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Christ, but he hates having to use another driver’s rig. The cab stinks for one thing, and there’s something not right about the engine. The brakes aren’t much better than stamping on a block of wood; they make more noise than actually do anything. How it passed its last inspection is anyone’s guess. Bloody typical.

He belches, thumps his fist against his chest as the acid burns. Should have taken more time over breakfast, but then if he’d had more time he wouldn’t have been driving this heap of shit. Hauling slurry from the sewage works over to some helpful farmer to spread over his fields. If people knew what went into their food.

At least there’s satnav, even if it’s an old set with half the screen darkened and scratched. Boss said something about it being a special delivery. Just let them empty the tanks themselves and not ask any questions. Aye, like he ever would. Thirty years driving trucks for the old man and his son, he’s seen it all before. Do the job, get paid, go home. Be better if he didn’t have to drive this piece of shit, though. Dodgy goods are one thing, being expected to drive a crap rig is something else entirely.

Shouldn’t be a long trip, mind. He can give Bill in maintenance a piece of his mind when he gets back. Knock off early after that. Last time he does the boss a favour.

Another belch and flames leap up his throat. Christ what was in that bun? Not like Sheena to serve him a dodgy burger. And the smell’s not helping either. Making his eyes water, so it is. He’s sweating, too. No bloody aircon in this thing. Fucking marvellous. Satnav wants to take him through the town as well. Must know about a balls-up on the city bypass he doesn’t. He’d check the radio for traffic news only that’s one other thing that doesn’t work.

It’s just a job. Be done soon enough and then home. Maybe even get in before Mary’s back. Surprise her for a change. Mind you, the way his luck’s been panning out lately he’d probably find her shagging the postman.

Traffic’s buggered all the way up the Gogar road, buses overtaking each other then pulling into the next stop, holding everyone else up as if there was no rush. Christ, but his chest hurts, and struggling with this ancient truck isn’t making things any easier. Maybe he’ll stop somewhere on the east side and have a kip. Just got to make it through the city centre.

Through the lights and on to the Western Approach Road. Thank fuck the traffic’s easing up. If he can coax this asthmatic engine up above 2,000 revs, maybe he’ll even get to the farm on time. Might even get some air through the cab and clear the foul smell.

Finally picking up speed now. Under the bridge, green all the way. The traffic on Lothian Road is surprisingly light, but even so he’ll have to slow a bit for the corner. Heavy foot on the brake pedal and this time it sinks all the way to the floor. The fuck?

Everything freezes. He can see the cars, delivery vans. Pedestrians just beginning to register something is wrong. Directly ahead, the other side of the junction, a bus stop packed with people. He mashes his foot down on the pedal again and the truck speeds up. Something in his chest bursts as he tries to turn the wheel, stop what he knows is unstoppable.

And now the people are beginning to panic, eyes wide, mouths open in unheard screams. There is only silence as the horror unfolds. No explosion, no rending of metal, no smashing of glass and cracking of bone. He can hear nothing.

Not even the beating of his heart.
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Even as he turned the corner, Detective Inspector Tony McLean knew that there was something wrong. He couldn’t have said how he knew, but the movement of the traffic on Lothian Road and the junction with the Western Approach Road grabbed his attention. Another warm summer morning and the pavements were packed with tourists, workers hurrying to their offices, people of all sorts. Cars and buses filled the road, almost blocking the view. A horn blared loud, shouts of surprise. A truck travelling far too fast shot out of the turning, its engine screaming like a tortured soul. A hundred yards away, all McLean could do was watch as it swerved across the main road, its long tanker trailer jackknifing as it tried to turn. Failed.

A wave of panic swept through the crowd, but it was too late. McLean could only watch in horror as the cab began to tilt, tyres lifted off the road on one side. That was when he saw the bus stop, the people. Knew that they were doomed.

It happened so quickly he could scarcely make sense of it. The cab tipped completely, smashing into the bus stop and scattering people like straw on the wind. Then the trailer rolled over, split open, thousands of litres of something liquid gushing out over the fallen, splashing against the walls of nearby buildings like a tsunami. The noise was oddly muted, a distant smashing of glass and rending of metal that nevertheless brought back horrible memories of the winter as his beloved Alfa Romeo was ripped apart by something unseen and feral. For a moment it was as if the whole world held its breath in silence, unable to believe what had just happened. Then something clicked and the full horror came crashing down.

The truck’s engine was still running, a rear wheel spinning as if it were trying to right itself. Safety railings had ripped open the rusty steel tanker and something noxious was dripping out on to the pavement like poisoned blood. A stench of industrial chemicals hung in the air, hazing it with blue smoke that threatened to explode at any moment. McLean fought back the horror, suppressed the urge to join those fleeing the scene. He pushed against the tide, struggling to get closer, to try and help. In only a few short steps he was through the crowd and into a widening area that cleared around the crash.

Bodies lay like rag dolls on the road, the pavement. The shop window directly behind the bus stop had shattered and a still form lay half in, half out of the display. Glass shards caught the morning sun, some glittering white, others ruby red.

‘Control? There’s a major accident. Corner of Lothian Road and the Western Approach Road.’ McLean approached more slowly now, phone clamped to the side of his face, eyes everywhere as he tried to take it all in. Most of the people had run away, as if they expected something worse to happen. A few still stood close by the upturned truck staring, as if waiting for it. Some even had their smartphones out, and he had no doubt the whole scene would be plastered over the internet soon. If it wasn’t already.

‘Multiple calls coming in on that one, sir. Ambulance and fire services are on their way.’ The young woman at the control centre, miles away beyond the far side of the city, sounded calm and collected. She couldn’t see what he could see.

‘Tell the fire crews they’ll need hazardous-chemical gear.’ McLean coughed before he could get the rest of the sentence out, the pale smoke tickling the back of his throat, a chemical reek that was already giving him a headache. ‘We’re going to need a lot of bodies to clear the area, too. Shut off the Lothian Road from Princes Street to Tollcross.’

‘I take it you’re at the scene, sir.’ Behind the voice, McLean could hear the clattering of keys as the Control operative hammered at her keyboard. A distant siren began to wail, followed by another and another.

‘I am.’ He made an effort to move the gawkers back, concerned the truck might explode at any moment. There were far too many people for his liking, but none dressed in the uniform of Police Scotland officers. ‘Looks like I’m probably first on scene, too. Ah, no. Here we go.’

A fire engine appeared at the end of Princes Street and wound a slow way through the halted traffic, siren giving off the occasional slow ‘whoop’ as if that might somehow magically clear the gridlock. A pair of uniform constables, one talking rapidly into her Airwave set, hurried towards the scene of the accident. McLean ended the call, slipped the phone into his pocket and went to meet them.

‘Jesus Christ. What happened here?’

McLean recognized Constable Carter, formerly Detective Inspector Carter. The female PC, still talking on her Airwave set, was new to him.

‘I’d have thought that would be obvious, Constable. Now, why don’t you see if you can’t get some of these people back, clear some space for the ambulance and fire crews? No idea what’s in that truck, but it might explode at any moment.’

Carter stared at him for perhaps a moment longer than was necessary, but it wasn’t the normal sneer of ill-concealed hostility. The look on the constable’s face was something different, a mixture of barely controlled panic and something else that might have been awe.

‘Constable …?’ McLean turned his attention to the other officer as she clipped the handset for her Airwave back on to its shoulder strap. Behind her he could see the fire engine pulling to a halt beside the overturned truck, the fire crew leaping out and setting to work.

‘Gregor, sir.’

‘Right then, Constable Gregor. You’re in charge of cordoning off the scene. Get these people back as far from the crash as possible. I’ll coordinate with the senior fire officer and any other uniforms who get here before the rapid response unit shows up.’

McLean coughed, tears pricking the corners of his eyes. The smell from the truck almost overpowered him, a mixture of exhaust fumes, sewage and something harsher still. He covered his mouth and nose with one hand as he picked a way through the carnage. Too many bodies lying still, but some were beginning to stir. Where the hell were the ambulances and paramedics?

The truck’s engine coughed once and died. A stillness fell over the scene, not quite utter silence as the city carried on its usual roar, oblivious to the terrible violence that had been meted out on its streets. Then the moaning filtered into his hearing, the quiet whimpers of pain, the sobs of terror and sudden, terrible shrieks of pain.

Closing himself off to the horror as best he could, McLean approached the first body. A young man lay sprawled half on the pavement, half on the road. At first it looked like he was just sleeping, but then McLean saw the pool of dark blood leaching from the back of his head. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves, more normally used for keeping his prints off crime scenes, but just as useful here. The young man’s eyes stared sightlessly at the sky, and he had no pulse when McLean felt at his neck. Gently, he eased the eyelids closed and moved on to the next body.

A young woman sat upright and stared wide-eyed at nothing. One arm hung awkwardly at her side, clearly broken, and as she turned to look at him McLean could see the skin on her face streaked with blood and what looked like burn marks. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.

‘It’s OK,’ he said as he crouched down beside her. ‘I’m a police officer. You’re in shock, looks like your arm’s broken, but you’re going to be OK.’

The stench from the ruptured tanker made it hard to breathe, a dull headache squatting in the back of his brain. Still, McLean worked his way methodically through the crash scene, keeping away from the truck itself but tending to the injured and the fortunate but dazed. Every so often he would pause to see whether any ambulances had turned up, but mostly it was just police and fire crews, a couple of motorcycle paramedics tending to the more seriously injured. Someone had found blankets and begun covering the dead, too. There were far too many.

A young man sat with his back to a railing just a few paces from where the bus stop had once been. Head in hands, he rocked gently backwards and forwards. McLean picked a path through the carnage until he was standing directly in front of him, but the young man didn’t seem to see him.

‘You OK?’ He reached out and touched the man on the shoulder, felt a jolt almost like static. For a moment the sky darkened, a cloud passing overhead. The young man seemed not to notice.

‘Hey. Look at me. You OK?’

Finally the young man looked up, saw him. He still said nothing, and there was something about his face that spoke of unimaginable loss. More even than the shocked reaction to this terrible event. What was his story? Why had he been here? Had he lost someone in all the melee? Slowly, something like understanding softened the fear in the young man’s eyes. He nodded once, indicating that he wasn’t injured. Or at least that was what McLean thought he must mean. Looking at him, he appeared unscathed, at least physically.

‘Stay there. I’ll send one of the paramedics to check you over.’

As he took his hand from the young man’s shoulders, the clouds moved away from the sun and light burst out across the street. McLean stumbled, light-headed for a moment as he searched for someone else to help. Then a woman nearby started screaming for her baby. No one rushed to her aid. They were all too busy dealing with the wounded, the dead, keeping the camera-phone-toting ghouls at bay. Distant sirens played counterpoint to the wailing of the injured, but there were still too few medics there, too few fire crews. Bitter smoke drifted across a scene like a battlefield, and for a moment all he wanted to do was run, flee from the horror unfolding around him. Instead he took as deep a breath as he dared, then set off once more into the fray.
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Jesus Christ. What the fuck just happened? My head’s splitting like the worst of hangovers, mouth feels like something’s crawled in there and died. I’m home, I know that much, but as to how I got here? No idea. Must have been walking on autopilot, dead to the world.

All I can remember is noise, panic, screaming. There was heat, too, like I’d been on the beach all day on the one day of summer we get in this country. Glass breaking, people running in all directions, a man’s face in the windscreen of a truck.

Oh God. No.

I sit too heavily in the rickety old armchair, springs threatening to end any thoughts of being a father I might have had. Some chance, like I’d want to bring a child into this shit-stain of a world. Lifting hands up to my face, I notice for the first time that I’ve got a red scarf draped loosely over my shoulders. Cashmere by the feel of it, ripped at one end. There’s a dampness about it, spots of darker red where something has wetted it. I rub one between finger and thumb, stare at them stupidly when they come up with a thin smear of blood on my skin. Whose scarf is this? It’s not mine. Not my blood either. Whoever it belongs to, it stinks to high heaven of something corrosive, chemical.

My head spins as I stand, walk on unsteady legs to the tiny kitchen. I meant to throw the scarf away, but as I cross the hall so more memories come back. By the time I get to the bin, lid flipped open by a well-placed foot, I’ve pieced enough together that I might even throw myself in there, too.

The lid makes a dull metal clang as I let it fall down, wrap the scarf around my shoulders again and go through the automatic ritual of making myself a mug of coffee. I don’t want to believe what’s just happened, but the pieces are dropping into place now. A crowded bus stop, a truck speeding out of control, tipping in slow motion onto people too slow, too wrapped up in their earphone cocoons, too unlucky to even notice. And I’m reaching my arms out to embrace a stranger, a young woman with long blonde hair and a face I last saw as a child. She has a scarf around her neck, red cashmere despite the summer warmth, and she has a name.

Maddy.

Oh Christ. Maddy.
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‘You all right, sir?’

McLean startled at the words. He had been staring into the middle distance, seeing the slow motion of traffic at the end of Princes Street as it was diverted away from the junction on to Lothian Road. The recovery operation was running smoothly now, the clean-up process well underway as the professionals got on with the jobs they had been trained for. He probably should have left them to it long since, but the fact he’d been first on the scene meant all the uniforms had come to him for instructions. There had been a task to complete and he had thrown himself into it utterly. Now it was done, he was left with a feeling of disconnection, as if he’d been away from the world awhile and was only just returning.

‘Sorry?’ He turned to see Constable Gregor standing close by. Her gaze suggested she was trying to work out what he’d been staring at, and he wondered just how long he’d been lost in his thoughts.

‘It’s just. Well, you looked a bit zoned out there, sir. Can’t say I blame you, what with all this.’ She shook her head gently from side to side as if not wanting to see the carnage. ‘Reckon I’ll have nightmares for months, and I’ve just been working the cordon.’

As she spoke, so McLean felt the weariness wash over him, pricked around the edges with a headache that might have been dehydration or might have been the noxious fumes that had burned off the overturned tanker truck until the fire crews had arrived with their foam. The smell was still there, rasping the back of his throat.

‘It’s … I don’t really know.’ Talking hurt, a soreness that reminded McLean of the early stages of the flu, and he had a raging thirst. He tried to scan the area for the mobile incident truck that always turned up at things like this, then stopped as his vision dimmed. ‘Anyone got a brew on, do you know?’

Gregor had been reaching out to give him a steadying hand, but she turned on one heel and pointed to a café a short way up the road. A gaggle of uniforms clustered around its doorway; no other customers this side of the cordon.

‘Luigi’s been keeping us all fed and watered. Don’t think he’s taking any money off anyone either. There’s not many’d be so generous.’

McLean nodded. Tragedy brought out the best in some people. He set off towards the café, then stopped, remembering something.

‘The young lad over there by the railings. He get checked out by the paramedics?’ As he spoke, so he turned to look for the man. He’d seen him, hadn’t he? It had the quality of a dream, but he was fairly sure of it. White-faced and wide-eyed with shock, sitting with his back to the low wall and railings, curled in on himself but unhurt. How he’d survived unscathed in the middle of such carnage, McLean couldn’t know. Must have had the luck of the gods with him.

‘Young lad?’ Gregor looked around the pavement. Only the dead remained, covered with blankets to protect what dignity they had left from the prying eyes of the press. Helicopters had been circling overhead like vultures within minutes of the crash. ‘Don’t recall anyone, but the walking wounded were all shipped off as soon as possible.’

McLean shook his head, then wished he hadn’t as a wave of pain broke over him. Too much of that smoke fogging his thoughts. Christ, he really needed that tea. A shower, too, probably. The chance of that happening any time soon was minimal.

‘You’re right. He’s not here, so he’s either gone to the hospital or home. Either way I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

‘Where the bloody hell have you been, McLean? Don’t you ever answer your phone?’

Not exactly how he’d been hoping to be greeted, but McLean wasn’t entirely surprised. Cadging a lift across town from the crash scene in a squad car had meant he’d been able to check his phone, the endless messages and texts from his new boss. Chief Superintendent Tom Forrester wasn’t a bad officer, really. A far cry from Brooks and a breath of fresh air compared to Duguid, but his Glaswegian accent sounded alien in this most Edinburgh of stations. That he was uniform rather than Specialist Crime Division had changed the dynamic in the team even more. Then again, the fallout from the Chalmers case was always going to be messy, and McLean couldn’t blame the Chief Constable for bringing in someone he knew and trusted to steady the ship.

‘Major incident over at Tollcross, sir. Didn’t Control notify you?’

Forrester pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger as if trying to staunch a heavy nosebleed. McLean was growing accustomed to the gesture now, knew that it meant the man was trying to suppress his natural tendency to the sarcastic.

‘Are we so short-staffed that uniform have to go stealing inspectors from plain clothes now?’

‘Sorry, sir. It’s just that I was first on the scene. Accident over the other side of town tied up most of the ambulances and paramedics, so I stayed to help with triage until they got there.’ McLean hadn’t really processed the incident until he said the words. He’d been so busy he’d been blissfully forgetful of the horrible noise of the crash, the screams of the injured and dying. ‘Actually, I was there when it happened.’

Something in Forrester’s features softened. He still looked like a rat in a black uniform, but a kindly rat who might only chew at your dead fingers rather than gnaw out your sightless eyeballs.

‘Fuck are you doing back here, then? You should be at home, man. Look like you could do with a shower and a change of clothes if nothing else.’

McLean shrugged. He’d thought about knocking off early, but there was the small matter of an investigation into counterfeit goods he was meant to be co-ordinating with Trading Standards and HMRC that was going nowhere precisely because it was split between three different organizations. That was a meeting that would have to be rescheduled. If they’d even noticed he’d not turned up.

‘Control’s already handed over the preliminary investigation to me. Thought I’d get things in motion before the anti-terrorism squad get here. Set up a meeting with the senior officers and take it from there.’

‘Anti …’ Forrester had been standing in the doorway that led through from the front of the station to the ground floor admin offices and the nicer interview rooms. Now he stepped into the reception area, letting the security door click closed behind him. His face was a picture of thoughts cascading into place like a landslide. ‘You think this is a terrorist attack?’

‘My gut says no, but we can’t ignore the possibility. Tanker truck took the corner from the Western Approach Road on to the Lothian Road too fast. Could have been deliberate, could have been an accident. Driver’s dead, along with at least fifteen others.’

All the blood had drained out of Forrester’s face. His mouth hung slightly open, eyes staring into the distance as the implications began to mount up. ‘Fifteen?’

‘At least. I’d be very surprised if that figure didn’t go up by the end of the day. It was carnage sir, and that’s another problem.’

‘Another?’

‘Press were there in minutes. There’s been a helicopter hovering over the scene all morning. And you know what people are like. Everyone with a phone was taking pictures, filming the whole thing. We did our best to contain it, but there’s going to be footage all over the internet already.’

Forrester leaned against the wall beside the security door, drumming his fingers against the fake wood, thinking fast. ‘The scene’s secure now, though?’

‘Fire crews are still dealing with the truck, paramedics have done what they can. We’ve at least a hundred uniform officers keeping the public away. More being drafted in from the regions. Surprised no one told you already, sir.’ McLean glanced at the clock above the unmanned reception booth. ‘It’s been three hours since it happened.’

Forrester pushed himself away from the wall, turned and tapped out the code to unlock the security door. ‘I’ve been in strategy meetings all day. They told me there’d been an incident, but it was under control. Think I might have to have words. Come.’

McLean followed the chief superintendent as he strode past the admin offices and up the stairs. The station felt empty, almost like school at the end of term. Hardly surprising given how many constables and sergeants had been drafted in to deal with the crash. He’d assumed that Forrester was leading him up to his office on the third floor, but instead the chief superintendent headed for the CID room. It wasn’t much busier than the corridor outside.

‘At ease, Constable.’ Forrester waved down Detective Constable Harrison before she could stand. Looming over her like a giant, Detective Constable Blane was the only other person in the room. ‘Where is everybody?’

Harrison tapped twice at her keyboard, blanking out the screen before answering. ‘DCI McIntyre’s over at Fettes today, sir. She’s got DC Stringer and DS Laird with her. DI Ritchie’s up in Perthshire on Operation Fenton. Not sure what the other teams are up to but there was a big briefing this morning and then everyone left. Oh, and there was a traffic accident over Lothian Road way. All the uniforms …’ She trailed off, eyes widening as she saw McLean standing behind the chief superintendent.

Forrester let out a weary sigh. He’d only been in charge a few months, but McLean could guess the pressure he was under. Dropped in from on high to clear up the mess left by his predecessor, dealing with the twin demands of uniform and plain clothes in a station that was seriously undermanned and with a budget under constant review. It couldn’t have been much fun.

‘OK. Get in touch with everyone you can. I want them back here as soon as possible. Senior officers’ meeting at four. Press conference at half five.’ He turned to McLean. ‘Tony, I’ll need a full briefing for everyone, then. As much detail as possible.’

McLean suppressed his own weary sigh, instead just nodded his understanding. What he wanted to do was go home and stand under the shower for the rest of the day. No chance of that happening any time soon.
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Police have cordoned off the area and are keeping the public well away. Reports of toxic fumes suggest this may be the first terrorist attack on Scottish soil since the Glasgow Airport bomb in 2007. As this footage from a member of the public shows, fire crews in full hazmat gear –

McLean clicked off the television that hung from the wall in the corner of his office, dropped the remote onto his desk. He wasn’t sure he liked this new room, two floors up and at the front of the building rather than the pokey-wee broom cupboard he’d used for so many years. It was on the way to too many other places for one thing, the major-incident rooms and the chief superintendent’s office among them. People dropped in all the time, which was both distracting and disconcerting.

On the other hand it was a big room with a large window, the view marginally better than the stone wall he had become so used to. His new desk was at least twice the size of his old one, which meant it had taken twice as long to disappear under the mountains of paperwork that followed him wherever he went. Over by the far wall, under the television, a small conference table was strewn with reports, printouts and other collected information as Detective Constables Harrison, Stringer and Blane did their best to make sense of the morning’s accident and distil it down into a useful briefing paper. Only half an hour to go until the senior officers’ meeting, and they were still waiting on a call from forensics.

‘Sometimes wonder why we bother with press conferences these days. It’s all over the internet the moment anything happens.’ McLean picked up his phone, thumbed at the screen until it lit up. He’d been expecting a call all afternoon but it hadn’t come. Soon enough he was going to have to make it himself.

‘Aye, but that can be helpful, sir. Some of our best intelligence comes from Twitter.’

McLean couldn’t really tell whether DC Harrison was being sarcastic or not. She had a dry wit far too well developed for one so young.

‘Your flatmate use it?’ he asked. ‘Only I could really do with something from forensics before I have to speak to the top brass.’

Harrison pulled her laptop towards her, tapped at some keys and stared at the screen. It was DC Stringer who spoke next, though.

‘Email just pinged through now, sir. You want me to send it to the printer?’

‘Executive summary’ll do.’ McLean hauled himself out of his chair and walked over. The space between desk and table was about twice the size of his old office, bare carpet tiles with no stains on them at all.

‘No obvious evidence the crash was deliberate. Looks like the driver lost control. Maybe heart attack? He’s one of the dead, anyway.’

‘What about the fire? The smoke?’ McLean could still feel it in the back of his throat, the burning sensation and a metallic taste that made everything unpalatable. His head had cleared a bit, but the dull ache still lurked there, squat and evil behind his eyes.

‘Truck was carrying some kind of industrial solvent waste, apparently. They’re still waiting on analysis to find out exactly what.’

‘They don’t know? Surely it was carrying a manifest? There should have been hazardous-chemicals notice panels on the bowser.’

‘Aye, there was. We’ve been in touch with the hauliers, too, and they don’t know what’s happened. Should have been transporting digestate from an anaerobic digester, whatever that is. Nothing toxic at all.’

McLean thought of the chemical reek, the acid burns on the skin of the victims, the melting tarmac. Rotted down green waste it certainly wasn’t. ‘So we’ve got an illegal transportation of hazardous chemicals through a built-up area, a truck that’s not carrying the correct plates for its cargo. Anyone been on to Health and Safety?’

‘They’re in the email trail, sir.’ Stringer tapped away at the keyboard on his laptop as he spoke, two industrious fingers doing the work of ten. ‘SEPA are involved, too. Pretty much all the agencies, actually.’

‘OK. Make sure they’re all copied in on the initial report.’ McLean leaned forward, rubbing at his face to try and ease his exhaustion. He’d washed as best he could manage without going home and changing, but his skin felt taut and dry with whatever foul chemical had spilled from the tanker. That it wasn’t sewage effluent was scant consolation. A mislabelled cargo meant corruption at best. Could this actually be a terrorist attack? It didn’t feel right, but then nothing about the whole incident felt right. Twenty dead at the latest count and dozens injured, how could it? He glanced at his watch, time to go. Pushed himself to his feet and breathed in deeply.

‘Right then. Let’s get this over and done with.’

‘Gentlemen. Lady. I don’t really need to tell you just how serious this situation is. We’ve a dozen and more innocent people dead, the press going nuts over a possible terrorist attack. I’ve had the First Minister breathing down my neck all day, and while some people might enjoy that kind of thing, she’s really not my type.’

McLean couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen this office so full of top brass. It might have been Chief Superintendent Forrester’s room, but he had wisely ceded authority to the chief constable. The ACCs from all the regions had gathered together like some ancient cabal, accompanied by their personal entourages. There wasn’t an officer lower in rank than superintendent there apart from DCI McIntyre – also the only woman present – and himself. As a lowly detective inspector, he should have felt overawed; instead he was reeling at the thought of just how young some of them were.

‘McLean. You were first on scene, I’m told. Co-ordinated with fire and paramedics. Got everything under control. That’s good work, man. Top work.’

‘Right time, right place, I guess, sir. Or wrong time, wrong place. Depends on your point of view.’

‘You witnessed the crash, is that true?’

McLean didn’t know the chief constable at all. He’d met the previous one a few times but had largely kept out of the way of the machinery that ran Police Scotland. Looking around the room, he only really knew Jayne McIntyre and Deputy Chief Constable Stevie Robinson, once known as Call-Me-Stevie, but now more universally Teflon Steve after he’d come out of the last embarrassment seemingly squeaky clean. The rest of them were from the west. Strathclyde boys. Foreign.

‘I was there, sir. I saw … something. I know it’s a cliché, but it all happened so fast. I was just turning the corner, maybe a hundred yards away. The first thing I was really aware of was the explosion.’

‘Explosion you say? So it was a bomb?’ The dark-suited man in the far corner was from the anti-terrorism task force. McLean didn’t envy him his job, even if Scotland had never been high on the target list for most terrorist organizations. Even so, there was something unnerving about the look in his eyes. An eagerness bordering on excitement.

‘Perhaps explosion is the wrong word. Have you ever seen a car crash? Heard the screech of twisted metal and the sound of breaking glass?’ McLean didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Well, imagine that magnified tenfold. The truck was going too fast, only just started to turn before it rolled and hit the bus stop.’ As he spoke, so the image unfurled in his mind as if it were being played on a cinema screen. Things he didn’t remember seeing began to slot into place. Little details like the group of Asian tourists with their matching bright-yellow backpacks and calf-length boots. An unusually tall man in a loose-fitting grey pinstripe suit, iPhone clamped to the side of his head with a giant’s hand. A Morningside lady in tweed and pearls, being dragged towards the Usher Hall by two tiny dachshunds on extendable leads. A young man –

‘So what you’re saying is you didn’t actually see anything.’ Chief Superintendent Forrester broke through McLean’s flashback before the truck could complete its roll into the bus stop.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You were there but you weren’t observing the scene. Just a passer-by. Is that correct?’

‘Of course I wasn’t observing the scene. Nobody was observing the scene. It was an accident. Happened in an instant.’

‘An accident? You’re sure of that?’ the chief constable asked. McLean felt the heat of a dozen pairs of eyes bearing down on him, the prickling of skin as the blush crept up his neck.

‘If you’re asking do I think this was a terrorist attack, sir, my instinct is to say no, I don’t think it was. I’m not up on what the current threat level is for the city, or whether we’ve been following any particular groups.’

‘Robert? You care to add anything at this point?’ The chief constable nodded towards the officer from the anti-terrorism task force, who leaned forward, resting his arms on the table and pausing a while before he spoke.

‘We’ve nothing on our radar beyond the general threat level, and that’s always been more focused on London and the south.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘We can’t rule it out yet, and I’ve no doubt the press will be running with it until we can, but I’m inclined to agree with McLean here. It looks like a tragic accident. We need reports from the fire crews and forensics, full background and post-mortem on the driver at the very least before we can be sure. I don’t think this was a deliberate act, though. Not that it’s going to make the families of the dead feel any better.’

‘What about the victims?’ DCI McIntyre asked. ‘Have we been able to identify all of them yet?’

‘Not all, no.’ McLean shuffled his copy of the report he and the detective constables had put together for the meeting. There were a few preliminary photographs from the scene at the back of it that didn’t make for comfortable viewing. ‘Some of the bodies were quite badly disfigured. Chemical burns, crushing and dismemberment mostly. City mortuary are pulling in extra help to work through them all, but I reckon some will need DNA for identification.’

‘That bad?’ The chief constable leafed through his own copy of the report, his face paling as he reached the end. ‘Oh. I see.’

‘I’d like to make a start on speaking to the survivors as soon as possible. We’ve contact details for most of the uninjured nearby as well, but it wouldn’t hurt to put out a media call for witnesses. Lots of people with camera phones there, so a trawl of the usual internet sites should help fill in the blanks, too.’ McLean paused, aware that all eyes were on him again. ‘That is, if you want me to lead the investigation.’

‘Looks to me like you already are, McLean.’ The chief constable checked his watch, pushed his chair from the table and stood up, leaving his copy of the report behind. ‘Now I suppose we’d better go and speak to our friends in the press.’

‘There’s one more thing, sir. That you should know, I think.’

‘Yes?’

‘The tanker. It was supposed to be carrying harmless sewage. That’s what the cargo manifest said, and the hazard-warning panel on the side of the bowser. You’ll have seen from the photographs that it wasn’t. We’re still not exactly sure what it was carrying, but some nasty industrial solvent would be my best guess. Something that can melt skin and bones.’

‘Oh Christ. The press are just going to love that.’ The superintendent from the anti-terrorism task force had kept his copy of the report and was peering closely at one of the photographs. He put it down on the desk and pulled out his phone, started to place a call. ‘This changes things. If someone’s using improvised chemical weapons then we’re in deep shit.’

McLean played the scene back in his head again, seeing the truck turn, its trailer jackknife and roll in slow motion on to the crowded bus stop. Could that have been deliberate? He really didn’t think so.

‘I’m still not sure, sir. Even an empty container truck would have caused just as much damage. This seems like a complication too far. And it would require too much planning, surely? You’d have heard something, wouldn’t you?’

The head of the anti-terrorism task force scowled at him, but put his phone down without making his call. ‘So what are you suggesting, then? Illegal transport of waste goods? Just happens to crash in the city centre?’

‘Something along those lines, aye. We’ll know more once we’ve examined the truck and seen the PM report on the driver, but I honestly think he was doing everything he could to avoid hitting anyone. This is just an unhappy accident.’

‘Unhappy.’ The chief constable growled the word like a poked bear. ‘Aye, that’s about the size of it.’
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‘How can you be so sure this isn’t a terrorist attack? Shouldn’t we be putting the country on alert?’

The smell of the crash still clung to him, a faint but sharp odour that threatened to bring the headache back every time McLean caught a whiff. No one had mentioned it, but he could barely smell anything else. It was in the weave of his jacket, the collar of his shirt, his hair, released whenever he moved. He should have gone straight home from the accident scene, showered and changed before heading in to the station. With any luck the investigation would have been handed to another detective that way. With any luck. He laughed silently, mirthlessly. Sat at the top table in front of the media, the only luck McLean had going his way was that the chief constable and Chief Superintendent Forrester were more senior and more interesting targets for questioning.

‘It’s Nicky, isn’t it?’ The chief constable peered over the top of his spectacles into the crowd in the general direction of where the question had come from. He paused a moment, as if expecting an answer, then continued. ‘It’s true this bears some of the hallmarks of a terrorist attack, and, believe me, the anti-terrorism task force is hard at work already trying to find out who might be responsible. It’s also possible that this is no more than a tragic accident. We had no intelligence of an impending attack, and, believe me, we know far more about what’s going on than you would suspect.’

‘Didn’t the truck contain corrosive chemicals though? Surely that just confirms this is terrorism.’

‘I rather think you’re reading too much into this.’ The chief constable shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘We’re not discounting terrorism, of course, but lurid speculation helps no one and scaremongering simply feeds the agenda of the terrorists anyway, doesn’t it?’

Nicky the journalist didn’t respond to this, which McLean considered a small victory.

‘Our first priority is to identify who is responsible for this and prosecute them. We have teams investigating where the truck and its cargo came from, teams identifying the dead and injured. We’re reviewing all the CCTV footage we have, and would appeal to the public to come forward with any personal videos they might have. We’ll be providing regular updates as things proceed, but rest assured we won’t leave any stone unturned until we’ve got to the bottom of what happened here this morning. Thank you. No more questions.’

No stone unturned. It was a strange expression, and as its oddness rolled across his thoughts, McLean realized he’d zoned out of the press conference, the grating, nasal tone of the chief constable. No one had noticed, of course. All attention was on the top brass in their shiny uniforms; the boss man and the senior officer in charge of the area where everything had happened. Quotes from them would keep the editors happy, and made for far better telly than a bleary-eyed plain-clothes inspector trying not to yawn too much. He covered his mouth with the back of his hand, bringing another headache-inducing chemical onslaught as the senior officers filed out past him. Chief Superintendent Forrester put a hand on his shoulder as he went past, stopping McLean from standing up himself.

‘You look like shit, Tony. Get yourself home and an early night. I’ll deal with his nibs and the others.’ The chief superintendent winked awkwardly, trying to co-ordinate the motion with a nod in the direction of the departing chief constable. ‘Reckon this shit-show’s still going to be here in the morning.’

McLean tried a smile, but it only made the dry skin on his face ache. ‘Think that went well enough.’ He wasn’t sure if he’d meant it as a statement or a question. Forrester opted for the latter.

‘Oh, it’s given them something to chew on. For now, at least. But they’ll be back. That’s the problem with the press. They’re never satisfied.’

‘Thought you were going home after the press conference, sir.’

McLean could have slipped into his old office at the back of the station unnoticed, but the route to the new one took him past too many other rooms. He’d forgotten, too, that he had pressed it into service as an interim incident room. Detective Constables Stringer and Blane had gone, but DC Janie Harrison was still there, sitting at the conference table, peering at her laptop and scribbling notes down on an A4 pad.

‘I was. Well, I will do. Just need to get my thoughts together. Maybe grab some coffee before I try to drive home.’ McLean sat down more heavily than he had meant to, the chair tipping backwards and almost dumping him on the floor. Grabbing the edge of the desk toppled stacks of papers and he watched them tumble through puzzled eyes.

‘You sure you wouldn’t be better getting a taxi home, sir? Or maybe I could ask one of the squad cars to drop you off. You look done in.’ Harrison closed down her laptop, stood up and walked over to the far corner of the room. A moment later she returned with a mugful of coffee from the filter machine that was another perk of this office. It had been sitting on the hotplate for too long, but it still smelled better than the dull chemical reek rising from his clothes.

‘You know you don’t have to wait on me,’ McLean said as he took the mug in both hands. It was milkier than he would have liked, and laced with enough sugar to cause a riot at a toddler’s party.

Harrison smiled. ‘Aye, I know. Doesn’t mean I can’t if I want to. I’ll have a word with the duty sergeant, too. See if there’s a patrol headed over to your part of town.’

‘I’ll be fine.’ McLean drank deeply, the coffee only lukewarm. Its sickly sweetness washed away some of the taste of the lorry crash and soon enough the caffeine would get to work on his headache. At least he hoped so.

‘You get anywhere with the hauliers?’ he asked.

Harrison frowned. ‘Jay and Lofty went out to see them but the yard was locked tight. Nobody about. We managed to get on to the boss though. Said he’d called all the other trucks in as soon as he heard about the crash. Going to have his mechanics look over them all before they go out again.’

‘Sounds pretty dodgy to me.’ McLean reached for his phone, stabbed at the screen to bring it to life. That was another thing about this room; it had a reliable mobile signal.

‘Aye, I know. Had a chat with Grumpy Bob about it since you were all in the press conference. He’s got a patrol car sat outside the compound gates. Anyone goes inside and we’ll hear about it.’

‘They’ve checked there’s no other way in, I take it.’ McLean put his phone back down on the desk, no longer needing to make the call he’d been intending to. Harrison gave him a look that was far too old-fashioned for one so young.

‘Mechanics usually start about seven in the morning. All the drivers have been told to stay home. I’ve arranged to go and interview the boss first thing. Manda should’ve had a chance to look at the crashed truck by then, so we’ll know whether or not we need to shut the place down.’

McLean leaned back into his chair, slowly this time so that it wouldn’t try to kill him. ‘Sounds like you and Bob have got everything under control. That’s good work, Constable.’

‘Thank you, sir. I took the liberty of scheduling a morning briefing for six o’clock. Figured we’d need to be quick off the mark with this, seeing as how the chief constable’s involved and everything. Didn’t think overtime’d be a problem, at least to start with.’

McLean glanced at the clock above the door, even though he’d only just seen the time on his phone. Almost seven in the evening. Well past shift end for sergeants and constables. An age since he’d headed out of the station to walk across town for a meeting in the West End. He stood up, swaying only slightly. The coffee had woken him enough, though how long it would last was anyone’s guess.

‘Six, you say? Guess we’d both better get home then. I’ve a feeling tomorrow’s going to be another long day.’

The flash of the indicators and quiet ‘plip’ of the central lock disarming echoed across the car park as McLean stepped out into the evening warmth. A gentle breeze helped to take the chemical smell away and he stood for a moment just breathing in and out, staring sightlessly at his car.

His new car. The old Alfa Romeo was still sitting in the corner of the forensics service vehicle compound, under a heavy-duty tarpaulin. A mess of ripped steel and broken glass all too reminiscent of the truck crash. Deep down, he knew it wasn’t going to be economical to repair. He could buy one the same colour and year that had already been restored, but it wouldn’t have been the same. Wouldn’t have been his father’s old car, owned since new almost fifty years ago. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do with it. Amanda Parsons would never forgive him if he scrapped it, though what else he could do with the wreck, McLean wasn’t sure. Perhaps it could be carefully dismantled, its organs donated so that another might live a little longer.

It was the forensic scientist who had suggested this new Alfa and DC Harrison’s uncle who had sourced it for him. Brand new, impossibly shiny in metallic black, it had the same model name as his old Giulia, but was a different beast altogether. He’d only driven it between his house and the station in the month since it had been delivered, barely taken it over forty miles an hour, but the noise from the V6 engine suggested it would happily go a lot faster than that. More often than not he’d find a group of young uniform constables standing around staring at it with mouths slightly open. It had that sleek, powerful look to it that would be useless for a stakeout. There was no one about this evening, though.

The drive across town took longer than normal, the roads busier than he was used to. Had they managed to remove the truck yet? If not that would explain the traffic. Nothing like closing down one of the main city arteries to bugger up everything else. McLean found himself looking for a place to turn around, go back to the station and find out. The incident room should have been up and running by now, calls coming into the accident hotline, names of the injured and dead collated. Things he needed to know, answers to the thousand and one questions left hanging when he’d walked out of the station. He shook his head to dislodge the stupid idea, winced as the squat chemical headache flared again. It made no difference whether the crash scene had been cleared or not. Other people were looking after that, and other people would be manning the phone lines. He didn’t need to micro-manage everything. What he needed was a shower, a change of clothes, some food and his bed.

Traffic finally began to ease as he neared home, cruising slowly past the church, slowing down almost to a crawl at the point where his old car had died. McLean still couldn’t understand what had happened. An empty road, no other vehicles, and yet somehow the Alfa had been ripped apart, its front smashed in as if it had hit a tree at fifty miles an hour. He’d been drugged at the time, which added to the confusion, but even the forensics experts were baffled.

The kitchen lights were on as he parked alongside Emma’s blue and rust Peugeot. McLean found himself gripping the top of the car door as he climbed out, the world swaying slightly. Perhaps Harrison had been right to suggest a taxi or a lift in a squad car, but he was home now. Safe.

Except that there was something strange in the air. Stranger than the way breathing in noxious chemical fumes could account for. He thought he could feel the weight of many eyes upon him, and sure enough when McLean peered deep into the rhododendron bushes that lined the gravel driveway, he caught a glimpse of them. Feline, unblinking. Looking around, he noticed a tabby cat lying on the roof of Emma’s car, another on the wall that separated the courtyard from the garden, a third sitting in front of the coach house door, cleaning its ears with a licked front paw.

‘Back again, are you?’ McLean shrugged, releasing another whiff of chemical headache into the darkening air. ‘Well as long as you don’t all expect to be fed.’

He pushed open the back door, stepped into the darkened utility room. The kitchen door beyond lay slightly ajar, light spilling around its edge and bringing with it the muted sound of voices in low conversation. Even without being able to understand the words, he knew who the visitor was. Something about the deep yet feminine tones. The cats were a bit of a giveaway, too. Taking a deep breath to steady himself, McLean opened the door and stepped through.

Emma sat on one side of the kitchen table, dressed in baggy clothes so as to conceal her barely noticeable bump, their child growing inside her. Across from her, massive hands cradling a delicate china cup as if it were as fragile as a tiny bird, Madame Rose, the transvestite medium, turned to greet him with a smile that had more than a hint of worry about it.

‘Tony. You’re home. I’m so very pleased to see you again.’
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McLean couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but there was something different about the old medium. How long was it since he’d first met Madame Rose? Three years? Four? It had been around the time Donald Anderson had died and all the horror that his killing had unleashed. Jayne McIntyre was the one who’d suggested he speak to her, hadn’t she? How had the detective chief inspector come into contact with a transvestite fortune teller and antiquarian book collector in the first place? For some unaccountable reason, he’d never asked.

They sat at the kitchen table, a large pot of tea in between them. Madame Rose was as improbably large as ever, dressed in her finest twinset and pearls. Her hair had gone from grey to white and on into blue rinse, but was still as full as ever and perfectly coiffured. Her flawless makeup, war paint so thick it could hide the ages from her face, spoke of long hours in front of the mirror before ever venturing out into public. She held her cup with a delicacy quite at odds with the size of her hands, and that was when McLean noticed the slight tremor in the extended little finger. The tiniest of things, but as he saw it, so he saw other small signs of ageing. Of frailty. In the years he had known her, Madame Rose had been many things, but frail had never been one of them.

‘It’s so nice to see Emma back to normal.’ Rose placed her cup down on the table, reached out with a hand that completely engulfed Emma’s own. ‘You know, my dear? I think travel suits you.’

‘Well, I don’t think I’m going to be heading off anywhere soon.’ Emma patted her stomach with her free hand.

‘Indeed no. You must rest, conserve your strength. Take regular exercise but nothing too strenuous. Your child is the future. She brings me much hope.’

‘She?’ McLean raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘You seem very sure.’

Madame Rose released Emma’s hand, lifted her own to her face and tapped at her nose with a fat finger. ‘I have my ways, Tony. Same as I knew Emma was back in town even though neither of you thought to tell me.’

‘I’m sorry. It’s been …’ McLean was about to say busy, but the first couple of months after Emma’s return he had been loafing around at home, suspended while Professional Standards looked into the death of poor Heather Marchmont. The truth of the matter was he’d completely forgotten how Madame Rose had helped Emma recover from her coma and subsequent memory loss. But then he’d forgotten that it was Madame Rose who had sent her off on her worldwide travels, too. Split the two of them apart when they had barely got to know each other.

‘It’s no matter. I’ve been busy, too, and making travels of my own.’ Rose sat a little more upright than she had been, folded her hands across her lap as if to underline the importance of what she was about to say. ‘There is a change in the air. I have felt it, and I’m sure you have felt it, too. Dark forces are gathering on the horizon and we must ward ourselves and our city against them.’

He wanted to scoff, as he so often did when Madame Rose leaned more heavily into her role of fortune teller. It didn’t help that he was tired, still smelled strongly of the crashed truck, and was barely managing to suppress the worst memories of the carnage. McLean had wanted nothing more than to come home, stand in the shower until the water ran cold and then wipe out the day with an unhealthily large dram of expensive single malt whisky. And yet he could no more turn Madame Rose away than cut off his own hand; the tradition of hospitality was deeply ingrained in him. He had to admit that he kind of liked her, too, and something about her voice, the mask-like quality of her face and the silence that filled the kitchen after she had spoken made her words all the more serious.

‘Dark forces?’ Emma asked after a moment that was an age. ‘You mean we’re in danger? From who?’

‘From whom, my dear,’ Madame Rose corrected her. ‘And well you might ask. Tony knows, I suspect. Although I also suspect he won’t allow himself to admit it.’

‘How so?’ Emma looked at McLean. ‘Tony?’

‘The cats are back.’ He nodded his head to indicate the door and the garden beyond. ‘I take it that means someone’s out to get me.’

‘Exactly so. Remember the last time?’

‘How could I forget? It’s not an easy thing to overlook, a couple of dozen stray cats taking up residence in your garden.’

‘Oh, they’re not strays, Tony. The whole city is their home. They are its protectors and its Night Watch. And they will keep you, Emma and your unborn child safe while you are within these walls.’

‘Does this mean Mrs Saifre’s back in town? Only the last time I saw her, she was busy dying in a helicopter crash.’ McLean tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, but it wasn’t easy when all he wanted to do was sleep.

‘Mrs …?’ Madame Rose cocked her head, flared her large nostrils as if sniffing out evil on the wind. ‘No. Not her. Not now. There is something else. I felt it just this morning. Something dark and nameless.’

McLean went to take another drink from his mug, the tea a poor substitute for what he really wanted. At least it had washed the chemical taste from his mouth, which beer and whisky might not have done so effectively. A quick glance up at the clock above the door showed that it was still early by his normal work standards, although he’d been making an effort to come home at a sensible time ever since Emma had announced she was pregnant. Madame Rose noticed, a flicker of a smile ghosting across her face.

‘I can see that you’re still sceptical, but that is no matter.’ She stood up with all the elegance of an arthritic elephant, creaks and groans that might have come from the table, the chair or herself. ‘You will see, Tony. Things are starting to happen. Today’s events are only the beginning.’

‘Today’s events?’ McLean had stood up on reflex, and now his head spun a little, as if filled with helium. ‘What do you know of today’s events?’

‘Only what I’ve seen on the news. Which is enough to know that you were at the scene for most of the day. I can smell it on you, too.’ Madame Rose sniffed again, then stepped past McLean in the direction of the back door.

‘Do you need a lift anywhere?’ he asked, unsure whether he should be driving at all. Madame Rose smiled, and patted him on the shoulder surprisingly gently.

‘No, thank you, no. I’m going to drop in on the minister before I head home. I’ll get Mary to phone me a taxi when we’re done. Besides, you need rest, Tony. You were touched by death today. You must give it the respect it’s due.’

He took the wrong turning at the top of the stairs again, heading to the bedroom for a change of clothes. His old bedroom. The room he had slept in all the days of his childhood when he wasn’t at that hated boarding school. The transformation was in its early stages, but his bed was gone, the carpet pulled up. Emma had suggested they get the floorboards sanded and sealed, just have some rugs around the cot. Easier to clean the inevitable mess that way. All the furniture had been moved out, the ancient wallpaper stripped away to reveal even more ancient wallpaper beneath it. He stared for a while, taking everything in under the harsh glare of a light bulb stripped of its shade. Change coming, something in the air. Madame Rose’s cryptic nonsense mixed in with the mess of images from the crash, his brain addled by too many chemical fumes.

‘You OK?’

Emma stood right behind him, so close he should have been able to smell her were it not for the powerful odour rising off his jacket and trousers. She grabbed a handful of fabric and held it up to her nose.

‘These really stink, Tony. What the hell have you been doing all day?’

‘You saw the news, right? The truck crash?’ McLean clicked off the light, struggled out of his jacket as Emma followed him across the landing towards the master bedroom. His gran’s old room; it still felt strange sleeping
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