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To my dear aunt Brigid, who should have had one of these dedicated to her years ago.
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The walls of his cage glow gently with the light of the setting sun. He floats in the water, weightless, mind calm. It has been many days now since last she came to visit him. Too many days, perhaps. He remembers how weak she was, how frail, that last time. Has something happened to her?

He reaches out his senses, feels for the gentle tug of the bond between them. He cannot recall a time when that link wasn’t there. Like a noose around his neck, or a sword hanging above him on a single, fragile thread, the oath he swore holds him here. Makes it so he cannot disobey her command.

But there has been no command, and now that voice in his head is still.

She is dead, he can feel it.

She is dead, and the bond has not been tied to another.

She is dead, and he is free.

Not quite. For still the bond is there, fragile as a spiderweb but too strong for even his prodigious strength to break. They thought they were so clever, caging him like this. But it was never the bars that held him in place, not the steel doors that kept them safe from his vengeance. It was her all along, the ties of blood, the curse, the oath sworn long ago. Without her control, his mind is clear. And in that moment, he knows how to be truly free, how to break the curse once and for all. If he can only find the last remaining drops of her blood, extinguish them from this realm.

And so he drifts, dialling out the maelstrom, searching for that unique taste that is of her line. Tune out the gossip of whales and the chatter of seals, the endless background hum of diesel engines chugging freight around the globe, the bedrock noise of wind turbines. Ignore the taste of chemicals dumped, of ships sunken and rotting, of men, so many men, polluting it all. The sea knows, and the sea will tell him if he only has the patience to listen.

There, he can sense it. So faint as to be almost nothing, but the sea brings him the taste and the sea never lies. The last few vestiges of the link remain, those points that anchor him to the land more firmly than any chain. But they do not command him like she did, do not understand what they have. So he will take it back from them, and then he will truly be free.

With barely a thought, he sinks below the surface, down to the bottom where the sea comes in. They built this cage with thick iron bars, as if such a thing could hold the likes of him.

How foolish they were in their confidence.
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At least the coffee was good, and someone had splashed out on half-decent biscuits.

Detective Chief Inspector Tony McLean took a bite of chocolate hobnob, swallowed it down with the last dregs of his mug and leaned back in his chair. He had spent a long career avoiding meetings like the one in which he now found himself. As it slid seamlessly into its second hour, he was reminded once more why he went to all that effort.

Almost everyone around the wide conference table was in uniform, and none of them below the rank of Chief Inspector. A few civilians huddled at one end of the table, too senior to be admin, so most likely their presence was political. The only other plain clothes officer was Detective Superintendent Kirsty Ritchie, and McLean was struck by how much she had changed since she had first transferred down from Aberdeen. What was that, ten years ago now? Fifteen? It could even have been more. She’d been a sergeant then, his junior. He didn’t feel any envy at her having leapfrogged him up the promotion ladder. Most of her time was taken up with meetings like this one now, or driving between police headquarters on either side of the country for yet more meetings.

‘Which brings us on to the next item on the agenda. Operation Lammergeier. I believe that’s your one, Detective Superintendent?’

The question, or more likely the rather unwieldy operation name someone had come up with, punctured McLean’s musings. He turned his attention to the deputy chief constable as beside him Ritchie shuffled her papers and reached for the remote control that would give her power over the projector. A single click cleared away the dry table of budget projections that had been there, replacing it with an even less welcome image, if the collected flinch of the entire strategy group was any indication. Only McLean showed no outward sign of shock, having seen the photograph and too many like it already. A young man, cadaverously thin, posed to show the injuries that had been inflicted on him in a brutal attack. That the photograph had been taken two weeks after the event, once the hospital had stitched him up and splinted his broken bones, only made it worse.

‘Apologies for dropping you all in at the deep end,’ Ritchie said, without a hint of remorse in her tone. ‘But I think it important you all see what it is we’re dealing with here.’

She clicked the remote and the image changed. Another young man, another series of horrific injuries.

‘I have other photographs, all much the same. These young men were all beaten almost to death and dumped. Most people probably wouldn’t think much more about it than that. It’s horrible, devastating for the people involved, but life’s hard. There is, however, a little more to it.’

Ritchie clicked again, and this time the image was of a woman, probably in her late twenties or early thirties, although it was hard to tell. Like the two young men before her, she lay in a hospital bed. Unlike them, she was either unconscious or simply unable to see through the enormous swollen bruising about both eyes. Her arms were in casts, lying on top of the bed covers, and a livid gash in one cheek was held together with neatly sewn stitches that would nevertheless leave her with horrific scarring.

‘This is Charlene McKenzie. Or to give her the respect she deserves, Police Constable Charlene McKenzie. One of our best undercover operatives and currently in an induced coma at the Royal Infirmary. It’s still touch and go whether she’ll recover at all, and it’s very likely she’ll have to be pensioned off.’

‘Who did this?’

McLean leaned forward to see who had asked the question. A stern-faced woman in the uniform of a chief superintendent, he was fairly sure her name was Mathieson.

‘As yet, that’s unknown.’ Ritchie clicked back to the first of the two men. ‘This man is Alan Renton, the other one, Gavin Pierson. Both of them are small-time drug dealers, runners for their local gangs. Renton in Dundee, Pierson in Aberdeen. They’re also both informants we’d asked to find out anything they could about this man.’

Another click of the button and this time the image was a little less harrowing. Taken with a long lens, it showed a head shot of a middle-aged man, short hair beginning to grey around the temples but otherwise not particularly noteworthy.

‘And he is?’ the stern-faced woman asked. Definitely Mathieson, McLean was sure of it now. Audrey Mathieson. A few years younger than him. Worked her way up through Traffic to senior management.

‘His name is Malachi Quinn. He owns an ocean-going trawler out of Lochinver, has interests in half a dozen other boats. He also runs a fish distribution company. Our friends at the NCA think it’s all a front for trafficking drugs and people in through smaller ports and private moorings along the west coast. Only, whenever we think we’ve got a lead on him, he’s somehow two steps ahead of us.’

Ritchie clicked back to the image of PC McKenzie in her hospital bed.

‘We have no idea how McKenzie’s cover was blown. She’s experienced, very good at her job, and the identity she was using should have been bulletproof. And yet somehow Quinn got to her before she’d even started.’

‘Everyone makes mistakes sometimes.’ This, from one of the civilians seated beside the deputy chief constable, was greeted with the silence it deserved.

‘Not Charlene. And not so early into the assignment. Not like she just got unlucky, either. They knew exactly who she was and what she was doing.’

‘How can you know that?’ the DCC asked.

‘Because after they’d beaten her unconscious and broken her arms and legs, they dumped her right outside the police station where she first worked as a beat officer.’

Ritchie let the silence that followed the revelation run for what felt like a full minute, but was probably only a few seconds.

‘We’ve already considered the possibility that there’s a leak in the operation, before anyone suggests it. That might account for the informants, but not Charlene. The number of people who knew of her involvement was strictly limited and I vetted all of them myself.’

‘What is it that you’re saying then, detective superintendent?’ the DCC asked.

Ritchie let out a long sigh. ‘That Operation Lammergeier is a bust, sir. I know we’ve had a great deal invested in it, but we need to scrap the whole thing and come at it from a different angle.’

‘You think they’ll go for it? Write this down as a loss and let us start the investigation all over again?’

McLean hadn’t meant to sound quite so cynical, but in his defence he’d sat through almost two hours of strategy meeting that could have been an email, or better yet not bothered him at all. At least he and Ritchie had managed to leave early, having left the collected senior uniforms to discuss vitally important managerial things in the conference room on the ground floor. Now the two of them sat in the detective superintendent’s office three floors up, one door down from McLean’s own. They both had fresh coffees, but no biscuits this time.

‘Let’s hope so,’ Ritchie said. ‘I wanted to get Quinn before, but it’s personal now.’

‘Aye, I get that. Still not sure why you had to drag me into it, mind.’

‘Sorry about that, but I doubt they’d have even heard what I was saying if you’d not been sat beside me glowering at them all.’

‘My reputation, eh?’

Ritchie shrugged. ‘Believe it or not, they’re all a little scared of you. Even the DCC. That, or a little jealous. You have a knack for ignoring the politics and yet somehow getting away with it.’

‘That was never the game I signed up to play though, Kirsty. You know as well as anyone I’m not interested in management. I’m a detective, that’s what I do.’ McLean glanced at his watch. ‘It’s what I should really be doing now.’

‘Busy in MIT, is it?’ Ritchie’s voice held just a hint of sarcasm. It was always busy, winding up previous investigations, preparing for court appearances, sorting out the paperwork. But at that precise point in time they weren’t engaged in any major investigations. Which was nice.

‘You know as well as I do, a policeman’s lot is never an easy one. Still, Charlene McKenzie. What’s the prognosis?’

‘Not good.’ Ritchie’s shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world had been suddenly dumped on them. ‘Doctors are going to bring her out of the induced coma today, but her injuries are horrific. It’s like I told the high heidyins downstairs, I doubt she’ll work again. And the knocks she took to the head, who knows what she’ll remember?’

‘Not much chance of finding out who did it then?’

‘Oh, I think we know, Tony. Malachi Quinn might not have wielded the club himself, but this has got his marker all over it.’

‘How do you know, though, Kirsty? I’ve read the reports on this operation and there’s nothing about the guy but rumour and conjecture. Everything’s circumstantial and whenever you try to gather evidence, things like this happen.’

The shake of the detective superintendent’s head was barely perceptible, but it was there. She reached for her coffee mug, didn’t take a drink from it. ‘That’s what makes me certain it’s him, don’t you see? Every time we get close, something like this happens. I just wish I knew how he’s getting his intel. Charlene’s cover was impeccable. No way it could have been blown so quickly.’

‘You think it’s coming from us, or the NCA?’

‘I don’t think anyone on either team is bent, if that’s what you’re asking. Nobody’s being leaned on either – I’ve run enough of these operations to spot that kind of thing. I’d say it was possibly an IT hack or something, but the systems we’ve been using are the best. Compartmentalised so you can’t get access to everything. Strictly need-to-know, and very few people needed to know Charlene was going deep undercover.’

‘Want us to look into it?’ McLean asked. ‘Discreetly, of course. Wouldn’t want to tread on Professional Standards’ toes. I guess they’ll be all over this.’

For a moment he thought the detective superintendent would say no. He could understand why, although if she was going to play by the rules on this then why tell him about the operation in the first place?

‘You can do it discreetly?’ she asked. ‘I mean, mostly you make a habit of treading on everyone’s toes, Tony. Particularly Jen Williams over at Professional Standards.’

‘I have nothing but respect for DCI Williams, Kirsty. You know that.’ McLean picked up his mug, decided he really didn’t need any more coffee right now and put it back down again. ‘Let me know when Charlene’s awake. I’ve worked with her before, back when I was in Vice. Shouldn’t raise any suspicions if I check in on an old colleague injured in the line of duty.’
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McLean was no stranger to hospitals, but that didn’t mean he much liked visiting them. Stuck on the eastern outskirts of the city, the Royal Infirmary was also a pain to get to and even more of a pain to park at. He should probably have pulled rank and bullied a squad car into taking him, but that ran the risk of being stranded when it rushed off on a call to somewhere else. At the hospital if he was lucky; at the side of the road in the middle of nowhere if not.

At least the building had air conditioning, a welcome respite from the relentless heat of the day. The long trek from the far-distant parking space he had eventually found had left him sticky with sweat. He must have looked a sight when he presented his warrant card at reception and asked for directions, but then again it was a hospital and they must deal with red-faced middle-aged men all the time.

PC McKenzie had been moved to a private room away from the bustle of the wards. Quieter for her, and easier to keep a twenty-four-hour police guard in place. A young uniform constable sat on a plastic chair at the door, staring at his phone as McLean approached along the corridor. He shoved it away swiftly, stood up well before any admonishment would be necessary.

‘Control said you’d be coming, sir.’

‘Is she awake?’

‘Aye, just about. Doctor’s in there with her. You’ll need to sign in.’ The constable produced a clipboard with a single sheet of paper on it. Dated that day, McLean’s name was only the fourth on the list as he scribbled in the appropriate box. Two of the other three names were the doctor, and no surprise who it was, confirmed when he first knocked gently and then pushed open the door.

‘Tony. We really must stop meeting like this.’ Dr Caroline Wheeler stood at the side of a complicated-looking moveable bed, complete with traction frame and wires to hold the patient’s broken limbs while her bones knitted. A nurse fussed about McKenzie’s head, and at first McLean thought the constable was asleep.

‘Caroline.’ McLean dipped his head towards the end of the bed. ‘How’s the patient doing?’

‘Better than I could have hoped, given the state of her when she came in.’

‘Detective Chief Inspector McLean. I must have really fucked up.’

The voice was weak, the joke weaker still, but McLean was pleased to hear it at all. From what he’d been told, the chances of PC McKenzie making a good recovery were slim, a full one none at all. And yet she’d not lost her sense of humour completely. Looking at her bruised and bandaged face, the casts immobilising her arms and legs, the puffy swell of her fingers, he couldn’t begin to imagine the beating she must have taken. Let alone the pain she must be in. Although there was a morphine drip, in her current state she’d have to ask the nurse to administer it.

‘Not you, Charlie. If anyone fucked up it’s me and Kirsty.’ McLean stepped closer to the bed, putting himself in a position where the constable could see him without having to move her head. Not that she could have seen much, although she had managed to identify him. ‘I won’t bother asking how you’re feeling right now. Just good to know you’re still with us.’

‘Aye. An’ you should see the other guy.’ McKenzie coughed, fell silent and seemed to zone out for a while. McLean could hardly blame her. He was surprised she could speak at all given her injuries. The nurse bustled around for a few moments longer, then left the room without a word.

‘Don’t stay too long, Tony,’ Dr Wheeler said as she made to follow the nurse. ‘She needs rest. A lot of it.’

‘I know. I won’t. Promise. I just wanted to be a familiar face when she woke up.’

The doctor said nothing to that, but she did give him the faintest dip of the head before leaving the room. Only once it had closed completely did PC McKenzie speak again.

‘Didn’t bring me any grapes, did you?’

‘Knew there was something I’d forgotten. Sorry. Maybe next time, aye?’

‘Hold you to it.’

The constable lapsed into silence again, her eyes closed. A single tear leaked from one puffy eyelid and slid down her bruised cheek. McLean was about to leave, thinking she had gone to sleep, when she spoke again, barely a whisper this time.

‘He didnae say a word. Whole time he was beatin’ on me an’ he didnae say a word.’

‘You remember?’ McLean tried to make it a simple question, but he wasn’t sure if he managed to keep the incredulity out of his voice.

‘Every single moment, sir. Jumped me on my way home. No’ my real home, ken? The flat we set up for the op. So fast he was, an’ strong.’ Another tear slid down the constable’s face, the movement behind her closed eyelids jerky as she relived what must have been minutes of sheer terror. ‘Thought he was gonnae kill me, right enough. Think he mebbe would’ve, ken? It was like he was on something. Roids or worse. Outta control. You ever hear your own bones snap, sir?’

As it happened, McLean had. He didn’t say so though. It wasn’t the sort of question that needed an answer.

‘How did you get away?’ he asked instead.

McKenzie made to shake her head, winced both at the pain and the restraints that held her motionless. ‘That’s the thing, sir. I didnae. I was done. Makin’ my peace wi’ the world. An’ that’s when he strolls up, calm as you please.’

‘He strolls up? How do you mean? The man who was beating you up? I thought he was deranged. On something.’

‘No’ him.’ The constable screwed her eyes closed again. ‘He was . . . I don’t know. It was like he’d just switched off. No, the other one. Must’ve been watching all along. Last thing I remember ’fore I black oot was him standing over me wi’ his hands in his pockets. Had a light in his eyes, ken? An’ a smile as pure evil. He said “tell them I’ll always know”. An’ he said my name. My undercover identity and then my real name. Last thing I remember was him snapping his fingers. The guy who’d been beating me kind’ve woke up then, like he was a puppet or somethin’. An that’s the last I knew till I woke up in here.’

Tell them I’ll always know. The words sent a shiver of unease down McLean’s spine as much as the strange details of the beating. He could see that PC McKenzie had desperately needed to tell someone what had happened to her, and now that she had carried out that task she was falling into unconsciousness. He would have been happy to let her slip away, let her begin the long slow journey back to some semblance of health. But there was one small detail he was missing.

‘The man who spoke to you,’ he said. ‘Did you recognise him?’

The words were so quiet and slurred, he had to lean in close to hear them. Even so, there was no doubt in his mind he knew what McKenzie said as she drifted into oblivion.

‘Quinn. It was Malachi Quinn.’

PC McKenzie’s words were still going around in his head as McLean parked his car outside the coach house later that evening. Stepping from the cool of the car’s interior out into the still oppressive heat of the day’s end, it felt like the world was pressing down on him. How many weeks had this heatwave lasted now? Well over a month, it seemed like. They certainly hadn’t seen so much as a drop of rain in far too long. The grass had turned brown, and even the mature trees showing signs of distress. In the steep-sided glen of the Hermitage down below the house, the Braid burn had turned into little more than a dried-out run of rocks and pebbles. A blocking high pressure zone was what the weather forecasters kept on calling it. Something to do with the jet stream perhaps. Whatever the reason, it put everyone on edge. The city at boiling point, just waiting for something to explode.

Inside, the kitchen windows had been thrown wide open to let in any hint of a breeze. As he pulled out a chair and shoved his briefcase onto it, two pairs of slit yellow eyes surveyed him with ill-disguised fury from the rug in front of the Aga. It had been turned off for at least three weeks now, too much heat to bear even for the cats. Not that they would agree.

Leaving them to their discontent, he took himself through to the library, where soft murmurs of conversation suggested Emma was not alone. That either meant their American neighbour was back in town or Madame Rose had dropped by. Neither option filled him with much joy at the end of what had been a long, hard day, but when he stepped into the room it was to find someone else entirely sat on the sofa.

‘Thought I heard the door.’ Emma stood up and crossed the room to give him a hug before McLean could say anything. He enjoyed her closeness and the scent of her for a moment before she pulled away.

‘You remember Tallulah, don’t you?’ she said as the other woman stood. Tall, perhaps a little over six feet, she wore a pair of lightweight cargo shorts and loose-fitting T-shirt. Sensible clothing given the cloying heat, it left no doubt as to how skinny she was. Her arms and legs were both unusually thin and long, her hands larger than might be expected, fingers long and slim. She slumped in on herself in a way McLean had seen Lofty Blane do, as if embarrassed by her height and not wishing to draw attention to herself. Perhaps her angular face with its high cheekbones, thin nose and shock of ruddy-brown hair had brought her too much attention as a child and she’d grown up self-conscious.

‘Yes, of course. You’re Em’s new chauffeur. How could I forget?’

‘Honestly, Tony. I give up.’ Emma rolled her eyes more theatrically than any ham actor. ‘Tally’s not my chauffeur and you know it.’

The joke had perhaps worn a little thin, McLean knew. He’d met the young woman only a couple of times before, and that only briefly as she picked Emma up or dropped her off. An undergrad student in the archaeology department, she was somehow connected to Madame Rose. He’d never got to the bottom of that, perhaps for lack of asking, but she was staying with the medium over the summer while helping out on a new archaeological site on the coast east of the city. Emma had been given the all clear to drive, but still felt happier as a passenger. Tallulah had slipped into that role easily, with the added benefit that she got to borrow the Renault Zoe whenever she wanted.

‘Aye, I know. How’s it all going, out at the dig site?’ McLean gestured for Tallulah to sit back down again before he went off to the cabinet hidden in the bookcase to fetch himself a dram. He held up the bottle to the two women as a peace offering, but they both shook their heads in almost perfect synchrony.

‘Pretty well, actually,’ Emma said. ‘The weather might be a nightmare here in the city, but it’s lovely on the coast. Digging up bones is much more fun when you’re not knee deep in mud, too.’

‘Bones? I thought it was a longship.’

‘Aye, it is. Longship burial. Only at the moment we seem to have the ship but no chieftain. Lots of buried warriors though. Hattie thinks it might be a Viking raiding party that met unexpected resistance.’

McLean listened for a while as Emma recounted the day’s discoveries. It had been a long time since he’d seen her this animated. For a while he’d worried that her stroke had robbed her of everything. It had certainly taken her strength but never her resolve.

‘I should get going.’ Tallulah stood up as the conversation hit a natural pause. ‘It’s late. Rose will be wondering where I’ve got to. And you don’t want me taking up your evening.’

McLean agreed, but was polite enough not to say so. ‘You need a lift anywhere?’ he asked instead.

‘Tally’s taking my car,’ Emma said as she walked the young woman to the door. ‘Going to pick me up first thing tomorrow. It’s quite nice having your own driver. I could get used to it.’

‘Well, give my regards to Rose. It’s been a while.’ McLean raised his glass in their direction but felt no need to see the young woman leave. He settled into his chair, took a sip of the whisky and felt the peaty iodine burn of it on his tongue. The quiet roar of the city filtered in through the open windows as he cast his mind back over the day, recalling his short visit to the hospital. There might be no sign of relief from the heatwave, but he couldn’t help feeling something was going to break soon.
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There’s blood everywhere.

It’s in his hair, his face, his eyes. He can taste it on his tongue, that sharp iron tang he has known too many times before. It’s on the walls around him, on the ground at his blood-smeared feet and splattered over the discarded waste bags narrowing this already tight alley. The stench of death is everywhere, the reek of ruptured entrails and battlefield stink that haunts his dreams.

It wasn’t supposed to end this way. How could it have gone so wrong?

He was tracking the boy, he remembers that much. The scent brought him to the city, but then he was overwhelmed. So many people, crammed so close together and cooking in the terrible heat. How long had he searched, desperate for any hint? Tugged this way and that by the bond that ties him to them all?

A noise distracts him, cuts through the jumble of his thoughts. He is always like this afterwards, when the all-consuming rage subsides and leaves him weak, disoriented. He looks around, appalled by the carnage, though he has seen it all before a thousand times. Easier when it’s the enemy ripped to shreds. Harder when you’ve known the victim since he was a babe.

Move. He has to move. If he stays here someone will see him, and who knows what will happen then.

He walks slowly at first, following the dark alley to a point where it opens. More memories now, a park, people, the scent on some of them. He asked questions, but no one seemed to know. And then his steps had brought him to this place. Was it chance that brought the boy here too? Or something more like fate?

A rumbling noise as a train moves along a nearby track. This city is always noisy, overwhelming senses attuned to a quieter age. He feels the fear grow, not for himself but for any who might discover him. He is not spent yet, not fully freed from the rage. It might stoke again, and then others will die like the boy. The man.

Hard to think. What pushed him to violence? Sent him over the edge. He’d come to talk, perhaps to plead. Release was all he wanted. Release from the centuries of service, and end to the slavery. Was that so much to ask?

He hears the laugh in his mind. The sneer on that face, the boy so like his father. The knowledge then that there would be no release. Not given freely, at least. His last memory, before the madness descended, a hand reaching out to shove him in the chest. Wearing a gold ring. His ring.

Movement in the darkness, the light of torches approaching. He cannot risk losing control again. And so he runs, though he knows not where. Down empty streets, over fences, through gardens and back yards. Faster and faster, not feeling the blows as he bounces off cars, knocks bins flying. He runs until all he knows is running. Towards the sea, towards safety. For him and for any who might stumble into his path.
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The smell hit her before anything else, oozing out of the narrow alleyway on sluggish, heavy air. Detective Inspector Janie Harrison had seen enough crime scenes in her career to prepare her for almost any horror imaginable, but there was something about the stench of death that always put her on edge. It didn’t help that the whole country was in the grip of a heatwave, either. The future they all had to look forward to, as the papers and doomsayers had it. Daytime temperatures in the mid thirties and not much less than that during the long, windless nights that had been fun for a short while but four weeks on had more than outstayed its welcome. Anything dead was going to rot fast in this heat.

‘It’s a messy one, J. Might want to use one of these.’ Already kitted up in full white overalls, Dr Manda Parsons, senior forensic scientist and also Janie’s flatmate, handed her a plastic bag. Inside, a set of the good protective gear, not the cheap paper disposables that were usually given to the detectives.

‘Cheers, Manda.’ Janie took the bag and tore it open, started clambering into the heavy overalls. They fitted better than the disposable paper ones too, but she found herself sweating before she’d even got them half on. A sensible person would have stripped down to underwear first. A quick look around showed how unwise that would have been though. Too many other police officers for one thing, a few locals come to gawk from the other side of the cordon, cameras held aloft to catch anything that might raise their social media profile. The last thing Janie needed was to be seen on the news in her undies. She was a senior officer. A certain level of decorum was expected.

They had all congregated in an area of rough grass along the old Innocent Railway cycle path to Joppa. On one side, scrubby bushes gave way to a few trees, some playing fields or park, and a fairly modern housing estate, high wooden fences screening small gardens from passing cyclists and less energetic types. On the other side, a long brick wall was split by an alley leading to the road. Not much more than a close, really. Wide enough for two people to walk side by side, but not for a car or van to get down. Janie didn’t know the area well, but she was fairly sure there were old industrial units and storage lots on the other side of the walls, with no access to them from the cycle path anywhere nearby. A quiet suburb of the city, not a bad place to live or work. Apart from the smell.

Forensics had already marked off a clear path from the collected vans to the actual scene of the crime. She followed it into the relative shade, one hand instinctively going to her face as the stench thickened. Manda had thrust a mask on her as she’d set off, and now she understood why. Even though it was still early, the sun had cooked the air until it was like an oven.

Rubbish bags piled up against the walls on either side, narrowing the alley even further. Ahead of her, Janie saw three figures in white overalls, recognised one as her other flatmate. Cerys Powell was assistant to the pathologist Dr Tom MacPhail, who was crouched down looking at something with a worried frown on his face. The third member of the party held an expensive camera, which meant Janie knew what she was, if not who.

‘Ah, Detective Inspector. Janie. I wondered who might turn up for this.’ Dr MacPhail levered himself upright carefully. Cerys held out a hand to steady him as he wobbled slightly on the marked path. There really wasn’t room for three people in among the bin bags, and Janie made it four. No, five, she reminded herself. That was why she was here, after all. She looked down to where the pathologist had been staring, and then immediately wished she hadn’t.

Without the certain knowledge that this was what remained of a human being, she might not have been sure. There was skin, glistening white bone and darkest red blood. Coils of viscera looped over bin bags like the worst kind of makeshift plumbing. For a long while Janie could only see one hand, and for longer yet she couldn’t work out what was wrong with what she was seeing. Apart from everything, but that hand in particular. Then it clicked, and with it came a clenching in her stomach she had to fight hard to control.

She had assumed the corpse lay on its back, given the open stomach. Hard to be certain as it had no head or legs, but she had thought the one arm thrown out almost casually was at least still attached at the shoulder. Had it been, then the hand would have been facing the other way, surely.

‘I . . .’ She swallowed back the bile that wanted to come up with the word. ‘I don’t know where to start. What the hell is this?’

As she spoke, Janie let her gaze move away from the torso to take in more of the scene. Rookie error to be distracted that way. Always start at the edges and work your way in. Wasn’t that what McLean said?

‘This is a young man,’ Dr MacPhail said, then gave a little cough into his mask. Janie felt better for her own unruly stomach if even the professionals were struggling.

‘At least, I’m fairly sure it’s a young man. The build of the shoulders is suggestive of youth, certainly male. The amount of blood and the displacement of the limbs suggests the victim was . . . attacked here. They were alive when it started. I don’t imagine for very long afterwards.’

Janie was about to ask what the pathologist meant by ‘displacement’, since she had only noticed the one arm so far. Almost at the same time, she saw a bloody foot, several toes missing, poking out from under a sagging bin bag a couple of metres further into the close. Her gaze rose up the pile of rubbish to take in a second arm, ripped from the socket at the shoulder. And then further up, something smaller. An oblong shape, matted black hair and something palely gleaming in the shadows.

‘Is that . . .?’ She pointed. The pathologist followed the line drawn by her shaking finger, still for a moment as he stared into the gloom. Janie knew the answer by the droop of his shoulders and the long, slow exhalation of a sigh.

‘Aye. I reckon it is.’

The crowd of onlookers had grown considerably by the time Janie emerged from the gloomy close and out into the sunlight. More uniforms had arrived and were doing their best to hold back the masses, but she would have been happier with them all much further away. Or going about their business and leaving the police to theirs, although she knew that was never going to happen.

‘What’s the situation, boss?’ Detective Constable Cass Mitchell approached from the cluster of forensic vans and squad cars that had somehow made it onto the cycle path. She held a disposable coffee cup and handed it over without being asked.

‘Grim.’ Janie popped off the lid, slipped her face mask down around her neck and took a deep sniff of the steam rising off the surface. It helped to mask the clinging odour of rot and death, but couldn’t hope to banish it altogether.

‘That bad, huh?’

‘Worse. It’s like an abattoir in there. Poor sod was ripped to pieces.’ Janie took a swig of coffee, almost spitting it out when she realised it was scalding hot still. At least the tears it brought to her eyes helped to wash away some of the grit. ‘You speak to the first on scene?’

‘Aye. PCs Wanner and Forshaw.’ Mitchell turned briefly to indicate a cluster of uniform officers beside a squad car a little further along the cycle path. ‘Responding to a call from a dog walker. Why’s it always dog walkers who find this stuff? Would put me right off owning one.’

Janie smiled at the attempted humour. Christ alone knew she needed something to take her mind off what she’d just seen. ‘Dog walker still here?’

‘No, she was in quite a state. Wee dog only went and fetched the poor lad’s hand out of the vennel there. Brought it back to her half-chewed.’

‘Jesus. You’re kidding, right?’ Janie shook her head as she spoke, knowing full well that Mitchell wouldn’t joke about something like that. ‘Where are they now?’

‘One of the constables has taken her home. They’ll wait with her till Family Liaison arrive. We’ve got the address, asked her not to speak to anyone else until you’ve had a chat. Unless you want me to talk to her?’

Janie checked her watch. Still a few hours of morning left, she had a feeling they were going to be long ones. ‘Is it far?’

‘Other side of the park there, according to the map.’ Mitchell held up her phone, the telltale graphics centred on their current location, a pin a little to the south. Janie looked past her, along the line of the cycle path away from the city centre.

‘We can both go and see her in a bit, but we need to get this scene under control first. I want the cordon to go back at least two hundred metres either way, and we might have to see about closing up the park until we’ve been able to go over it. We’ll need to start on door-to-doors with all these houses nearby, and that’s just this side.’ Janie turned as she spoke, her gaze finally coming to rest on the narrow entrance to the alley. ‘Please tell me there’s a cordon at the other end already.’

‘There’s a cordon at the other end already,’ Mitchell said, deadpan. ‘It’s blocked off with a wee gate, but that’s no great obstacle. Jessica’s up there with a couple of uniforms. I’ll get these people moved further back, and put a call in to the council about the park. I don’t imagine it’ll be popular, mind. Weather like this, everyone wants to be outside.’

Janie began to suggest that maybe they could all walk a little further to Portobello beach, and then maybe keep on walking into the Forth for all she cared, but a shout from the nearest cordon interrupted her before she could really get started.

‘Detective Inspector Harrison! Can you confirm that a body’s been found in Cutter’s Vennel?’

Janie knew that voice all too well, recognised the wrinkly old face under a mess of thinning grey-white hair, the long leather overcoat left open as her only concession to the relentless heat. Jo Dalgliesh, formerly of the Edinburgh Tribune but now freelance raker of muck for whoever paid the most. She held out an ancient tape recorder, its stubby foam microphone pointed in Janie’s direction, raised a questioning eyebrow and gave a little ‘well, a girl’s got to try’ shrug.

‘Is it really called Cutter’s Vennel?’ Janie asked under her breath, a nod in the direction of the narrow alley as she glanced at Mitchell. The detective constable peered at her phone, still showing the map of the area, pinched at the image to enlarge it.

‘Aye, so it is. Seems a bit on the nose, right enough.’

‘You’re telling me.’ Janie took another swig of coffee, cooler now and almost as bitter as she felt. ‘Forensics are going to be here a while. You go and get some of these uniforms to move everyone back so they can get on with their job, aye? Then go have a word with the dog walker, get a full statement if you can.’

Mitchell nodded, slid her phone into her pocket, turned away to do her bidding without a word. Janie took in a deep, steadying breath, then wished she hadn’t as the stench from the close reasserted itself. She hitched her best ‘don’t fuck with me’ smile onto her face, squared her shoulders, and went to give a statement to the press.
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The sun hung bright in the morning sky despite the early hour. McLean was glad of the efficient air conditioning in his new car as he navigated the morning traffic and headed east out of the city. At least he was going against the rush hour flow, although far too many other drivers seemed to have the same idea.

Emma fidgeted in the seat beside him. Normally a quiet passenger, the morning’s disruption had upset what had become a routine in recent weeks, and the change was telling.

‘I’m sorry to put you to all this bother,’ she said for the third or fourth time since they’d set off. ‘Should probably have driven myself. I can, really. Just some mornings it feels a bit much.’

‘It’s OK, Em. I don’t mind. Gives me a chance to get to grips with this new thing.’ McLean flexed his hands on the steering wheel, glanced at the modern version of the Biscione emblem, the small child being eaten alive by a serpent. It was good to be back in an Alfa Romeo after too long borrowing Emma’s little Renault Zoe. ‘Gives me a chance to have a wee nosey at this new excavation you’ve been bending my ear about for the past month too. Viking longship burial, wasn’t it?’

‘That’s the main feature, far as we can tell. But there’s a lot more to it than that. There’s some kind of settlement, and a lot of other burials alongside the longship. Quite how it’s remained undiscovered for so long I’ve no idea. I guess the changing weather patterns are showing up all sorts of things that have been hidden for centuries now.’

It was hard to argue with that, given the cloudless sky and bright sun, harbinger of yet another impossibly hot day. Edinburgh had its fair share of good weather it was true, but this solid month of no rain and ever-building heat was unprecedented. Not even 1976 had been this dry, according to the experts. He’d been too young then to really remember it, that whole year turned gloomy by his being sent off to boarding school in England.

‘Any idea why your chauffeur cancelled?’ McLean asked, knowing it would get a rise.

‘Tallulah’s not my chauffeur, Tony. You know that.’

The plan had been for the young woman to pick Emma up first thing and drive her out to the dig site. Except that despite her having seemed fine the previous evening, Rose had called to say Tallulah was unwell. Emma had dithered between driving herself, something she’d been given the all clear to do but still struggled with some days, or staying at home. McLean had a budget strategy meeting scheduled for later in the morning, so had leapt at the potential excuse to be late.

New car, it took him a moment longer than usual to locate the clock hidden away on the large screen that dominated the dashboard. Still plenty of time to get to Gullane and back, more was the pity.

‘Is she going to be OK?’ he asked. ‘Not like her to be sick.’

‘Sure she’ll be fine. Rose said it’s just a migraine. We all get them, you know. Especially us ladies.’

McLean took the hint and shut up, concentrating on piloting the little electric car along the increasingly narrow lanes to their destination. All things considered, it didn’t take long, although he needed a bit of direction to get to the makeshift car park that had been set up for the archaeological dig.

Two things hit him as he climbed out of the comfortable driving seat. First was the heat, even this early in the day. Like opening the oven when the bread’s baked, the contrast between air-conditioned cool and jungle-like hot and muggy was extreme. He felt the sweat start to bead on his scalp almost instantly.

The second was the quiet. Far from the omnipresent rumble of the city, the loudest noise here was the distant wash of the surf on a beach far away, the occasional screech of a gull no doubt complaining about the weather.

‘The main site’s away over the dunes there, but there’s a second area closer by if you want a quick look.’ Emma clunked the passenger door closed and set off in the direction of a large tent, much like the sort of thing McLean recalled from his brief stint in the Boy Scouts. She’d come dressed for the beach, in lightweight cotton shorts and a short-sleeved top, but wore heavy boots with thick socks rolled down to reveal stick-thin legs. She pulled a wide-brimmed hat out of a large tote bag, stuck it on her head and handed the bag to McLean to carry. ‘Come on. I’ll introduce you to the crew.’

McLean’s sole experience of archaeological dig sites, other than watching Time Team on the telly, had been the work done on the tram line extension from the city centre down to Leith, where the line had passed through what had once been part of the graveyard for the old South Leith Parish Kirk. Since that experience had involved him being unconscious and placed at the bottom of a deep pit in preparation for being buried alive, he wasn’t exactly all that keen to go and visit more graves, ancient or otherwise. Still, this was Emma’s thing now, and it had been a long time since he’d seen her so enthusiastic.

‘We think this is a Pictish settlement,’ she said as she led him across a wide area that had been denuded of topsoil and sectioned up into pits of varying depth and size. ‘That in itself is unusual for this area. They’re mostly confined to the north-east and the top parts of Fife.’

McLean made a non-committal noise, concentrating on the path through the dig site rather than any particular pit. He knew from experience of crime scenes how prickly the experts could get if you upset their work, and the last thing he wanted to do was tumble into a hole.

‘The really serious stuff is over the rise there.’ Emma pointed at the sky beyond a marram-grass-covered sand dune. ‘That’s where we’ve found most of the bodies.’

‘Bodies?’ McLean made the mistake of looking in the direction indicated, found himself staring almost directly into the sun. He turned away swiftly but the blotch of negative space in his vision followed him, momentarily banishing everything else from sight.

‘Well, skeletons. You know what I mean. Nothing to worry your team about. They’ve been under these dunes more than a thousand years. Maybe twelve hundred.’

Still blinking and half-blind, McLean was about to say how much of a relief it was to know that, but his phone jangled away in his pocket before he could speak. One of those ringtones he couldn’t ignore, he pulled out the handset and thumbed it on. Detective Superintendent Ritchie’s voice came through loud and clear despite their remote setting.

‘Morning, Tony. You going to be in soon?’

‘Hi, Kirsty. Didn’t think the strategy meeting was until later.’ He checked his watch, most of the face still blotted out by a sun-shaped glow. ‘Something come up?’

‘Aye, you could say that. Janie’s away at an incident near The Jewel that looks like it’s going to be nasty. Dead body for sure, possibly violent homicide by the sound of things, so we’ll be having a MIT meeting as soon as.’

McLean looked up to see Emma staring at him with that expression she always wore when work interfered with their lives. He shrugged his shoulders by way of apology.

‘I’m out at Gullane right now, Kirsty. I’ll get on the road right away, but it’s rush hour so I might be a while.’

‘Gullane? What on earth are you doing out there? Swimming at Porty beach not good enough?’

McLean smiled at the joke, although there wasn’t much to laugh about. There was never a good time to find a dead body, but throw in a city trapped in a heatwave and filled to bursting with festival and fringe tourists and you had a recipe for almost certain disaster.

‘I’ll tell you when I get back to the station,’ he said. ‘On my way now.’

‘Drop by my office when you get in, can you, Tony? There’s something else I need to talk to you about. A wee bit delicate. Not something I want to discuss on the phone.’

That raised an eyebrow. Detective Superintendent Ritchie wasn’t known for being all cloak and dagger, although her major role liaising between Police Scotland and the National Crime Agency meant her security clearance was way above McLean’s these days.

‘Now you’ve got me intrigued,’ he said. ‘I’ll get there as quickly as possible.’

‘Let me guess. Something’s come up?’ Emma asked as he slid the phone back into his pocket.

‘What gave it away? Sorry, Em. Sounds like it’s going to be a long day. You want me to get someone to come out and collect you later?’

Emma took a single step to close the distance between them, pulled him into a hug and gave him a light peck on the cheek. She smelled warm, as if she’d been in the sun for hours rather than minutes. At that moment he could think of nothing better than spending the entire day with her, grubbing around in the sandy dirt for clues to a thousand-year-old mystery. No lives at stake, no politicians demanding the impossible. Nothing but the satisfaction of puzzling something out for the sheer thrill of it. Bliss.

‘It’s OK.’ Emma released him, breaking the magic. ‘Hattie’s due out later. I’ll get a lift home from her. Or if not, then there’s the bus that brings all the students out. Should be room for one extra.’

‘You’re sure?’ He couldn’t stop himself from asking, even though he knew it would annoy her.

‘Sure I’m sure. Now go. Solve crimes. Arrest the bad guys. I’ll be fine.’
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Against all the odds, McLean made it back into the city in good time. There was a definite buzz about the place as he walked through the station and took the stairs up to the top floor. Detective Superintendent Ritchie’s office was right next to his own, so he wasted no time, tapping on the open doorframe to alert her to his presence.

‘That was quick.’ Ritchie looked up from a desk unusually cluttered with folders and other paperwork. She folded her laptop closed, pushed her chair back and stood up, indicating they both take a seat at the conference table across the room.

‘New car,’ McLean said, although in truth he’d not broken the speed limit all the way.

‘Aye, I heard you’d got yourself another Alfa. One of those newfangled electric ones, isn’t it?’ Ritchie went to the sideboard where a coffee filter machine stood, poured two mugs full and brought them over. ‘Doesn’t that kind of go against the spirit of the thing? I remember when you used to whizz about in that old classic. Sounded great.’

McLean knew that Ritchie wasn’t particularly interested in cars. This preamble meant she was psyching herself up to ask him for something. Or give him some bad news.

‘What’s up, Kirsty? It can’t be this dead body or you’d have the rest of the senior detectives in here already.’

‘Aye, they’re on their way.’ Ritchie checked her watch briefly, glanced to the open door. ‘No, it’s about PC McKenzie. Charlene.’

The chill that ran down McLean’s back had nothing to do with the air conditioning in the office. It struggled to cope with even slightly warm days, let alone the relentless sun they’d been having lately.

‘Is she . . .?’ He found he couldn’t finish the question.

‘She had a relapse late last night. They put her back into an induced coma. No indication as to how long for, or even if she’ll come back out of it.’

‘But she was . . . I spoke to her . . . Thought she was going to be OK.’

‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. So far you’re the only person who’s spoken to her since she was found dumped outside her station. I’ve read your report about that, but is there anything you can add?’

‘You mean other than that she told me it was Malachi Quinn who did it?’ McLean reached for his coffee mug only to find as he picked it up that his hand was shaking. He could picture PC McKenzie in his mind, the details of her visible injuries all too clear as he bent close to hear her weak and faltering voice. ‘Have we brought him in for questioning yet?’

‘It’s an option, but to be honest, right now we don’t actually know where he is.’

‘Not got him under surveillance?’

Ritchie picked up her own coffee. Her hand was steady, McLean noticed, but she held the mug in front of her without drinking. A prop then, or a shield against professional embarrassment.

‘We did have him under surveillance, or at least we tried. Slippery bugger always seems to know when we’re watching him though. I don’t think we’ve ever had eyes on him continuously for longer than about twenty-four hours.’

‘That’s what Charlene said he told her. “Tell them I’ll always know” were her exact words. How the hell can he know all our operational secrets? Who’s telling him? Is he hacking our systems?’

It was going over old ground, McLean knew, but he couldn’t help himself. There was something about the way McKenzie had seemed battered but determined to recover. And now she was in a coma. Being kept alive by machines.

‘Well, the simple fact of it is we’ve got nothing on him except your report. That’s good enough for me, but it’s not going to cut it with a judge if we want a warrant to search his house, his ship or anything else. If we can find him, we’ll bring him in for questioning, but he’ll be lawyered up before he’s even in the front door.’

‘Christ, what a shitshow.’ McLean slumped back in his seat, voices in the corridor outside heralding the arrival of yet more problems.

‘Aye, I know. And you’ve more important things to worry about right now, Tony.’ Ritchie put down her mug, stood up to greet the new arrivals. ‘But don’t worry. I’m not letting this go.’

The meagre assembly around the conference table reminded McLean of how much things had changed over the years. Joining him and Ritchie, a detective inspector, two detective sergeants and two detective constables made for a very small team compared to some investigations he’d headed up in the past. True, there were other teams, and a large pool of uniform and admin staff from which to draw the extra manpower they would most certainly need, but this went some way towards explaining why they were all so tired and stressed all the time.

There should have been more DCs, of course. At least one, but better yet three or four. The shadow of DC Connor Fairley still hung over the Edinburgh Major Investigation Team though, and despite the months since his death no one had yet been found to replace him.

‘You’ve been at the scene, Janie. Can you bring us all up to speed?’

Across the table from him, Detective Inspector Harrison swallowed a mouthful of coffee and put her mug down. She had spread out a series of photographs in front of her, but nobody really wanted to look at them.

‘It’s a mess,’ she said, and then paused for long enough that McLean thought she might have done with her summary. Going by the images he’d seen, that would have been fair enough, if a little unhelpful.

‘Far as we can tell, sometime in the early hours of the morning a young man was brutally murdered in a narrow alley just off the Innocent Railway called Cutter’s Vennel.’

‘Really?’ Detective Sergeant Jay Stringer asked the question, although they had all thought it.

‘Really was he murdered, Jay? Or really is it called Cutter’s Vennel?’ Harrison shook her head once, slowly. ‘I know, it’s a bit on the nose, but that’s what the place is called. As yet we’ve no ID on the victim. Not going to be easy, either, given that he’s been quite literally ripped apart. We’ve not found anything as useful as a wallet on him, but forensics are at the scene and Tom MacPhail’s scheduled a post-mortem for tomorrow morning.’

‘Can’t do it any sooner?’ Ritchie asked.

‘I asked that, but no. It’ll take long enough just to sort out the body parts into some semblance of order. Work out whether there’s anything missing.’ Harrison swallowed again, even though she had drunk no coffee this time. ‘When I say it was nasty, I mean it. I’ve seen a few horrible RTAs in my time and trust me, this was far worse. Like he’d been torn apart by dogs or something.’

‘Is that an angle we need to pursue?’ McLean asked. ‘Maybe not dogs, but something?’

‘I’ve already called up the zoo,’ Detective Constable Jessica Bryant said. ‘They’re asking around about any escapees. Got someone who works with the forensics teams too, so we’ll know soon enough if this was the work of some wild animal.’

‘Good work,’ Ritchie said. ‘Keep on them though. If this is an animal attack, there’ll be panic the moment it gets out.’

McLean suppressed a shudder at the thought. ‘Too much to hope the press won’t get wind of it, I suppose.’

‘I admire your optimism sometimes.’ Ritchie laughed without any mirth. ‘You know as well as I do there’s no hiding things these days. Everyone’s got a camera in their pocket and a direct connection to the rest of the world. It’s managing the story that we need to worry about. How it plays with the top brass and over at Holyrood as much as our friends in the media.’

Ritchie wasn’t wrong, McLean had to admit. Summer in Edinburgh was always a tense time, the city filled with tourists here for the festival and fringe. Add in the heatwave, and everyone was on edge. Anything that might suggest the streets weren’t safe would come straight back to them. Sort it, find who or what’s responsible, make sure it doesn’t happen again or your head will be on the block. Even in the age of instant online news though, it was still the papers that drove the agenda. Politicians tended to pay more attention if the
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