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1

He kneels before me like a penitent, face to the stone wall. The bag over his head means he can’t see the indentations in the rock face, the last marks made by those ancient masons so long ago. Their chisels built these caves, a million million strikes chipping away at the slow sandstone, revealing the secrets of their innermost thoughts in the patterns that stretch all around us. There is history here for anyone who takes the time to read it, prophecy too.

‘This is the dark place, the warm and the wet. We are here unborn. Waiting.’ I pitch my voice higher than normal, occupying the character I’ve created for this little game. He doesn’t answer. Can’t answer. His mouth is taped shut. I used the same roll on his wrists, tying them together behind his back. And the funny thing is he let me.

‘We await our birth here. Bound and gagged by our previous lives.’ I push his head forward, firmly but not roughly. He resists for a moment, but soon bends low to the gritty floor. A channel cut in the rock dribbles a stream of water, leached in from the city up above us. The men who built it knew the secrets of the earth, planned this place so that it would never flood. There are channels throughout, all carefully worked to drain into a sump. From there, the water goes straight down to hell.

‘Are you ready to be reborn? Are you ready for the mysteries to be revealed?’

The faintest twitch by way of a nod, felt through my hand rather than seen in this almost total darkness. We brought candles, my new friend and I, but they are over on the far side of this carved room. I look briefly back at them. See mine still burning straight and true, his almost out as it devours the last of the wax, burns out the cotton wick. Not much time left.

‘Come, stand, and begin your journey of rebirth.’

I help him to his feet, steady him as he sways a little. He’s been kneeling a long time on the cold stone, legs weak. The rope around his neck is too thin for a proper hanging, and too short. A symbol like the many others in this ceremony. I take it up, pull him around.

‘The way is dark. The way is not easy. Trust is the only way. Trust in your friends. Trust in your brother.’

The words are nonsense, of course, but they are what he wants to hear. This whole ceremony is for him and no one else. I lead him down the narrow carved passageways, taking care to avoid the lowest parts of the ceiling. Most of them, at least. It’s important he suffer a bit, here at the last.

There is a narrow path around the pool, so I can stay dry. For him, the experience is less pleasant. One moment he is shuffling forward, slowly gaining in confidence, the next he is up to his armpits in cold water, struggling to stop himself from going under.

‘Do not falter here, at the last.’ I tug on the rope and he flounders for a moment before getting his footing, surges up and out of the pool like a performing dolphin in expectation of a fish. His mouth is taped, so he cannot shout, but I can hear his breath forcing its way out of his nose in terrified snorts. He moves his head from side to side as if trying to see where he is. I pull him forward a couple of steps until we are back where we started.

‘Come, brother.’ The knife is as sharp as I can make it, blade thin and pointed. I slide it out of its sheath and slice the tape holding his wrists together. His hands go immediately to the sack over his head, whipping it off to reveal wide, staring eyes. A glance over to the carved stone table, and I see his candle gutter once, then expire with a little flicker of blue light. It is the sign I have been waiting for.

‘Welcome to the brotherhood,’ I say as he reaches up and starts to peel the tape from his mouth. In that instant I know that he is ready, his soul shriven and pure. Only corruption awaits, or salvation. Before he can free himself, I run the blade swiftly across his exposed neck, just above the rope. Hard through skin and artery and the crunchy cartilage of throat. Blood wells as he opens his mouth to speak, finds himself unable even to ask why. I can see it in his eyes though, that question writ large. It is not for me to answer him as he sinks slowly to the floor, his life force mingling with the water in the carved stone channel. He goes swiftly to a far better place and all I can do is watch, hope, pray that my time will come again. And when it does that I will be found as worthy as he.
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‘You got a minute, Inspector?’

Detective Inspector McLean slowed his stride more in surprise than from any desire to talk to the person who had appeared, as if by magic, beside him. He’d been hoping to have a chance to clear his head of work-related thoughts before his meeting. Fate would appear to have had other ideas.

‘Ms Dalgliesh. Thought you’d be down at the Parliament. Isn’t there supposed to be some new angle on the independence vote today?’

‘Today and every day. Doesn’t sell papers, so my editor’s no’ interested.’ Dalgliesh wore her trademark long leather coat despite the muggy afternoon heat. An unlit cigarette dangled from her mouth, which meant she wanted something from him. Had it been lit, then chances were she was just paying a courtesy call before digging the knife in.

‘Heard you’d caught that gang of scallies pickpocketing all them tourists come for the Festival.’

‘That more interesting to you than politics?’

‘Anything’s more interesting to me than politics. Word is they was mostly Eastern Europeans. People love it when you throw in a bit of racial tension. No’ just over here stealin’ our jobs, but plain stealin’ our cash and all.’

‘Sorry to disabuse you of your casual racism, but the gang we lifted were all home-grown. There’ll be a press conference tomorrow, maybe Thursday.’ McLean quickened his pace, hoping to get to his destination before the rain came on. And before Ms Dalgliesh could pester him any more.

‘Truth is, Inspector, that’s not really what I’m after. Can’t abide all that nonsense myself, but you’ve gotta do what the editor says or no bylines and no cash.’ Dalgliesh sped up, keeping time with him, though every third or fourth step was a skip.

‘What do you want then?’

‘A favour.’

McLean stopped so suddenly, Dalgliesh was a few paces on before she realised. She wheeled around and trotted back as he stared at her, incredulous.

‘A favour? Are you serious? Why would I even think of—?’

‘Well, I’d owe you, for one thing.’

McLean studied the reporter, looking for any sign that she was taking the piss. Hard to tell when her perpetual expression was of someone who’d been pulling a face when the wind changed. It was true he despised almost everything she did and stood for, but on the other hand the goodwill of a journalist, particularly an investigative journalist with questionable ethics, was not something to be passed up idly.

‘I’m listening,’ he said, and was rewarded by a lengthy pause. Whatever it was that Dalgliesh wanted, she was finding it hard to ask, which had to mean it was important.

‘Ben Stevenson. You know him?’

McLean nodded. ‘Another one of your lot, isn’t he?’

‘Aye. You don’t need to be so sniffy about it. Ben’s all right.’

‘I’m not sure everyone would agree with you. Seem to recall he’s not been all that nice about my boss in the past.’

‘Dagwood? There’s nothing worth digging up on him. Might be a buffoon, but he’s one of the straightest coppers I’ve met.’

‘I was thinking more about Jayne McIntyre, actually. She might’ve been Assistant Chief Constable if your friend Ben hadn’t run that piece about her family life.’

‘Aye, well, there is that.’ Dalgliesh had the decency to look embarrassed, for all of two seconds. ‘Still, she’d’ve bin wasted up there at the top. Some folk’re just meant to be detectives.’

‘You’re all heart, Ms Dalgliesh. And so’s your ghoul of a friend. Goodbye.’ McLean turned down East Preston Street, heading towards the remains of his old tenement block and his meeting with the developers trying to renovate the site.

‘He’s gone missing,’ Dalgliesh called out after him. ‘Ben. He’s disappeared.’

McLean stopped. Hardly surprising that a journalist might go off the radar for a while; it was the nature of their job, after all. That Dalgliesh was concerned enough to come to him made it far more serious.

‘What do you mean, disappeared? He gone on holiday and forgotten to tell anyone?’

‘Ben’s not had more than a couple of days off at a time in five years. He lives the job, can’t stand sitting around doing nothing.’

‘So he’s chasing a story.’ McLean knew he was only saying it because he didn’t want to get drawn in. He also knew that it was too late for that.

‘Chasing a story, aye. But it was here. In the city. Told me it was going to be big, too.’

‘He say what it was about?’

Dalgliesh leaned against the wall as she lit her cigarette. Took a deep drag and held on to the smoke for a few seconds before letting it go. ‘And let someone like me pinch it? Don’t be daft.’

‘So how do you know what he was up to?’ McLean glanced across the road, where a shiny black car had just double-parked. No doubt his developer arriving for their meeting.

‘I’m a journalist, aren’t I?’ Dalgliesh said. ‘Sticking my nose in other people’s business is what I do.’

‘So you reckon Mr Stevenson’s got himself into trouble, then?’

‘Well, he’s no’ bin seen at work for almost a month. He’s no’ answerin’ his phones. He’s no’ bin home and his ex hasn’t heard from him in six weeks.’

‘His ex? Why would she care?’

‘Coz he’s meant to have custody of their wee girls alternate weekends. No’ like him to miss that, apparently.’

The car had disgorged two suited businessmen who were even now donning hard hats and being shown in through the front door.

‘I’ll look into it as soon as I can, OK?’ McLean dug out his phone, jabbed at the screen until it brought up the notebook function and tapped out a badly misspelled note to remind himself. ‘Right now I need to be somewhere else.’

Dalgliesh smiled, a sight so alarming McLean thought for a moment her head was going to crack open and reveal something rotten inside. ‘You’re a star, Inspector. I’ll send over all the stuff I’ve got already.’

Visions of his desk, legs already buckling under the weight of unattended paperwork. He really didn’t need more piling up.

‘I’m not promising anything, mind,’ he said. ‘And if this friend of yours turns up with a tan and a new girlfriend, you’ll owe me double.’

He’d been avoiding the place. Hiding from the emotional turmoil it represented; that’s what Matt Hilton would say. Perhaps he’d be right, but mostly it was just that his old flat in Newington was a long way down the ever-growing list of priorities. Of course, that didn’t explain why he’d not done anything about the letters from his solicitors or from the developers trying to acquire the site, why he’d been ignoring calls about the matter for weeks now.

It was a simple problem. He owned a share of the site because he’d owned one of the tenement flats that had been destroyed by the fire. A sharp development company had managed to buy out most of the other shares, but they couldn’t do anything without his say. They’d offered him money, quite a lot of money, for a quick sale. There really wasn’t any reason why he shouldn’t have taken up the offer and walked away from the place. But he couldn’t bring himself to do that.

The senior partner from his solicitors had come to the station in person, waited for an hour in the reception area with the drunks and the vagrants and the just lonely, until McLean had come back from a crime scene. That more than anything else had finally persuaded him of the serious nature of the matter. It wasn’t something that would go away if he just ignored it long enough, and other people were being inconvenienced by his inaction. His grandmother would have been appalled at his rudeness.

And so he was here, back in Newington for an on-site meeting to discuss the redevelopment. Perhaps the builders thought seeing what they had planned would sway his mind. Certainly seeing the facade still there, shored up with scaffolding, its windows empty eyes on to the sky behind, brought everything into focus. The front door was the same, too. The paint faded a bit, the number gone, but it was even propped open with a half-brick, just like the students downstairs had always done in times past.

‘Detective Inspector McLean?’ A voice behind him. McLean turned to see a man in a dark suit, black shoes polished until it was almost painful to look at them. He was wearing a hard hat, but otherwise could easily have been mistaken for a banker or accountant.

‘That’s me. Mr …?’

‘McClymont. Joe McClymont.’ The dark suit held out a hand to be shaken. McLean took it, surprised at how firm the man’s grip was. His skin was rough to the touch, too. Hands that did more work than pushing a pen around.

‘Sorry I’ve been a bit difficult to pin down. Only so many hours in the day.’

‘Well, you’re here now. Why don’t we go in and have a look at the plans.’ McClymont didn’t try to pretend it was no big deal his project being delayed months, McLean noticed. He just headed into the building, assuming he would be followed.

Apart from the lack of roof, the entrance hall was remarkably similar to how he remembered it, possibly a bit cleaner. Rain had washed the large flagstones, and the extra ventilation had managed to remove almost all trace of a hundred and fifty years of cat piss. At the back of the hall, the staircase only climbed a dozen or so steps now, the rest of the building having been cleared away beyond the top of the ground floor walls. McClymont stepped through an opening that would have been Mrs McCutcheon’s front door, then down a set of new steps where the back wall had been and into the communal garden. A couple of Portakabins had been craned in to form a site office, but McLean took a moment to turn and look up at the back of what had once been his home. All he could see was the inside of the front wall, held aloft by massive steel pillars and braces. Individual flats were marked out by the different coloured walls, and there at the top on the right, the bay window of his front room still with a bit of skirting board hanging on like a drowning man. He’d stripped paint off that board, sanded it until it was smooth, and varnished it. He’d spent hours, days, years in that room, staring out the window or just sitting on the sofa, listening to music, reading a book, sharing pizza and wine with friends, cuddling up with one in particular. The rush of memories made him dizzy.

‘We have to keep the original frontage. That’s part of the deal with the council. Much easier if we could knock it down and start again, but it wouldn’t be the same, aye?’

McLean turned back, seeing another dark-suited man, this one without a hard hat. He was older, grey-haired and thick-set, eyes cracked with lines set deep in leathery skin.

‘Joe told me you were here. Come on in the hut and I’ll show you what we want to do to the place.’
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‘The front stays the same, but we’re going to extend out here into the back by three metres on the first four floors. Fifth will have a balcony looking out towards Salisbury Crags and the top two storeys will be twin-level apartments.’

Joe McClymont had A1-sized plans splayed out on a large table in the Portakabin, and a scale model of the development stood in one corner. The old man had turned out to be his father, Jock. Whilst he let the youngster talk, he was quite obviously in charge. McLean couldn’t say that he took much to either of them. Despite their outwardly professional appearance, the well-polished shoes, the suits and the expensive car, these two screamed dodgy to him. A third person hovered in the back of the office, a middle-aged lady McLean hadn’t been introduced to. She was working at a slim laptop computer, but every so often would look up and eye him with ill-disguised hostility.

‘Hang on. Balcony on the fifth and two storeys at the top?’ McLean counted on his fingers. He’d not really been paying too much attention, but that detail suddenly hit home. ‘You’re building a six-storey block here?’

‘That’s right. Six storeys, aye. Three flats each on the first four, two big apartments spread over the top two floors.’

‘How’s that going to work? The building’s only four storeys high.’ McLean glanced over at the model in the corner, then studied it a bit harder. From the front it looked just like the building he knew of old, but then of course it would have to. No way the council would let anyone demolish it if they could make life difficult by insisting it be preserved. No matter that half of the street didn’t match anyway.

‘See those steps you came down from the ground floor?’ Joe McClymont jerked a thumb over his shoulder towards the remains of Mrs McCutcheon’s flat. ‘We had to underpin all the old walls, front and side. Meant digging down the best part of three metres. You’ve no idea how much that lot cost, by the way. But it means we’ve space for a couple of basement flats below the original. They won’t get much light from the front, but the backs’ll open out on to the gardens. Be great for kids.’

‘They’ll still be communal, though? The gardens?’

McLean didn’t need to be a detective to see the shifty look that passed between the two developers. ‘Something like that, aye,’ Joe eventually said.

McLean looked back at the plans, paying a bit more attention now. It certainly looked impressive, but he couldn’t help thinking the rooms were rather small, the ceilings low. He turned fully and studied the model a bit more carefully this time. The frontage was as it ever had been, but the floors didn’t line up with it any more. The facade was just that, and a much more compressed living experience was being created behind it.

‘Seems to me you’ve already done quite a bit of work.’

‘Site like this doesn’t come up often,’ Jock McClymont said. ‘You can’t sit still in this game.’

‘Which brings us to the point of the meeting, really.’ This time it was Joe McClymont who spoke, but it was obvious that the two of them had rehearsed their pitch.

‘You want me to sell you my share in the site. I know.’ McLean paused for a moment, watching the expressions on the faces of the two men. Now that he knew, he could see that they were father and son, but where old Jock had an avuncular look, his face filling out with the years, Joe was thin and hungry. Of the two, he looked the most dangerous, but McLean had been around long enough to know that if he had any trouble it would come from the old man. Behind them, the woman was muttering strange words under her breath as if on the phone to a foreigner. They made his head ache slightly, so he tuned her out as best he could.

‘What if I don’t want to?’

A distant siren underlined the long moments of silence that followed. Even the woman stopped speaking.

‘I don’t understand.’ Joe’s face was creased with genuine bewilderment, as if no one had ever refused to be bought before. ‘Why wouldn’t you? I mean, what’s the alternative?’

‘I was rather hoping you might be able to tell me. I mean, it seems a bit presumptuous starting work when you don’t actually own the site, doesn’t it?’

‘We own a controlling share, laddie.’ Jock McClymont’s gruff but cheerful voice changed to a low growl. ‘We’ve been playing nice so far, what with this being your home an’ all. But there’s only so much slack we can cut you.’

Interesting choice of words. He didn’t really need the hassle all this was going to create, but he also knew better than to fight his own nature. ‘What if I just want my flat back?’

Jock’s eyes narrowed. ‘You want one of the apartments.’

‘No. I want my apartment. Top floor left. Shiny blue door. Three bedrooms, proper bathroom and a box room a hard-up student would be happy to live in. I want a kitchen where I can look out over the garden and see Arthur’s Seat if I crane my neck a bit. I’ll pass on the rusty bicycle frame chained to the railings on the stairs outside, and if there’s no lingering smell of cat piss in the entrance that would be a plus.’

Both McClymonts stared at him, their expressions nearly identical. Joe was the first to speak again.

‘But the plans—’

‘Are a bit rubbish, aren’t they?’ McLean cut him off. ‘Six storeys? Really? How the hell did you get that past planning? All you’re doing is leaving the front wall and building a crappy modern box behind it. You really think that’s what the city needs?’

‘What the city needs is unimportant.’ Jock McClymont’s growl was even more menacing now. ‘We’ve a lot of cash tied up in this place. More besides. We’re not going to let it go just because of you. Top-floor flats are going to cost way more than your share’s worth. If you’ll no’ take the money we’ve offered …’

‘I think you misunderstand me, gentlemen. I appreciate the time and effort you’ve put into all this.’ McLean swept an arm around the general area of the Portakabin. ‘But what you’re proposing … I can’t begin …’ He picked up the top sheet of plans, spun it around on the table. ‘You need to come up with something a lot better than this if you want me to help make it happen. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve important work I need to get back to.’

McLean stood outside the front door, took a deep breath and looked around the street. It was as familiar to him as his skin, a place he had lived for fifteen years and more before that terrible fire. But that was then and this was now. He had a house, far too big but just as difficult to part with. It wasn’t that he needed a place nearer to work, he could have bought one if he wanted. No, it was something much less rational, a feeling that the people who’d lived and died in that tenement block somehow deserved better. More than that, was a growing dislike of McClymonts senior and junior. And finally, the nub of it. He’d been taken for granted. They wanted him to sell up, thought that throwing a little more money at the problem would make it go away. They should probably have made the effort to get to know him a bit better first.

Head down to avoid making eye contact with passers-by, he set off on the walk back to the station, hoping for a chance to get his thoughts together. When his phone started to buzz in his pocket, it wasn’t one of the ring tones DC MacBride had programmed into it that he knew he had to answer, and yet something about the trilling gave it an urgency he couldn’t ignore. Fishing it out of his pocket, McLean stared at the screen. An international number. No doubt someone trying to sell him some scam financial scheme or get him to part with sensitive passwords for his computer. Intrigued, he thumbed the accept call icon and held the slim handset up to his ear.

‘Hello?’

‘That’s not Gordon. Shit, have I dialled the wrong number?’ McLean recognised the voice even though it was far too long since last he had heard it, and couldn’t help the smile that turned up the corners of his mouth.

‘Seems so, Phil. How’s things?’

‘Wait … What? Tony? Jesus mate. How are you doing?’

‘Oh, same old same old. Busy. You know how it is.’

‘Tell me about it. Place is running me ragged. American students. They’re so … what’s the word?’

‘Committed?’

‘Yeah, that’s it.’ Phil laughed. ‘Either that, or they should be.’

‘How’s Rae? You two not going to be asking me to be godfather any time soon, I hope.’

‘Rae’s …’ Phil paused a little too long, out of practice at talking to his old friend the detective. ‘Rae’s fine.’

‘Not taking to California then?’ McLean slowed his pace, eking out the time before he reached the station and had to end the call. Then he realised he was in the wrong street, stopped, looked around. He’d started walking home without realising it.

‘Damn. Forgot who I was talking to. Yeah. She’s not really enjoying it all that much. And truth be told, she does want kids. Just not sure this is where I’d want to raise them, you know.’

McLean didn’t say ‘and you think over here’s any better?’, even though he wanted to. It surprised him that Phil would even consider having children, but then it had surprised him when his old flatmate had got married too. People change.

‘Might be better off coming home. Who knows? Could be an independent nation in a month or two.’

‘Don’t joke about it, Phil. The whole thing’s a bloody nuisance.’

‘You don’t think Scotland could go it alone?’

‘Could? Aye, course it could. Should? Well that’s a question for a long evening of beer and pizza. Probably a bottle of whisky to round it all off.’

‘Sounds like a date. Next time I’m over. Listen Tony, it’s been great chatting but—’

‘You still need to phone Gordon. Whoever he is. Yeah, it’s good to hear your voice, Phil. Should call more often. And you know you can, any time, right?’

‘Yeah. I will. Maybe see you soon, too.’ And with that the phone went dead.

McLean stood at the edge of the Meadows, watched the afternoon walkers, the students lazing on the grass or playing kick-about football. A couple walked past, their young daughter holding one hand each. She swung crazily with every third or fourth step, totally trusting in their grip, certain she could come to no danger. Such innocence was both touching and troubling. Bitter experience had made a cynic of him, but that didn’t mean it had to be the same for everyone. He shook his head at the strange thought and the even stranger circumstance that had brought it. A glance at the clock on the corner of the old Dick Vet building told him it was late enough to consider not going back to the station, heading home for a well-deserved evening off.

But that was never going to happen, was it.
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They always pick on the little ones.

They’d pick on me, only I know the teachers have been talking. Telling everyone about mum and dad. I can see it in their eyes, the way they won’t look at me, or speak to me. They want to bait me like they did last term, but something stops them. They still talk about me behind my back, though, just quiet enough that I can’t really hear. Johnson and Bain and Cartwright, they know they can’t be mean to me, and that just makes them want to do it more.

So they take it out on the little ones.

This boy’s new. His folks live in the big house around the corner from mine. Just moved back from overseas, wherever that is. The bullies have been working at him for a week now, and he just won’t rise to their bait. That’s not good. I learned the hard way. Ignoring them doesn’t make them go away, just makes them crueller. He’ll learn, but how long will it take? And how badly will they hurt him?

He’s in the corner now, surrounded by them. Johnson’s maybe a year older than me, Bain and Cartwright my age. They’re all big, and stupid. The new boy’s tiny. Like he’s only four or something. He doesn’t really stand a chance. And he lives just around the corner from Gran’s house, which is maybe why I step in.

‘Leave him be, aye?’ My voice wavers as the words come out. As I realise what I’ve done. Never draw attention to yourself, that’s the first rule.

Johnson turns slowly, his piggy little eyes searching to see who’s interrupted him. At first I think he’s going to hit me. Won’t be the first time, won’t be the last. But then he sees who it is, and his face changes. A hint of uncertainty in his frown, a hint of fear?

‘What’s he to you, McLean?’

‘Nothin’.’

‘Aye, right. Nothin’.’ Johnson pauses for a moment, then slaps Bain on the shoulder, his frown breaking into a grin, making him look like the idiot he is. ‘Hey everyone, McLean’s a homo. He’s got a new boyfriend.’

Bain and Cartwright laugh like it’s the funniest thing they’ve ever heard. ‘Homo! Homo!’ And they run off down the corridor in search of someone else to pick on.

‘You OK?’ I ask the boy. He says nothing. Just nods. Eyes still wide.

‘Best keep away from them. You’re Bale, right?’

He nods again. ‘N … Norman.’

‘I’m Tony. I live just round the corner from your place. You know the old lady who used to live in your house died in her bed? They didn’t find her for months.’

It’s not true. Well, not entirely. Mrs Leslie did die in her bed, but my Gran was there with her when it happened, and they buried her in the churchyard a week later. ‘Hey. I wonder if that’s your room now?’

Norman’s eyes widen even further, the colour draining from his face.

‘Y … You think it might be?’

I’m about to answer, tell him it’s unlikely, but the bell cuts me off. ‘Gotta run. Maths next.’

It’s only when I’m in the classroom and opening up my exercise book that I realise I’ve probably been just as cruel to him as Johnson, Bain and Cartwright.
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‘Hurry up, Constable. I haven’t got all day.’

McLean held open the back door to the station, waiting for Detective Constable MacBride to come in. Heavy rain spattered off the tarmac of the car park, bouncing up as high as the constable’s knees as he ran from the squad car he’d just vacated. It didn’t matter; by the time he reached the door, he was just as soaked as if he’d walked. Or maybe fallen into a swimming pool.

‘Bloody hell. Where’d that come from?’ MacBride shook himself like a dog as McLean let the door swing closed. Water sprayed liberally around the entranceway, soaking the already slippery floor tiles, the grubby walls and the detective inspector.

‘Cheers. That’s just what I needed.’ McLean slapped his damp folder against his legs, trying to wipe the worst of the rain off it. He’d missed the downpour by seconds, counting himself lucky that seniority meant MacBride had been driving and had to lock up.

‘Sorry, sir.’ MacBride dipped his head like a serf before a nobleman, then ran a damp hand through wetter hair. It was long, McLean couldn’t help noticing. Perhaps a bit too long for regulations, though he wasn’t about to say anything. Things were a bit more lax in plain clothes anyway, and there was that other matter …

‘They still giving you grief about your scar?’

MacBride’s hand stopped mid-run, a familiar red tinge blushing his cheeks. McLean could see the mark quite clearly, despite the long fringe of thin ginger hair. If anything the attempt to hide it just brought it more to everyone’s attention.

‘You know what policemen are like. Bunch of wankers the lot of them.’ MacBride patted down his fringe, not quite managing to hide the livid red scar on his forehead. The result of a near miss from a piece of glass blown out of the window of an exploding mental hospital, it formed a perfect lightning-flash mark. Even more so now the tiny dots where the stitches had been had faded.

‘Still calling you Constable Potter, I take it?’

‘And worse. Like bloody children.’

McLean tried not to laugh. DC MacBride looked like he wasn’t long out of school himself.

‘They put a cloak in my locker. Must’ve nicked it from some university professor or something.’

‘Could be worse. Knowing this lot they’d probably have hidden a black cat in there if they could find one.’

MacBride looked at him like he was mad. ‘A black cat?’

‘ You know. Witchcraft, covens, that sort of thing.’

‘ You’ve not actually read the Harry Potter books, have you, sir?’

McLean shook his head. ‘I think I caught some of the film on the telly a while back. Might have fallen asleep before it finished.’

‘There were eight films, sir. Not sure even you could’ve slept through all of them.’

‘Is that so?’ He tapped the folder against his leg again. ‘Well, at least they’ve got something harmless to focus on. Pete Robertson gets called all manner of nasty things and he broke his back, poor bugger.’

McLean didn’t add that both accidents had taken place on his watch. He knew all too well what the junior detectives and uniforms called him behind his back. Couldn’t really say he didn’t deserve it half of the time.

‘Aye, well. If they put half as much effort into the job as they do taking the piss …’

This time McLean did laugh. ‘You’ve been hanging out with Grumpy Bob too long. Beginning to sound just like him.’

‘Did I hear my name being taken in vain?’

Both McLean and MacBride turned to see Detective Sergeant Laird approaching from the direction of the station canteen. He had his paper under one arm, a large Styrofoam cup of coffee in his hand and looked like a man in search of an empty incident room in which to snooze.

‘All the time, Bob.’ McLean held out the folder for the sergeant to take. ‘Here. Make a start on collating this lot, will you? I’ve got to go see Dagwood.’

Grumpy Bob looked nonplussed for a moment, then managed to shift his coffee into the other hand and take the folder. ‘Done something wrong, have you?’

‘Christ, I hope not. Mind you, with Dagwood you never know.’

‘Hear you caught those pickpockets working the Old Town.’

McLean stood in the familiar position, the wrong side of Detective Superintendent Duguid’s desk, in the large office on the third floor that had once belonged to Jayne McIntyre. That Dagwood hadn’t torn him off a strip as soon as he’d entered put him on edge. It was unusual to be called before the boss for anything other than a dressing down. Mostly he was ignored if he did things well, abused only when he cocked up.

‘I’d hardly take credit for it myself, sir. DC MacBride coordinated the operation along with DS Laird. And if anyone deserves praise it’s DC Gregg. If she ever gets tired of working here, she’ll make a fine actress.’

Duguid stared up at him as if the names only vaguely meant anything at all. It hadn’t been that momentous an operation as these things went. Gangs of thieves appeared every year as the city swelled with tourists come to see the Festival and the Fringe. This lot hadn’t even been all that well organised; stupid enough to all be staying in the same squat, interested only in the cash and smartphones they nabbed. A tiny tracker beacon in the detective constable’s bag had led a team of uniforms right to their door. McLean’s total involvement had been approval of the plan and allocation of the budget.

‘You’ll not get far with that attitude, you know.’ Duguid slumped back into his chair, its springs squeaking in protest.

‘Far how, sir? In case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve not really been pursuing promotion. I’m happy where I am.’

That brought a ghost of a smile to Duguid’s thin lips. ‘Happy?’

‘Poor choice of words, perhaps. Put it this way. I don’t fancy a chief inspector’s post, let alone anything higher. Don’t suppose I’d get very far even if I did.’

‘Aye, well. At least you know your mind.’ Duguid fell silent for a moment. McLean was about to ask him what he wanted when he finally spoke again.

‘You know I’m retiring. End of the year.’ Neither sentence was voiced as a question.

‘Yes, sir. You told me back in the winter. At the hospital. When—’

‘When those buggers stole my car. Still not found them now, have you?’

It was true. Far more man-hours had been sunk into that investigation than it could possibly justify, and yet no single clue had emerged. It was as if whoever had boxed the detective superintendent in, hauled him out of his beloved Range Rover, given him a swift, sharp kicking and then stolen the car had never existed. Given the other events that had happened that fateful night, DC MacBride’s wizard scar the least of them, McLean couldn’t help thinking that might well be the case.

‘I’m sorry. We tried. Chances are it’s in the Middle East now, or Africa. China maybe. Sad to say, but high-end motors get nicked the whole time. Hardly anyone smashes windows to steal a purse or rip out a stereo for the drug money any more, but you park something worth a hundred grand in the street …’

‘Do I need to remind you it wasn’t parked?’ Duguid’s voice dropped an octave.

‘No sir. You don’t. But we did what we could, and I’ve passed what little we found on to the NCA. Something like this is nationwide, not local. We have to let them deal with it.’

Duguid did something that might have been the bastard child of a shrug and a nod, and let out a noncommittal grunt at the same time.

‘Was that all you wanted to see me about, sir? Only—’ A knock at the open door interrupted McLean, and he turned to see DC MacBride.

‘Constable?’ Duguid asked.

‘Erm, sorry to disturb you sir. Only I thought you’d want to know. There’s been a body found. Out at Gilmerton. Suspicious circumstances.’

As if on cue, McLean’s phone chimed. He pulled it out of his pocket to see a text from the control centre at Bilston Glen.

‘Looks like they want my unique expertise on the matter, whatever that is.’ He held the phone up, angling the screen so Duguid could see it. The detective superintendent shook his head as if he didn’t want to know. Or didn’t care.

‘Go on then. Get out there and see what all the fuss is about.’

McLean said nothing, just turned and headed for the door. He expected Duguid to say something right at the last minute, just to make him stop, but for once he was quiet. As DC MacBride fell in alongside him and they both walked down the corridor in silence, he couldn’t help wondering what Duguid had really wanted to tell him. Not about the stolen Range Rover for sure, which meant it had probably been about his retirement, his replacement. Well, there’d been speculation enough, and it wasn’t as if he had a say in the matter. Whoever it was, McLean would have to work with them as best he could. It was either that, or a job at Vice.
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With its commanding position on the hills to the south of the city, overlooking the Castle Rock, Arthur’s Seat and the Firth of Forth, Gilmerton ought to have been a fine place to live. No doubt in the past, when the big estates at Burdiehouse and the Drum had been built, the rolling countryside would have lent itself to long walks and summer picnics, at least for the gentry. Now it was a busy intersection on the Old Dalkeith Road, funnelling commuters into the city, or out towards Midlothian and the Borders. Rows of grey-brown houses blocked the best of the views, and a brutal 1970s prefab block housed a couple of boarded-up shops and a library. The only place with any life in it was the betting shop.

DC MacBride hadn’t said much all the way out, piloting the car with a grim determination that suggested he was still angry about his scar. Coppers could be as stupidly cruel as kids, McLean knew all too well. Chances were the detective constable had been the brunt of bullying at school as well.

‘Park up round the back there.’ He pointed to a small opening at the end of the block, and MacBride turned swiftly, gaining himself an angry blare of the horn from a car coming towards them. A couple of squad cars were already hogging the space at the far end of the car park, behind the library.

‘Someone said something about a body?’ McLean spoke to one of two uniform officers who were leaning against a nearby brick wall. The smell of cigarette smoke still lingered in the air around the one who pushed himself upright, then came over to the car.

‘Aye sir. Round the corner past the bookies.’ He made a half-hearted attempt to point, a motion that made him look like a one-armed man doing the breaststroke, only without any water to swim in.

‘It’s a bit casual, isn’t it?’ McLean asked. ‘Shouldn’t you be setting up a perimeter? Keeping the public away?’

The constable shrugged. ‘It’s no’ as if anyone can see him, sir. I’ll take you there.’

MacBride parked, then the two of them followed the constable back out of the car park and around the corner. Another constable stood by a nondescript black door that McLean might have taken for someone’s home. He nodded once, then stepped aside to let them in.

Inside was a dark room with posters hanging on the walls, a small shop counter just past the door. It took McLean a moment to realise that this wasn’t a house or a shop, but some kind of visitor attraction.

‘What is this place?’

‘Gilmerton Cove, sir,’ the uniform constable answered. ‘You telling me you’ve never heard of it?’

‘Can’t say as I have.’ McLean peered at the posters on the walls. They were like those in many modern visitor attractions, a series of historical pieces explaining what the place was all about. He had just started reading about the Covenanters when a familiar voice came from the back of the room.

‘Had a feeling this would get punted your way, Tony. You do seem to get all the odd cases.’

Angus Cadwallader, city pathologist, stood in an open doorway dressed in his white overalls and, rather incongruously, a hard hat and green wellies.

‘I could say the same for you, Angus.’ McLean knew better than to shake Cadwallader’s hand, especially at a crime scene.

‘Ah, but I get to choose my cases. Not have them handed to me by some dispatcher in Bilston Glen.’ Cadwallader paused a moment, looked down at his feet. ‘Not sure whether that’s better or worse.’

‘Maybe I should have a look-see and make up my own mind.’ McLean peered past the pathologist, seeing an even smaller room than the first. ‘No forensics team yet?’

‘Oh, they’re here. It’s just there’s not a lot of room. Or air for that matter.’ Cadwallader must have seen the bemusement on McLean’s face. ‘You’ve really no idea what this place is, have you?’

McLean shook his head. ‘Nope.’

‘Well, come with me and discover the mysteries of Gilmerton Cove.’ Cadwallader stood aside to let McLean step into the small room. ‘Might be best if we leave young MacBride behind, though.’

Gilmerton Cove, it turned out, was a series of caves and underground passages, just beneath the pavements and crossroads. For all that Cadwallader had said there wasn’t much space, it was surprisingly large. Even more so when McLean was told that it was all man-made.

‘No one’s quite sure who first carved it all out. Some say Covenanters, some the Hellfire Club. There’s similar caverns up Roslin Glen way, underneath Hawthornden Castle. Probably loads more still waiting to be found.’

McLean listened to the potted history as he climbed into a pair of standard-issue white overalls and slipped paper covers over his shoes. They had descended some steep steps carved into the rock and were now in an arched cavern, piled high with battered aluminium cases filled with forensic equipment. Further on, along a narrow passageway, bright arc lights flooded what would normally be a dark and claustrophobic space. No doubt that way lay the victim, as well.

‘Who found the body?’ He asked the question before realising that his tour guide for the day was Cadwallader, and not the first officer on the scene. ‘Sorry. Habit.’

‘I’ve just been studying it, Tony. Why don’t we both go and have a look, eh?’

Cadwallader led the way down a confusing collection of passageways, through strangely hewn rooms, rough rock tables and benches carved from floor and wall. The ground was littered in fine gravel except where water channels had been carved in the bedrock, leading to a sump that drained down to God knows where. Or maybe the Devil. A heavy cast-iron grille covered up the hole, four channels dropping into it from four points, like the points of a compass. Water ran through all of them, fed no doubt by the recent rain. A distinct dampness in the air lent a chill, unpleasant note to the caves. Three of the water channels were uncovered, little rivulets of murky water trickling along them and into the well. The fourth was mostly hidden by a temporary raised walkway installed by the forensics team.

Given the walkway, McLean was sure they must be close to the body, but Cadwallader carried on, through a metal doorway that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a submarine, then stooped as the passageway they were following became lower and lower. There were rocks to either side too, as if this area had only just been opened up. Or the ceiling had fallen in recently. McLean had to crouch right down for the last bit, the weight of the rock crushing in on him as if he were Atlas, bringing with it a deep-seated fear that was hard to suppress. Stepping out into the final cavern was a relief. At least for a moment.

The body lay close to the far wall from where he and Cadwallader had emerged. McLean could see that it was a man, a bloody gash ripped from the front of his neck. Another floor channel led from his prone form to a nearby sinkhole, filled with dark, still water. In the half-light, it looked like
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Silence fills the old house like a pool of stagnant water. Sunlight filtering in through the thick ivy clogging the fly-spotted windows picks out motes as they dance and spin in the heat. There is a stillness to the air, as if nothing has disturbed this place in decades. Only ghosts walk these abandoned rooms. Only spirits haunt the long, cobwebbed corridors. Even the rats avoid it and the only bird anywhere near lies dead in the hallway, trapped and starved and rotted to feather and bone.

She treads lightly on the wooden stairs, footsteps leaving imprints in the dust. Light fingers caress the bannisters as she descends from high above. If she notices the dereliction around her, she doesn’t show it, stepping across the litter-strewn hallway without a care. She walks through a library filled with rotting bookshelves, their books collapsed into piles of decaying paper and leather on the floor; broken furniture worn down by time more than use. The fireplace in the drawing room is filled with ash and twigs, a small sapling growing where its parent was long ago put to the fire. The dining room is laid out for a meal, the food on the plates half-eaten and now turned to dirt. A fern unfurls in the corner where water has leaked in through a broken window. Its primeval fronds are delicate and pale, a home for insects and spiders. She stops for a moment, taking one leaf lightly between finger and thumb like a seamstress eyeing up a piece of fine cloth.

‘I heard a noise. Did something disturb you?’

She turns slowly, recognising the voice of her brother.

‘I woke up. I was asleep for so long.’ She stretches like a cat, long arms reaching for the cracked, damp-spotted ceiling. The bones in her back and neck click and pop as if she has not moved in a very long time. She yawns wide, revealing pure white teeth in a mouth as black as the night.

‘We are needed in the city.’ He emerges from the shadows, her double. She leaves the fern, steps through piles of dried leaves and the skeletons of long-dead animals until she is standing directly in front of him. Together it is clear they are twins, but the embrace she drapes around him is far more intimate than any sibling greeting. He wears her like a coat for long moments before drawing away, pushing her back. He is dressed for the road and lifts a heavy leather bag as if its meaning is obvious. ‘We are needed in the city.’

‘I know. I felt it too.’ She wipes at her lips with a slender finger, slips it into her mouth as if to taste whatever is there. The slightest of pauses as she looks around the derelict room, then with a shrug of her shoulders she turns for the door.



2

‘All units check in.’

Detective Inspector Tony McLean sat in the driver’s seat of the unmarked police car, staring across the dark street at a row of Georgian terrace houses. A few lights shone out through chinks in the curtains, but most of these buildings were offices, their workers long since gone home. Further up the street, scaffolding clung to a facade like ivy, skips filling up with seventies Artex-covered partitioning and mile upon mile of outdated wiring. Whether it was being turned into flats or just one rich person’s home, he couldn’t tell, but slowly this part of the New Town was being reclaimed as residential.

‘Everyone in place. Might as well get this show on the road.’ Beside him, Detective Chief Inspector Jo Dexter stared at her chunky airwave set. In the confined space of the car, all McLean could smell was stale cigarette and mint. Not overwhelming, but enough that he’d rather be outside. In truth, he’d far rather be directing the operation from the front, but that was sergeant work.

‘All units proceed as planned.’ Jo Dexter placed the air-wave set on the dashboard in front of her, tuned to the channel designated for the operation, then settled back in her seat.

‘Christ, I could do with a fag right now.’

‘Thought you’d quit,’ McLean said, even though he knew better.

‘Aye. Thought I had too. Thought you’d gone back to CID as well.’ Dexter peered out of the windscreen at the activity across the street. A dozen uniforms poured out of an unmarked Transit van, their hi-vis jackets reflecting the street lights as they clattered up the stone steps and in through the front door their colleagues had just rammed open. A few muffled screams of alarm wafted out on the night-time air.

‘Seems like none of us get what we want these days. Except maybe DCI Spence. Never thought I’d look back on Dagwood’s reign with fondness.’

Dexter opened her mouth to say something, but her air-wave set squawked an interruption.

‘Scene secure, ma’am. You might want to come over now.’

McLean climbed out of the car, feeling the autumn chill in the air. At least it was fresh. Across the road, the house that had been the centre of attention was ablaze with light now, shutters thrown open and curtains drawn to reveal whatever sordid secrets lay within. He looked up and down the street, only slightly surprised to see another car parked with two people sitting in it, the silhouette of a long lens. This raid was meant to have been kept quiet, but someone always told the press.

‘Paps?’ Dexter asked, seeing the direction of his gaze.

‘Almost certainly. Nothing like getting a snap of someone important being hauled out of a knocking shop by the rozzers, is there?’

‘Aye, well. We can send a couple of constables over to distract them. Let’s go see who’s been caught with their troosers down first.’

The inside of the house was warm and bright. McLean stepped through the front door into a large reception hall filled with bustling police. Comfortable sofas lined the walls, low tables in front of them scattered with magazines and a few half-empty glasses. It might have been a posh boutique hotel rather than somewhere people paid for sex. Chances were that would be a line the lawyers would try, if it got that far.

Detective Sergeant Kirsty Ritchie spotted them and pushed her way through the melee. She wore a stab vest over her dark blue suit, but it was hanging open. If there had been any threat it was now long past.

‘Exactly what we were expecting, sir, ma’am.’ Ritchie had an airwave set in one hand and shoved it into her pocket as she spoke. ‘There’s a couple more reception rooms on this floor, a dozen bedrooms upstairs. We’re still working on the basement.’

‘I thought you said the scene was secure,’ Dexter said.

‘Oh it is, ma’am. Very.’ Ritchie smiled, something McLean hadn’t seen much of lately. ‘It’s going to take a while to get some of the people out of their … restraints.’

‘Anyone important?’ McLean asked. ‘Only the press are here already. We’ll need to be careful getting people out. You know what the lawyers are like. Any suggestion we’ve set someone up and the whole operation’s bust.’

Ritchie’s smile faded into a frown. ‘Press? How the fuck did they find out?’ She shook her head. ‘No matter. We can get a van in the back, take everyone out that way. I’ll sort it.’

‘Good. We’ll need to talk to them all first. Keep them separated until we’ve taken statements.’

‘Shouldn’t be a problem. All the johns are in individual rooms. Well, most of them. I’ve got a uniform on each door. No one in, no one out.’

‘Good work, Sergeant.’ Dexter gave Ritchie a friendly pat on the shoulder, then turned to McLean. ‘Guess the sooner we get started, eh?’

McLean looked around the hallway. A few of the girls had been brought through and sat on the sofas. Some were in tears, some defiant, most just head down and shoulders slumped in resignation. What struck him most was how ordinary they looked. They weren’t especially young or particularly old, not noticeably thin or fat. Some looked like they had dressed for a particular kind of party, but mostly they were just a bunch of women, shocked and frightened by a visit from the local constabulary in the middle of the night.

‘Top down or bottom up?’ he asked, getting a look of puzzled horror from Dexter and Ritchie both.

‘Shall we begin with the basement and work our way to the attic, or do you want to do it the other way round?’

‘Oh, right.’ Dexter let out a short bark of a laugh, startling a couple of nearby uniforms. ‘Let’s split up. I’ll take Ritchie and start at the top. You can have the basement. I’m guessing DC Gregg’s still down there?’

‘She was last time I saw her.’ Ritchie gave McLean a naughty wink as she and Dexter headed for the stairs. ‘Have fun, sir.’

He watched them go, then asked one of the constables for directions to the basement. Through the back of the house, the decor was much the same, a couple of large reception rooms either side of a narrow back hallway, window looking out on to what might once have been a garden but was now a concreted parking yard. Steps worn smooth by age led him down into a stone-walled corridor, neatly arched ceiling surprisingly high overhead. The flagstone floor had been covered with a narrow strip of dark red carpet, and what looked like heavy iron sconces hung at regular intervals like an unconvincing film set. The torches in them flickered in a way flame never would, and closer inspection showed them to be made of plastic with electric bulbs concealed in their tops.

McLean was looking for the wires when a shriek of alarm distracted him. He rushed to the nearest open door, and as he took in the scene beyond it, he understood Ritchie’s wink.

It was a large room, with a vaulted ceiling held up by squat stone pillars and lit by more of the fake torches. Two uniformed officers, one male, one female, stood with their backs to the door, staring at a metal cage suspended from an iron ring set into the ceiling. Perhaps a little over six foot long and cylindrical in shape, it was only just large enough to contain the fat man locked within it. His feet were a few inches off the ground and apart from a black leather face mask he was completely naked.

‘Ah, sir. I was hoping someone senior might get here soon.’

McLean dragged his attention from the dangling man, seeing the familiar form of Detective Constable Sandy Gregg emerge from the shadows on the far side of the room. As his eyes adjusted, he saw yet more strange apparatus and what appeared to be another man.

‘What’s going on in here, Constable? Why’s this man still locked up?’

‘Key’s snapped off in the padlock, sir. Don’t know if it was done on purpose or not.’ Gregg walked up to the cage and rattled the offending article, close to the man’s flaccid member. Perhaps feeling the movement, he threw his head from side to side, mumbling something.

‘Think he’s gagged under that hood.’ Gregg let go of the padlock, reached up and patted the man’s arm through the bars of his cage. ‘Try to stay calm, sir. We’ll have you out of there in a jiffy.’

‘If he’s gagged, who made that noise?’

‘Oh, that’s Mr Jefferies.’ DC Gregg pointed over into the dark corner, where McLean could now clearly see a man leaning uncomfortably over something that looked a bit like a coffee table made of Meccano.

‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘I think he’s taken too many little blue pills, sir. Either that or he’s just really turned on by a uniform. We’ve been having difficulty, um, extracting him. Attached by a rather sensitive part. Doctor’s on the way.’

McLean looked from one man to the other. No doubt the women who had been ministering to them were in the group upstairs. Well, these two weren’t going anywhere in a hurry. He could come back to them later. He turned to the uniformed officers.

‘You two stay and wait for the doctor. Gregg, you’re with me. Let’s go and see what other delights this place has in store for us.’
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