a little girl gone missing, that what you’re trying to tell me?’


			‘Aye, that’s right.’


			‘And has her mother reported this to anyone?’


			‘That’s the thing, ken? She won’t. She don’t dare. Thinks youse lot’ll lock her up and send her back where she came from.’


			‘And where’s that?’


			‘Syria, ken? She . . . Well, I probably shouldnae say, but I don’t think they came here legal like, ken?’


			McLean tried to suppress his sigh, although he may have failed. Migrant workers were one thing, and brought their own set of unique problems such as an ingrained mistrust of authority. Illegal immigrants were another deal altogether, and needed a far lighter touch. Especially if there was a missing child involved.


			‘Let’s take this from the top, Mr McKenzie.’ He fished in his jacket for a notebook and pen, opened up on fresh page and started to write things down.


			‘Who do we know in Immigration these days?’


			McLean had seen a slightly bewildered Billy McKenzie out of the station with a promise to look into things, then spent the best part of fifteen minutes searching the station for someone to whom he could delegate the task. Officers were thin on the ground, most preparing themselves for the afternoon’s march and Operation Fundament, no doubt. He had finally tracked down Detective Constable Sandy Gregg in the empty major-incident room, cleared out and unused since the city centre truck crash in the summer.


			‘Immigration or Specialist Crime?’ Gregg had been sitting at one of the tables, a mountain of papers and books spread around her, but she stood up swiftly at McLean’s words.


			‘Specialist Crime, for preference. Need someone to look into something without going in heavy-handed. At least, not yet anyway.’ He repeated Billy McKenzie’s story, unsurprised to see the confusion spread across Gregg’s face.


			‘Is this something we should be getting involved with, sir? I mean, it all sounds a bit . . . I don’t know . . . vague?’


			‘There’s a child involved, so I can’t let it go. McKenzie seemed on the level, but you could maybe check him out too.’ McLean took out his notebook, opened it at the page where he’d scribbled down the scant details he’d managed to get from the man. McKenzie had been happy enough to give his full name, date of birth and address, which was one more reason to take him seriously. Gregg took up her notepad, flipped over pages of neatly written notes to a clean sheet and copied what she could.


			‘Not going to the march?’ McLean nodded at the books spread over the table.


			‘Shift’s over, actually. Thought I’d use the peace and quiet to get some studying in.’


			‘Sergeant’s exam?’ McLean picked up one of the books. ‘I’d have thought you’d have no trouble with that.’


			‘Never been very good at tests, sir.’ Gregg shrugged. ‘I know all this stuff, but as soon as I have to write it down? Poof! It’s gone.’


			‘You’ll be fine. We could do with a few more half-competent sergeants, too. Going to miss having Grumpy Bob around when he goes.’


			Gregg made a noise that might have been a cough, but sounded suspiciously like a laugh. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever seen him do a day’s work in all the years I’ve been here, sir.’


			‘And yet, somehow the job gets done. There’s not many times he’s let me down. That’s always been his skill.’


			A short pause, and then Gregg waved her notepad. ‘You want this looked into now?’


			‘Soonest would be best, but if you’re off shift I’ll find someone else.’


			‘No, you’re OK. I’ll pass it on to one of the Immigration team. Probably Dougie Naismith. He’s reliable, if not the sharpest pencil in the box.’


			McLean wasn’t sure he knew who Dougie Naismith was, but he trusted Gregg to get the job done. ‘Thanks. I owe you one.’ He waved a hand at the table and the books. ‘Good luck with that. Not that you need it.’


			Gregg grimaced. ‘Aye, well. We’ll see.’ She hesitated a moment, as if deciding whether to say something or not. Apparently settling on yes. ‘You’d be better off going straight to DCI Dexter about this, mind.’


			‘Dexter? But she’s Vice.’


			‘Aye, but that’s where you’ll find most of the illegals, right?’ Gregg’s scowl described eloquently how she felt about the situation. ‘Either that or picking fruit and veg up in Fife.’


			McLean couldn’t deny she had a point, but raising it with Jo Dexter meant having to explain why he was interested, and since he wasn’t entirely sure himself, that wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have right now. It didn’t help either that the last time they’d worked together on a case it had gone spectacularly badly.


			‘Just see what your man Naismith can come up with first, aye? Shouldn’t be more than a couple of phone calls. Then we can see if it needs more serious attention.’
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			In theory it should have been a peaceful protest. A few thousand well-meaning people, Scots-born and incomers both, marching against the rising tide of intolerance that seemed to have gripped the world. It was a well-organised event, and the police had been planning how to manage it for months, working with the organisers to keep everything tidy. McLean was even sympathetic to the cause behind it all, although he knew better than to voice his feelings on the matter. He also knew that it was inevitable the very people the march was supposed to be against would try to infiltrate it, agitate and cause chaos.


			Operation Fundament had been cobbled together between the Anti-terrorism task force, uniform and what was left of Edinburgh CID, which meant too many meetings, but also meant shared intelligence and a degree of preparedness he wasn’t used to. McLean wasn’t so naive as to not see the conflict of interest though. Uniform wanted a peaceful outcome, with everyone going home after a day in the cold walking down the Royal Mile to the parliament building and chanting slogans. Anti-terror wanted agitators to try something on, at least seriously enough for them to be able to arrest some people and shake them down for yet more intelligence. Being the majority of the plain-clothes bodies on the ground, his team was always going to be caught in the middle.


			‘Wasn’t sure whether we’d see you or not, sir.’ Detective Constable Janie Harrison had dressed for the weather. Her cheeks were rosy below a woolly hat pulled down to meet a chunky knitted scarf. Along with a red nose, they were about all of her exposed to the chill wind blowing in off the Forth


			‘So I understand. Some of you lot were even running a sweepstake.’


			‘Not me. That was Lofty’s idea.’


			McLean looked around the crowd gathering outside the castle gates. It didn’t take long to see DC Blane, looming over the more normal-sized people. Over in the distance, a couple of organisers were handing out banners, and as soon as they were done the rally would start. Everyone would march down the Royal Mile to Holyrood, or dive into one of the many warm pubs along the way. Those that remained would listen to speeches, shout and applaud, and then go home. Quite what it was all supposed to achieve, he could only guess. A mention on the evening news perhaps, a few column inches in the papers hardly anyone read any more.


			‘Everyone here, then?’ He glanced at his watch, trying to remember what time things were supposed to kick off. As if reading his mind, a nearby tannoy squawked into life and a high-pitched female voice started giving out instructions.


			‘Everyone’s here, aye. You’ll no see them, if they’re doing their job right.’ Harrison pulled one hand out of its thick skiing glove and poked around in her ear. McLean could just make out the wire for her earpiece, the connected Airwave set no doubt hidden underneath her padded coat. He didn’t have a set himself, not having intended joining the march. Now he was here though it felt like a much better prospect than trudging back to the station and working through the stack of reports awaiting his signature.


			‘Mind if I join you then?’


			Harrison merely shrugged, pulling her glove back on. McLean shoved his bare hands into the deep pockets of his overcoat, hunched his shoulders against the wind. The thin flecks of snow were getting thicker, which would probably weed out the less zealous of the demonstrators. He was about to mention it to the detective constable, but before he could speak the chanting began and the crowd started to move. The march had started. Operation Fundament was go.


			It was never going to be a long march. The Royal Mile was, after all, just a mile long from the castle to Holyrood Palace. A few thousand people in a bunch necessarily move slowly, but downhill and with the weather closing in the pace soon picked up. Taller than DC Harrison, McLean was able to look over the crowd, spotting faces and keeping an eye out for any suspicious behaviour. Even so, it was she who spoke first.


			‘Think I see one of our boys there.’ She tapped at her earpiece and muttered something into a microphone hidden away in her scarf as McLean looked off in the direction she had pointed. He saw DC Blane’s looming form struggling through the crowd, and then a couple more plain-clothes officers converging on the same spot.


			‘Shit. There’s at least a dozen of them and it looks like they’ve come for a fight.’ Harrison must have heard something over her Airwave, as McLean couldn’t see anything. She barked, ‘On my way!’ into her microphone, then pushed through the crowd. McLean followed her a couple of paces, and then she stopped.


			‘You wearing a stab vest under that, sir?’ She nodded at his overcoat, not waiting for him to answer. ‘Didn’t think so. Best you stay out of the way. Divert people round us if it gets nasty, aye?’


			He didn’t have time to answer before she was away again, pushing through the marchers with polite but firm ‘excuse me’s and ‘coming through’s. Some of the protesters on the march had begun to notice something unusual happening, and as a body they began to drift towards the other side of the road. McLean found himself carried with them, away from what was beginning to look like a very one-sided fracas as a dozen or more plain-clothes and uniformed police officers descended on a group of angry young men. Trying to keep his eyes on them, he tripped on the pavement and almost fell into the tightening crowd. Shouts of alarm mingled with the chants, echoing off the tall stone buildings, and before he knew it, he was stumbling into a doorway a half-dozen steps down a narrow close leading off from the pavement.


			Like much of the Old Town behind the tourist facade, the doorway had seen better days. Piled high with discarded rubbish, lightly silvered by the increasingly heavy snow, the stone steps were worn in the middle by the passage of centuries of feet. The door itself looked like it had only been painted once in those many hundreds of years, and that right at the start. Layers of festival posters peeled from it like eczema, covering over the old keyhole. There was no handle, but someone had fixed a hasp and padlock. Someone else had levered it open with a crowbar, splintering ancient wood in the process.


			Looking back at the march, McLean could neither see nor hear Harrison and the other officers. Just a few feet and a couple of steps down from the marchers, he could have been invisible for all the attention they were paying him. He slipped one hand into his jacket pocket and fished out his phone, unsurprised to find it had virtually no signal. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d gone into a crime scene without backup, and by the look of the rubbish on the ground this door had been jimmied open a while ago.


			It creaked reluctantly to his push, jamming slightly less than halfway. McLean paused, straining to hear whether there was anyone inside. Might as well try to hear a bird singing on a motorway embankment during rush hour. Stone steps carried on down into a basement room, pitch black save for an arc of light coming from the open door. It fell over broken furniture, a table on its side, chairs piled one atop another as if they’d been thrown there.


			He switched on the torch function of his phone and played the meagre light over the rest of the room, surprised to see that it stretched back a good distance from the front of the building. Stepping down to the floor, McLean sniffed the air, taking in the scent of cold, damp stone, dust and something else. A sickly-sweet musk that had the hairs on the back of his neck standing upright.


			‘Anyone here?’ He knew there wasn’t, but said it all the same. No answer came back, and his words were swiftly swallowed up by the darkness. He swapped his phone light for a proper torch from his pocket, sweeping the more powerful beam over a room filled with discarded furniture. Most looked like it had been broken long ago, but the centre of the room showed signs of more recent activity. The table he had seen lying on its side had obviously been tipped that way, leaving a space where it had stood. Other items had been flung further towards the corners as if some giant had pushed its way through, flinging things aside as it searched for something.


			Shards of broken pottery crunched under his feet as McLean trod a careful path through the mayhem. There was generations of rubbish piled up in here, as if people had begun discarding unwanted things into this basement from the moment the building above it had first been built. Hundreds of years of old boxes, broken pieces of furniture, ancient bicycles and piles of old clothes. There was even a large rag doll, leaning against the back wall as if it had been abandoned by a child grown too old for such things.


			He approached it with caution, noting the heavy coat and long rag dress over what looked like woollen leggings. The doll’s head had lolled forward, hair falling into its lap. It wore dark leather gloves, hands fallen to each side, palms up, and it gave off that sickly musk that he had noticed when he’d first entered. Damp rotting away at the sawdust and horsehair that no doubt filled its fabric body.


			McLean played his torchlight back and forth over the scene, taking in more detail with each pass. Everything in here was old, forgotten, rimed with ages of dust and neglect. Why would someone break in, move furniture around as if searching for something? Perhaps there was an entirely innocent explanation. The owner had simply lost the key and jimmied open the door to fetch some long-forgotten piece of furniture. He wasn’t convinced. If that had been the case, then they would have been more careful. There wouldn’t have been broken china on the floor, and he’d have expected there to be more method to the search, more careful rearranging of the mess. This room had been cleared in a frenzy, a line from the door almost directly to the doll.


			Which had no dust on it.


			A cold sensation settled in his gut that had nothing to do with the freezing temperature. McLean carefully stepped closer, crouching down in front of the still figure. Close up, its hair was black and wiry, that same dark texture to its skull as its leather-gloved hands. Only, as he played the light on one of them, he saw that it wasn’t a glove. The whorls and lines of fingerprints and the deeper creases of palm lines showed clearly. Not a glove, but a hand.


			Not a doll, but a child.
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			She was dead, of that he had no doubt. She had probably been dead for many years, hidden away down here in the dark. McLean pulled out his phone to call it in, but there was no signal in the basement. Popping his torch in his mouth, he tried to take some photographs, all too aware that the forensic team were going to be pissed off with him for contaminating their crime scene. The camera on his phone wasn’t very good, and, if he was being honest with himself, McLean had to admit he had only the barest understanding of how to use it. A couple of snaps were enough to show the exact position of the body as he had found it, but he knew he should leave now, secure the scene and call it in.


			For long, silent minutes he simply crouched there, motionless. The wall against which the body leaned was made of rough sandstone blocks, much like most of this old part of the city, its crumbling lime mortar littering the floor in powdery heaps. Some of it had fallen into the girl’s hair, and a few bits sat on her shoulders like dandruff, but nothing like as much as lay on the ground, and on the old pieces of furniture piled around her. Quite apart from the very fact of there being a dead body lying here, there was something wrong about the scene. Her physical condition suggested she’d been here a long time and only recently uncovered, but other little clues made him suspicious of leaping to that conclusion.


			There was too little light to see anything clearly, so McLean stood back up again, joints creaking in protest, and played the torch over the room once more. There were no windows, and no obvious sign of an exit other than the door through which he had entered. He backed up, retracing his steps as best he could.


			Outside, the snow had begun to fall in big chunks, and most of the march was gone. Just a few stragglers following on. A police transit van had parked on the far side of the road, its blue light flashing slowly. Its rear doors open, a couple of uniformed officers pushed miserable-looking protesters inside. McLean checked his phone as he climbed the stone steps back to street level, hoping for enough of a signal to call it in.


			‘There you are, sir. Wondered where you’d got to.’ Detective Constable Harrison trotted over the road towards him, her ruddy face beaming, eyes wide with excitement or adrenaline, or both. Her breath misted in the chill air, and she’d lost her woolly hat. ‘That was a bit of a barney, I have to say. Wee shites tried to put up a fight. Guess they didn’t see Lofty coming. Still, nobody hurt, and the anti-terror boys’ll be well chuffed.’


			‘Good to hear it. You got your Airwave on you?’


			There must have been something about his expression, as her smile ebbed away, taking her enthusiasm with it. She shoved a hand into her coat pocket and pulled out the chunky receiver. ‘Aye, sir. Something up?’


			McLean recalled the scene just a few feet behind him, shivering as much at the horror of it as the deepening cold. ‘Back there.’ He hooked a thumb over his shoulder towards the door. ‘I’ve a nasty feeling life’s about to get complicated.’


			‘You sure this is the route you took to the body, Inspector?’


			Not for the first time in the past hour, McLean regretted ever having come out to join the march. If he’d stayed back at the station and just got on with the paperwork like he was supposed to, he wouldn’t be trying hard not to shake with the cold that had seeped deep into his bones. Heavy boots and overcoat or no, the basement room was somehow even colder than the snow-filled street outside. Even the hastily erected arc lights hadn’t managed to lift the temperature, or the gloom. The air directly in front of them steamed, but everywhere else was as cold as the grave.


			‘I can show you exactly where I went if it helps. Of course, that’ll mean going there again.’


			‘Best if you just point it out, aye?’


			Standing a couple of feet inside the now fully opened door, McLean tried his best to show the white-suited crime scene manager where he’d been in the room. A team of busy forensic technicians had laid out a pathway to the body that was more or less exactly the route he had taken. At the end of it, two more white-suited figures crouched low, heads close together in conversation. After a moment, they both stood up, one more quickly than the other, and trod a careful route back to where he stood.


			‘You do find me the most interesting cases, Tony.’ Angus Cadwallader, city pathologist, pulled back the elasticated hood from his overalls and scrubbed at his thinning hair with a still-gloved hand. Beside him, his assistant, Tracy Sharp, raised a critical eyebrow.


			‘Your glove, Angus.’


			‘Eh?’ The pathologist frowned, then looked at his hands. ‘Oh, aye. Right.’


			He snapped off the gloves, handing them over while McLean looked on and tried not to laugh. He’d known Cadwallader almost all his life, knew the open secret that was the pathologist’s relationship with his assistant. Despite the difference in their ages, Tracy and Angus made a good couple. He needed someone to look after him, and she enjoyed a challenge.


			‘What’s the story then, Angus? You reckon you can give me a time of death?’


			Cadwallader cocked his head to one side, shrugging his shoulders. ‘You always ask, Tony. I’ll get you something more accurate once I’ve had a chance to look at her in the mortuary, but I’d say some time around 1995. Maybe a bit earlier.’


			‘Nineteen . . .’ McLean’s brain was processing the number as a time of day, thinking somewhere around seven the previous evening. Then he caught up with the pathologist’s words. ‘Ninety-five? You mean she’s been there, what? Years?’


			‘She’s been somewhere that long. Can’t say without a doubt that’s where she died, although from the way she’s sitting it feels likely. Otherwise someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to pose her. That’s not a position you’d end up in just being dumped.’


			McLean recalled the scene as he’d found it, the small amount of mortar on the body compared to its surroundings. Could someone really have thrown all the furniture aside just to carefully place a decades-old body there for him to find? It seemed unlikely, but then stranger things had happened to him in the past.


			‘How can she be like that? Down here?’


			‘Your guess is as good as mine. She’s mummified, I can say that much. Her skin’s like leather, hair’s brittle. It’s like I said, you always bring me the most interesting cases. I doubt this lot will find anything interesting in here though.’ He nodded in the direction of a forensic technician as she stepped past carrying a large aluminium case.


			‘Are you . . .’ McLean was about to say ‘sure’, but he stopped himself, shaking the word away. Angus was the most qualified and experienced pathologist in the city, and, while everyone got it wrong once in a while, there was no good reason to doubt his initial assessment. Except that it didn’t feel right. There was no way that this room could have been unvisited in decades. The door had been forced recently, for one thing. And there was still the matter of the furniture seemingly cast to the corners, clearing a direct path to the body.


			‘We’ll get a better look at her on Monday morning.’ Cadwallader patted McLean on the arm. ‘No point worrying about it just now. She’s been dead a while. I’d stake my reputation on it.’


			McLean watched the pathologist and his assistant leave, then took another look around the room, trying to fix it in his memory even though the popping flash of the crime scene photographer meant there’d be plenty of images. With the door wide open and the arc lights bright, he could see much more of what was clearly a storeroom where old and broken furniture went to die. Some of it had been stacked neatly, old chairs piled in a corner, tables neatly squared away. But whoever had last been in here had just thrown stuff from the doorway, or at least that was what it looked like.


			He ignored the intake of breath and quiet tut from one of the forensic technicians as he stepped away from the door and went to examine the table he had seen lying on its side when he had first entered. Thick planks made up the top, warped and cracked. Woodworm holes covered the legs, crazing the surface with tiny exposed tunnels. Dust covered most of it, and the timber had darkened with age, except for a long split in one of the planks. Fresh new wood showed up against the old surface.


			Once he’d seen that, other signs started to show. Some of the chairs jumbled in the corner had fresh scratches on them, and the floorboards were scuffed, dust rubbed away by something that didn’t look like feet. Bending down to look closer, McLean spotted something lying on the ground under a chair that had escaped destruction. He looked around, seeing the white-suited photographer close by.


			‘Over here, can you?’


			The photographer shuffled over, her overalls clearly not fitting well. ‘Aye?’


			‘Under there. See? Can you take some photos before I fetch it out?’


			‘What is it?’


			‘I don’t know, but I’m not going to move it until it’s been recorded, am I?’


			‘Probably shouldn’t move it at all. I’ll get one of the techs to bag it.’ The photographer rattled off a dozen or more pictures in quick succession, detailing the area, then shouted over. McLean stood up, retreated back to his spot by the door and let them get on with it. He should have just left them to process the scene, but some deep sense of disquiet kept him there. As if he knew deep down that something was going to happen and he needed to see it for himself.


			‘Here you go, sir. Good shout that. We’d maybe not have found that for a while, what with all the action happening back there.’ The crime scene photographer handed McLean a clear plastic evidence bag as she nodded in the direction of the far wall, where they were getting ready to remove the body. ‘I’d better go and get that.’


			McLean watched her tread carefully along the marked route, camera at the ready, then turned his attention back to the bag. Holding it up to the light, he saw something that at first looked like it might have been a dead rat. For a moment he wondered if that was all it was, and when he was going to get shouted at by the technician for wasting their time. Then what he’d thought was fur resolved itself into something synthetic. The dark colour was smudged here and there, showing lighter fabric underneath a layer of dirt. It had whiskers and a short, stumpy tail, true enough. But the eyes were beady because they were made of beads. Not a rat, nor a mouse, but some handmade stuffed animal of indeterminate variety. A child’s toy.
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			McLean wondered whether he was ever going to feel warm again. He’d left the basement room as soon as they’d carted the girl’s body off to the mortuary. It wasn’t far back to the station, so he’d walked, thinking the exercise might shift some of the cold from his bones. Instead, the snow had returned with a vengeance, borne on a wind that cut right through him, so that by the time he reached the back door and had been buzzed in, all he could think about was the canteen and a hot mug of coffee. He was on his second, and considering another slice of cake, when DC Harrison found him.


			‘Heard you were back, sir. Any news?’


			‘Post-mortem some time on Monday. Angus reckons the body’s been there a while. Probably one for Dagwood and the Cold Case Unit, but we can get the preliminaries in place. Find out who owns the building and bring them in for interview. We need to know when that basement was last checked, that sort of thing. Might be some CCTV footage of the area, but without a timeframe it’s hard to know what to look for.’


			Harrison hadn’t sat down, McLean noticed, and she was doing that fidgeting thing with her hands that meant she wanted something.


			‘How are you getting on with the hoodlums?’ he asked.


			‘Got them all processed, just about. Public-order offences, carrying weapons, that sort of thing. We’ll get a couple for assaulting police officers, too. And resisting arrest. The anti-terror unit want to start interviewing as soon as possible.’


			McLean cupped his hands around the mug, leaching the last of the warmth out of it. He was still cold, but he couldn’t hide down in the canteen for ever. He drained the last of the tepid liquid, grimacing at the bitterness, and struggled to his feet. ‘OK. Let’s go and see who these knuckle-draggers are.’


			‘Your listed address is in Manchester. What brings you to Edinburgh, Mr Seaton?’


			McLean stood in the observation booth, looking through the one-way glass at interview room three, where a Mr Matthew Seaton was being interviewed by Detective Sergeant Peterson from the Anti-terrorism Unit. He hadn’t met many right-wing activists, but the thing that struck him most about Seaton was how ordinary he looked. Take a walk down Princes Street on an average day and you’d see a thousand men just like him. He wore clothes that were normal, didn’t have any visible tattoos, sported hair not much longer than McLean’s own, and was clean-shaven. He fitted none of the stereotypes. And yet when they’d arrested him, he’d fought and screamed like an animal by all accounts. A couple of hours in a cell had calmed him down, but it explained his rather unkempt appearance, the bloodshot eye and angry graze on one cheek.


			‘My client does not wish to answer that question at this time.’


			It was a familiar refrain. Sitting beside Seaton, his dark-suited lawyer fitted all of the stereotypes associated with that profession. He’d appeared not long after the last of the detained men had been processed, which suggested to McLean that they’d not got all of them. Thin-faced, pale as a vampire and with Bela Lugosi slicked-back hair, he wore a suit which must have cost more than Seaton earned in a month. Maybe even a year.


			‘You attended the march down the Royal Mile this afternoon. Are you a keen supporter of immigrant rights, then?’ DS Peterson didn’t even attempt to keep the sarcasm from his voice, but Seaton didn’t rise to the bait.


			‘I only ask because we have a list here of members of a neo-Nazi organisation, the Sons of Enoch. Would that be a reference to the biblical prophet? Only you don’t look the religious type to me.’


			Seaton opened his mouth to say something, but his lawyer placed a hand lightly on his arm, silencing him with frustrating effectiveness.


			‘Sons of Enoch isn’t a banned organisation, Detective Sergeant.’ The lawyer’s voice was as thin and pale as the man himself, a whiny mixture of nasal and sibilant that must have been popular at school.


			‘No, it’s not. But it’s associated with several organisations that are. And this isn’t the first time you’ve been in trouble with the police, is it, Mr Seaton?’ Peterson fiddled with the sheaf of papers in front of him, not really consulting them, McLean could see. ‘Seems you have quite a habit of turning up at peaceful marches and causing trouble.’


			‘My client denies your allegations. He is nothing but an innocent bystander caught up in a police sting operation.’


			‘Aye, I thought you might say that. It won’t stand though. We’ve all the evidence we need for a conviction, and given your record you’ll be serving a stretch inside. Quite a long one if I have anything to do with it.’


			McLean was watching Seaton rather than the detective sergeant, so caught the flicker of anger that tightened his eyes, the swift sideways glance at his lawyer. ‘Might want to get someone in there,’ he said to Harrison. ‘Reckon it’s all about to kick off.’


			Harrison opened her mouth to speak at the same time as Seaton lunged at DS Peterson. His face had turned bright red, a snarl ripping from his mouth and leaving trails of spittle behind. The lawyer fell off his chair in his haste to get out of the way, crashing to the floor with all the dignity of a dead bat. Peterson dodged Seaton’s badly thrown punch, grabbed the man’s arm and had him face down on the table in seconds. The young detective constable with him piled in just as swiftly, and in a few moments Seaton was being bundled out of the interview room by three large uniformed officers.


			‘We’ll just add assaulting a police officer to the list, shall we?’ Peterson said as the lawyer struggled to his feet. ‘He’ll be up in front of the sheriff on Monday, but I think we’ll be keeping him here until then.’


			McLean flagged down DS Peterson as he was leaving the interview room a couple of minutes later.


			‘Nicely done,’ he said. ‘There weren’t many signs he was going to explode like that.’


			‘I thought at least one of them would lose the rag, sir. Hoped one would. All the rest were quite quiet by comparison.’


			‘You get anything useful from them?’


			‘Only confirmation of what we already knew. Same old faces turning up over and over again. It all helps to build the bigger picture. At least we know who’s talking to who. And after that little outburst there, Mr Seaton’s not going to slip away from us, no matter what his solicitor might say.’


			‘Don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of his acquaintance before. Shifty fellow. Looked expensive.’


			‘Oh aye, Kennedy Smythe. He’s a right slippery wee bugger and no mistake. And not cheap, no.’


			McLean looked up and down the corridor, half expecting the lawyer to still be hanging around like the bad smell that he was. ‘You know him?’


			‘We’ve crossed paths before, aye. Made a name for himself over on the west coast, getting gangsters off the hook on technicalities. He’s a partner at MacFarlane and Dodds.’


			McLean recognised the name of the firm, recalled a case a couple of years back where he’d encountered one of their junior partners. That hadn’t gone well for anyone involved. ‘I thought they were corporate law, not criminal.’


			‘They’re that big I reckon they’ve departments covering everything under the sun. Smythe’s a pain in the arse. Sharp as they come. I’ll give you good odds he’ll get them all bailed and away before the sheriff’s even sat down.’


			‘All of them?’ McLean nodded his head towards the still-open door to the interview room.


			‘Aye, well. Young Mr Seaton’s done us a wee bit of a favour there. Attempted assault on a police officer. Plenty witnesses, and we’ve got it all on tape too? No, I think he’ll be kicking his heels in Saughton until his time comes round to see the judge. That’s something Kennedy Smythe’s no’ going to be happy about.’ DS Peterson didn’t look like he was too bothered about the lawyer’s state of mind.


			‘You know what he does for a living?’ McLean asked. ‘Seaton, I mean.’


			‘File says he’s a security systems expert. Fits alarms to office blocks and stuff like that.’


			‘Not his own business though, I take it?’


			Peterson consulted the sheaf of papers he’d brought for the interview. ‘He’s self-employed, apparently. Sole trader. But it’s all contract work as far as I know.’


			‘Pays well, then, the security business. If he can afford a sharp suit like your man Smythe there.’


			‘Aye, I thought that too. Smythe’s representing all of them, and he’s not known for working pro bono. He turned up pretty sharpish, too. It’s not like we had to bother the duty solicitor or anything.’


			‘Too much to hope we can find out who’s footing the bill, I suppose.’


			Peterson shrugged. ‘We could ask, but I’d not hold out any great hopes.’


			‘Maybe not right now. But give him a couple of weeks in prison and he might be a bit more forthcoming, aye?’


			Peterson tried to suppress the smirk, hiding it with a wipe of the hand across his mouth. ‘That’s kind of what I was hoping, sir. Just need to make sure he gets the right cellmate when he arrives at Saughton.’


			‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Sergeant.’ McLean hid his own smile with a nod of the head. ‘Keep me up to speed on any developments, OK?’
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			The ceiling lights flickered as McLean clumped down the stone steps into the basement, as if the ghosts of villains past were haunting him. The station had been built on top of a much earlier building, retaining the Victorian stonework below street level. Most of the old cells weren’t considered fit for incarcerating felons any more, and had instead been pressed into service as stores. The evidence lockers were down here, and so too was the Cold Case Unit. He often wondered whether it had been put there in the hope that nobody would want to work in it for more than a couple of months, but if that was the case then they hadn’t reckoned with the sheer thrawn bloody-mindedness of ex- Detective Superintendent Charles Duguid.


			‘Anybody home?’ McLean asked as he stuck his head in through the open door. At least the CCU room was large, and the arched ceiling was too high in the middle for him to reach with an outstretched arm. The only natural light came from two narrow wells in the stonework that pointed up towards the car park at the rear of the building. They hardly worked in the height of summer; winter left the room in a state of perpetual gloom.


			‘Thought I might be seeing you down here soon enough.’


			McLean turned to see a figure emerging out of the shadows. Clutching a heavy archive folder in one hand, Duguid threaded his way through the empty desks.


			‘You heard about the dead girl?’ McLean knew that the station gossip travelled fast, but it was only a couple of hours since Cadwallader had told him he thought the body had been around for a while.


			‘Word is she was mummified. Might have been there twenty years or more. Sounds like a cold case to me.’ Duguid shuffled around and sat down at his own desk, pulling the anglepoise lamp closer and placing a pair of spectacles on the end of his nose. In his tweed suit he looked more like a teacher than a detective.


			‘Aye, well. Post-mortem’s Monday, so we’ll know better what we’re dealing with then. Meantime I’ve got DC Harrison chasing up the details on the building. Hard to believe a basement room off the Royal Mile hasn’t been used in all that time.’


			‘You’d be surprised.’ Duguid took his spectacles off again, the folder on his desk still unopened. ‘Look at this place, after all. Some of the old cells in the lower basement probably haven’t been opened in a decade, and this is a working police station. Stuff gets shoved away and forgotten. People get old and die. You know how it goes.’


			McLean remained unconvinced. ‘Well, I’ll get Harrison to work with Grumpy Bob on it anyway. He’s down here more than not these days, but if it does turn out to be something else, he’s not retired just yet.’


			Duguid opened the folder, pulled out the top sheet of paper and peered at it myopically. Then he grabbed his spectacles again, shoved them on and frowned. ‘That all you came to tell me about?’


			‘Pretty much. Actually I was just going to leave a note. Didn’t think you’d be in at the weekend. Certainly not this late.’


			‘Mrs Duguid has her bridge club tonight. I prefer to stay away. What’s your excuse?’


			From anyone else, the question might have been innocent, just a simple retort. McLean knew the ex-detective superintendent better than that. He knew himself better too. With the Anti-terrorism Unit looking after the men they’d arrested on the march, and all the tasks relating to the dead girl delegated to reliable junior officers, there was no reason for him to be still here. He should have gone home an hour ago, possibly more. He glanced at his watch, knowing that the later he left it the worse it would be.


			‘You’re right. I’ll be off then. We’ll keep you in the loop on the dead girl investigation. Might appreciate your insight.’


			Duguid made a noise halfway between a grunt and a growl, shoved his spectacles up his nose and started reading. McLean knew a dismissal when he saw one. There was no getting away from it, he was going to have to go home.


			Snow made the drive across town tricky, and not just because a multi-car accident meant he had to take a different route to normal. McLean could remember a time when every winter brought snow, when the icy cold air fell on the city from the Pentland Hills to the south, chilling him through as he built lonely snowmen in the garden of his gran’s house. Childhood memories were not the best to rely on though, and he knew those deep winters had been few and far between. More recently the mild, wet weather had stretched on through spring and into summer as climate change wreaked its predictable havoc, but the past two years had seen something of a return to the seasons he remembered. It was hard to view the white chunks tumbling from the sky and smearing themselves against his windscreen with the same naive wonder he had as a child.


			All these thoughts and more occupied the rest of the slow journey through a city turned into a hellish orange-white landscape. At least the heating worked in his Alfa, and he’d even remembered the little dial that toned down the performance to make it easier to drive in the conditions. As he pulled up the drive and parked outside the back door, the snow began to fall in fat chunks, filling in the rectangular patch of clear gravel where a car had been parked until recently. So she’d gone again. He couldn’t really blame her.


			The hot engine pinked and clicked as it cooled. McLean sat there, hands still on the wheel, motionless as he stared through the windscreen at nothing. At everything. The months since Emma’s miscarriage had been cruel. He’d tried to reach out to her and been rebuffed, tried to support her as she threw herself into work even though he knew well enough she was using it as a distraction. An excuse not to talk about what had happened. It was what he did, after all. Easier to keep moving than sit still and let the grief catch up with you.


			The thought spurred him into action. He unclipped his seatbelt and climbed out of the car, hurrying to the back door as the snow fell ever thicker. A last glance back showed the space where Emma’s car had been was almost covered now. McLean shook his head. Not an omen. He had no time for such things.


			‘Just you and me then.’ Mrs McCutcheon’s cat eyed him with feline disdain as he entered the kitchen. At least Emma had left the lights on for him this time. No note, though. McLean stared at the magnets on the fridge door for a while, then opened it and peered inside. Last night’s takeaway curry was about the most tempting thing in there. He pulled out a beer and popped the top off, considered drinking from the bottle and then fetched a glass instead.


			He sat and leafed through the various reports and other useless paperwork he’d brought home while the microwave went about reheating his meal. It wasn’t perhaps the most exciting way to spend an evening, but at least the kitchen had the benefit of no distractions. Not for the first time, McLean regretted giving in to Deputy Chief Constable Stevie Robinson’s insistence on promotion back in the summer. Detective inspector was a level of responsibility he didn’t exactly feel comfortable with, detective chief inspector even less so. There was never time to concentrate on anything properly. Too much chasing targets, squaring budgets, going to endless meetings about performance where none of the others present could see the irony of them wasting so much time not doing the job. He began to understand now why Duguid had been such a crabbit bastard in the years until he retired. Maybe that was why the ex-detective superintendent was being nice to him now.


			The ping of the microwave interrupted his musing. McLean struggled to his feet and crossed the kitchen, surprised to find it still whirring away, the countdown minutes yet to go. His confusion was cut short by a second ping, this time from underneath the report on resource efficiency monitoring that he’d not been reading. Picking it up, he saw the screen of his phone lit, a text displayed. It disappeared before he could read it, but he knew it wouldn’t be important. Just Emma telling him not to wait up for her. Again. He dropped the phone back down on the table as the microwave pinged for real. Food was more important right now. He’d get everything ready for Monday and then he’d worry about whether or not he still had a relationship to salvage.


			A freezing fog hangs thick in the midnight air, making dull orange circles of the street lamps and swallowing the winter trees whole. It muffles all sound, a silence so total it seems as if the city has simply stopped. All is still, not a car moving, not a person to be seen.


			Billows swirl and eddy on hidden currents, thickening and thinning as the frozen air churns. Monsters form in the mist, fight each other and are absorbed again unseen. For a moment, soft headlights pierce the darkness, form a perfect tunnel bound by white like ectoplasm in a Victorian medium’s parlour. And then the low thrum of diesel engines shudders into hearing as, one by one, the trucks trundle through.


			The city never truly sleeps any more, but this one night there is nobody out to witness as the convoy slows, pulls off the glistening, icy tarmac and onto the snow-crusted grass. Insect-like, they circle. Headlight eyes struggle to pierce the fog, and yet without any sign of direction they find their allotted spaces. The chutter of engines dies in steps, each massive rig shuddering into silence. And as the lights wink out, so the fog reclaims the meadow, the barest outline of monoliths in the swirling, swallowing white.


			Soft noises float through the air, the clink of hammer on iron, thwap of canvas unrolled, rip of rope pulled taut. Occasional voices mutter and moan, the odd curse thrown out to the weather gods or the wind or the cold. And, all around, the city rumbles on, unaware of what is unfolding at its heart.
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			McLean yawned and rubbed at his face, felt a roughness under his fingers where he’d missed a bit shaving that morning. It was always the same; Sunday off pretending to relax had left him sluggish and unfocused. He’d spent most of the day trying to find a way to talk to Emma that didn’t sound either needy or patronising. In the end his suggestion they maybe go out for a meal had met with a noncommittal shrug, and now he felt bad for not pushing the point. They’d eaten separately again, her perched on the sofa in front of the television with a healthy salad, him in the kitchen with Mrs McCutcheon’s cat and cold leftover pizza he couldn’t remember ordering.


			‘Rough night, Tony? Thought you had the day off yesterday.’


			He looked up to see the smiling face of Detective Superintendent Jayne McIntyre. She stood in the open doorway to his office, clutching a heavy folder under one arm.


			‘Eh? Oh. Not really. Just can’t seem to get my head in the game today.’


			‘Too much paperwork and not enough street time?’ McIntyre stepped into the room, and for a horrible moment McLean thought she had brought him yet more to wade through. She kept hold of the folder though, slumping into one of the armchairs at the far side of the office that wasn’t nearly as comfortable as it looked.


			‘Too many distractions and not enough getting on with the job.’ McLean looked at his watch. ‘Still, Angus is going to be doing the post-mortem on that wee girl soon. That’s my reward for dealing with all this.’ He picked up one of several reports lying open in front of him.


			‘Thought you’d given that case to Grumpy Bob to follow up. Seeing as it’s likely to be the CCU who take it on anyway.’


			‘You know what Bob’s like with post-mortems, Jayne. And this one feels kind of personal, given that I was the one who found her.’


			McIntyre leaned forward in her chair, folder on her lap, arms crossed. ‘About that. How was it you came to be in that building anyway? What were you doing in the close? You were meant to be here overseeing Operation Fundament, weren’t you?’


			‘Thought I’d get a bit of street time like you suggested.’ McLean told the superintendent about his last-minute decision to join the marchers, leaving out the bit where Grumpy Bob won the bet that he would. ‘ You’re right though. It looks like it might well be one for the Cold Case Unit, and Bob’s working there more than with CID these days. Easing himself into the position in time for his retirement, I guess.’


			‘Another experienced officer we can’t really afford to lose.’ McIntyre drummed her fingers against the folder for a few moments before getting to the point she’d clearly come to make in the first place. ‘So you don’t think this wee girl’s going to be a problem then? I mean, it’s tragic, for sure. And we’ll have to investigate it as thoroughly as we can. But if she’s been dead a long time . . .’


			McLean closed the folder he’d not been giving his full attention to even before the detective superintendent had come in. ‘I know. Budgets are tight and we can’t afford to waste too much time chasing down a decades-old crime. Best-case scenario nobody knew she was in there, and she died of something natural. Let’s wait until Angus has a few more answers for us though, aye?’
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