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Back Cover Summary

 


On the morning of the 4th December
1984, municipal workers in Bhopal, India were clearing some 4,000
dead bodies and thousands of animal carcasses from the streets
following the world's worst industrial accident.

The toxic cloud that caused the
massive death toll formed when water poured into a tank of
improperly stored methyl isocyanate (MIC).

It doesn’t look dangerous. And you
can’t smell it until it’s too late.

You can only hope it's not sitting
around anywhere near you . . .

 


In the Scottish city of Dundee,
life and all its complications are proceeding much the same as
usual.

The recklessly brilliant DI Donna
Davenport, struggling to hide a secret from police colleagues and
get over the break-up with her partner, has been suspended from
duty for a fiery and inappropriate outburst to the
press.

DI Evanton, an old-fashioned,
hard-living misogynistic copper has been newly demoted for thumping
a suspect, and transferred to Dundee with a final warning ringing
in his ears and a reputation that precedes him.

And in the peaceful, rolling
Tayside farmland a deadly store of MIC, the toxin that devastated
Bhopal, is being illegally stored by a criminal gang smuggling the
valuable substance necessary for making cheap
pesticides.

An anonymous tip-off starts a
desperate search for the MIC that is complicated by the uneasy
partnership between Davenport and Evanton and their growing
mistrust of each others actions.

 


Compelling and authentic, Toxic is
a tense and fast paced crime thriller.
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 December 3, 1984

 Bhopal, India

 


The sudden screaming and
the commotion outside awoke the dying.

It was still dark and
muggy as the panicked youth scrambled from his bunk and switched on
the lamp. Above the everyday stench that lingered even at this
hour, his nostrils were immediately assaulted by a sharp, pungent
smell that knifed into his lungs and set him coughing so that he
could barely stand up.

He looked around the room.
Mo was gone. He clawed open the shack door. Immediately the smell
and his choking grew worse, his grey eyes burning red and beginning
to water. A heavy punch landed on his chest, and he found himself
propelled back into the room.

“Quick,
get this on!” He heard Mo’s voice, muffled and strange, but he
failed to understand what she was saying. 

His head was grabbed. His
arms flailed in terror. His face was squeezed into something tight.
He caught his breath. He was panting like a cornered
animal.

“Are you
ok? Can you breathe?” Panic in her voice, muffled through the gas
mask.

The masks had been a
source of ridicule when he and Mo had first arrived here, when the
overly enthusiastic curator of the planned 16th Punjab Regiment
museum had brought them the crate of wartime relics to
document.

Now the sight of the mask
made him cry out in alarm, but when he focused on what was beyond
the door, he recoiled in horror and had to force down the bile that
came to his throat.

The shanty suburb that
lined the walls of the Union Carbide plant was enveloped in a
massive plume of smoke, and through the haze he heard clearly the
shrieks and the stampeding that had broken into his sleep. There
were thousands of people on the street, and they were all running,
crying, wailing.

He pressed himself against
the shack wall, breathing hard inside his gas mask.

“There’s
been a gas leak from the plant,” said Mo. “Come on.” She tugged at
his arm. Had she come back to help him because she cared about him,
he wondered, or did she just need somebody to do her dirty work for
her? When they’d set out together on their gap year travels, things
had been good between them. But she’d grown cold towards him.
Bossy. He didn’t like it. What kind of man was he turning into,
jumping to her beck and call?

Then the smoke was all
around him.

A surge of adrenalin sent
him towards the road. Arms and shoulders barged into him through
the fog. He began to run alongside them, fighting to keep his
balance in all the jostling. Then his foot caught on something
large and he sprawled, face-first into the dust. From the level of
the ground he examined the road surface. It was littered with dead
and dying people and animals. Bare feet, sandals and sandshoes were
pounding all around him. He’d tripped over a bakra, a huge, ugly goat. Its eyes
were fixed wide, its tongue protruding and already covered in
dust.

He slowly stood up,
appalled.

Stumbling through the
toxic gas cloud, his own breathing loud in the mask, he scrambled
over still bodies and writhing ones.

Patches of the chaos
around him emerged through the mist, and he saw the futile attempts
of a street beggar to hold onto the bare threads of life. He
stared, transfixed, as the man’s last breaths were exhaled and life
extinguished. Then the fog rolled past again and hid the terrible
sight, as the running crowds set him along the road once more. He
breathed into the mask deeply. Easily. Powerfully.

He twisted away in disgust
from the grasping hands of a woman whose eyes were opaque and
weeping, her gaping mouth uttering silent screams of agony from
lungs torn by the poisonous air.

The woman reached out,
grasping desperately.

He stumbled on, looking
back at her with revulsion. The stampeding and the shouting, the
screaming, terrified chaos in the blinding fog continued amok. He
stopped.

Nobody was going to help
her.

He turned back and looked
at the woman again.

She heard his footsteps
approach and she reached up for him, her rasping breath uttering
incoherent pleas.

He saw her dirty
fingernails, like those that constantly jabbed and picked at his
clothing, those women in bare feet and filthy rags and their
ceaseless laughing at him and his skinny, pale frame.

Well, they wouldn’t be
laughing at him now, he thought, as he felt the rush of blood in
his veins.

With the first stirrings
of arousal, he dragged the blinded woman behind an oil drum.
Testosterone flooded his head at her shocked expression as he
kicked her legs apart.

He would teach these
bitches a lesson, and then he would return home, a man.

 


 


On the morning of December
4th 1984, municipal workers in Bhopal, India, were clearing some
4,000 dead bodies and thousands of animal carcasses from the
streets following the world’s worst industrial accident.

The toxic cloud that
caused the massive death toll formed when water poured into a tank
of improperly stored methyl isocyanate (MIC).

It doesn’t look dangerous.
And you can’t smell it until it’s too late.

You can only hope it’s not
sitting around anywhere near you . . .


 


 The
present day,

 Dundee, Scotland

 


 Monday


 Chapter One

 


“Oh,
she’s in trouble this time.”

“Do you
really think it was her?”

“Who
else could it have been? I wouldn’t want to be in her shoes today –
Ross is on the warpath.”

“God,
you’re right there, Ted. I’ve never seen him so
angry.”

Sergeant Alice Moone
stopped abruptly at the sound of boots clumping along the corridor
towards them. She and Sergeant Ted Granger pressed themselves into
the doorway by which they’d been standing, and watched as Detective
Chief Inspector Angus Ross passed them. Ross’s face was as red as
his hair, and he walked on, his expression grim, without
acknowledging the officers. They stared after him, watched him go
into his office, and blinked when he slammed the door behind
him.

“Well,
good morning to you, too, Sir,” said Alice.

“She’s
in big trouble.”

“Oh, I
don’t know; she got out of that whole school liaison thing
unscathed.”

“Only
Donna, eh?” said Ted, as the two officers snorted in
laughter.

A door whined open at the
end of the corridor, and a cloud of cigarette smoke
appeared.

“Talk of
the devil,” said Ted.

Detective Inspector Donna
Davenport walked towards them, puffing furiously on a cigarette. As
she reached Ted and Alice she stubbed it out into a bottle of
water, and pitched it into a bin. Her face was pale.

“Got any
chewing gum?” she asked.

Ted laughed. “Here you go,
lass. Covering up your habit’s going to be the least of your
worries today.”

“Wish me
luck,” said Donna.

“Do
whatever grovelling you have to do,” said Alice. “We bloody need
you.” Her voice began to break, and she coughed to cover her
embarrassment.

“Thanks,” said Donna. She smiled meekly at her colleagues,
saluted with two fingers to her forehead, and set off towards
Ross’s office.

 


 


DCI Angus Ross let the
newspaper drop onto his desk when the knock came to his door. He
rested his head in the palm of his hand, and didn’t look up while
Donna slunk into a chair opposite him. His fiery red eyebrows were
furrowed, creating a knot of tension. But he knew that any
resulting headache wouldn’t cause him half as much grief as the
problem he had to deal with here. He felt drained
already.

He reached for the
newspaper again and flashed it at Donna. She rolled her eyes to the
ceiling. Ross ignored the gesture, recognising it for the false
display of bravado that it was; her rapid jaw movements as she
chewed the gum told him she was agitated.

“You’re
giving evidence in this trial, Davenport,” he said. “Don’t treat it
like a joke.”

Davenport? thought Donna, anger
threatening to spill over at the uncharacteristic formality of
using her surname. Her boss he may be, but they were old friends,
going way back. How could he fail to see what was going on
here?

“Well,
I’m sorry,” she said, leaning forward in a way that made Ross
retreat further from his side of the desk. “But I don’t see anybody
laughing. And you, of all people . . . ” She let the words trail
away, and shook her head, saddened by her thoughts. Ross
immediately felt like he’d failed some test.

“You’re
putting this case in jeopardy,” he said. “Your own career, even. A
police officer cannot behave like that in a court of
law.”

He threw the newspaper
back down on his desk. Donna’s picture glared out of the front
page.

Ross closed his eyes for a
moment, trying to steady his breath. Yes, he knew her stance on
this matter, but how could she have put him in this position? After
all they’d been through together?

The female gang that had
been targeting wealthy men across the region, posing as prostitutes
and leaving them penniless and mortified – and one of them dead –
had been tracked down and brought to justice only as a result of
Donna’s persistent digging, uncanny intuition, and her enviable
knack of getting the most unlikely characters to give her the
information she needed. And while she’d opined loudly and
frequently over the resources being poured into this case, she’d
done her job diligently and followed procedure throughout. Or at
least, she’d managed to avoid being caught doing
otherwise.

But the victory for law
enforcement, it seemed, had come at a price, and Donna’s
uninhibited tendency to admire the work of the gang had handed the
media an ace as she dished out the sound bites that were likely to
turn these women into popular heroes. And that hadn’t proved to be
very difficult, with Donna now exposing the comparison in resources
that tended to be deployed on cases where the genders were
reversed.

He opened his eyes again
and studied her. She looked the same as always, but that didn’t
hide the fact that something about her had changed. Ross couldn’t
quite put his finger on it. She hadn’t been herself these past few
weeks, a timescale that Ross couldn’t correlate with anything he
knew of. The normally affable and sparky DI seemed to have been
possessed by this new angry person, and now she had become even
more of a loose cannon than before.

What the hell is wrong
with you these days? he wanted to yell at
her.

Only last week, in an
episode that Ross would prefer not to have been associated with his
team, he’d had to pull her from the community liaison rota for
telling youngsters, “Don’t mess with us,
you wee shites,” on her first school
visit. The seven complaints he’d received about the episode were
all a little unsure they’d heard quite right. They didn’t want to
get that nice lady into trouble, but . . .

The department’s bigwigs
had heard all the excuses under the sun from Ross on her behalf,
but they could never shake free of the fact that she got results.
Results that nobody else ever managed to get. And so, exasperated
as they often got, they knew they needed her, and enough had been
swept under the carpet to create quite a mound. Ross, for one,
would do whatever it took to hang onto her. Except this time. He
was out of rope. He’d thought the school liaison thing was a step
too far, but now this. He could never have predicted this one. For
the first time, he found himself nervous of what she might do
next.

So instead he said,
“Donna, I can’t make excuses for you this time. I’m going to have
to suspend you until the impact of your statements to the media on
this case can be assessed.”

Donna sprang to her feet,
her eyes blazing fury. Ross tried not to flinch.

“You
know I’d give my life for this Force!” she yelled at him. “I can’t
do this any more! I quit.”

And she turned on her heel
and marched out of his office.

Ross heard the waver in
her voice and saw her eyes begin to well, before he jumped with the
rattle of the office walls at the force of her slamming the door
behind her.

 


 


Ross took several deep
breaths. With a heavy heart he reached for the paperwork that would
have to be completed to action Donna’s suspension, when he heard
his fax machine begin to whir.

Mildly surprised that the
fax machine still even worked, and alarmed to think he might be
receiving information too sensitive to be trusted to email, he
watched until the last page emerged from it. He read the contents
before sitting back down and reading it again.

A handwritten memo from
the Assistant Chief Constable. Ross felt goose bumps form across
his arms at the irregularity and the seriousness it
suggested.

In stunned silence he read
about the volatile toxin MIC. He read about its potential for
disaster, how its exposure to water produced a deadly vapour. The
last thing he’d want in his area would be a vat of this stuff not
being properly stored. But here it was in the memo, confirmation
that trace samples had been found here in Tayside following an
anonymous tip-off two weeks ago. No information about where it had
come from or where it was being kept, far less about the state of
its storage.

Two weeks ago, and I’m
just hearing about this now?

He was unnerved,
particularly at the reference to evacuation plans in the event . .
. Ross couldn’t contemplate it.

The ACC’s memo didn’t say
as much, but he was certain the initial investigation would have
gone to bloody Chief Superintendent Lawson and his ego. No doubt
Lawson had been handed some line of inquiry he couldn’t be bothered
with, or that was beneath his so-called special task force. Well,
if Ross had got that job last year, he’d have applied proper police
work instead of creating some special band of arse-lickers and
calling it a task force.

He looked again at the
detail in the memo, and the awful statistics soon took his mind off
Lawson. He was left in no doubt about the gravity of the situation,
and this was probably no time for resentment. This toxin, MIC, was
being stored on his patch, and one wrong move could blow Dundee
right off the map.

He read about the covert
government investigation being pulled together by the MP Bob
Skinner and a visiting expert, Professor David Chisholm, and with
his jaw dropping open he read approximately twelve times the
Assistant Chief’s order to attend a briefing on the matter along
with Detective Inspector Jonas Evanton, due to his experience at
Aberdeen, as well as the only person in the department who would
work with him, the Force’s sharpest wit, one DI Donna
Davenport.

“Oh,
God,” said Ross out loud, the palms of his hands beginning to
sweat.

 


 



 Chapter Two

 


The punch caught Iksan
square on the chin, and the force of it knocked him onto the
sand.

The impact of the fall
sent his breath gushing from his chest, and stunned him just long
enough to break his hysteria. Lurching up onto one elbow he stared
at Gorak, who was now standing rubbing his sore fist.

Iksan opened his mouth
wide to yell, to sob, but his voice was no match against the
thunderous waves and the tearing wind. He had never seen a dead
body before. Over and over his mind replayed it, tormenting
him.

 


The boat had been fighting
its way into the bay, when Iksan heard the deep baritone of the
rocks slicing through the hull. He’d lost his footing and sprawled
ungracefully onto the deck, and he remembered thinking Gorak was
shouting at him again.

“Head
into the waves!” he’d heard Mehmet yell at Gorak.

“The
waters are too shallow,” Gorak yelled back.

“You’re
going to get us killed.”

“Just do
what you’re told.”

“No, we
do this my way now,” Mehmet had growled in Gorak’s
face.

Iksan had scrambled to his
feet, grasping for the lifebelt as the tug lurched too far into the
water. He stared at the two men, who were arguing frantically now,
his eyes burning with salt water.

Paralysed by fear as the
tiny vessel pitched uncontrollably, he’d stared as Gorak lashed out
and pushed Mehmet. Mehmet had grabbed back at Gorak, almost losing
his balance but managing to keep upright.

The noise of the rocks on
the hull and the frantic arguing between Gorak and Mehmet were the
terrible sounds pounding in Iksan’s head as he’d clung to the
lifebelt, and suddenly seen Mehmet’s hands grasping at the air and
disappearing over the side of the boat.

Iksan had desperately
sought out Gorak. The old sailor was gripping the side of the boat
where Mehmet had fallen and was staring down into the
water.

Iksan clambered to the
spot, and heard his own voice calling out, “Mehmet!”

Gorak turned towards
Iksan, who stopped at the expression on the older man’s
face.

“Did you
. . . ?” Iksan couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The lifebelt
lay useless – and un-thrown – at Gorak’s feet. He stared at it,
then back into the water, where he could see no sign of
Mehmet.

Then a lifeless form, its
face forever frozen in silent shock, exploded from the waves for a
second, only to be swallowed into the deep again, leaving a wake of
froth that revealed nothing.

At that moment, water had
rushed across the deck and swept Gorak and Iksan off the
tug.

 


Now lying on the sand in
the secluded bay, towered over by a sheer cliff-face, Iksan tried
to comprehend Gorak’s orders. It wasn’t Mehmet’s body they were to
retrieve from the boat’s wreckage. It was the canisters.

My God, Iksan thought. What is in those
containers?

 


“Sun
rises in the east,” Donna muttered to herself, squinting with fond
appreciation across the choppy Firth of Tay. The Fife coastline
faded almost to white through the rain in the distance. With each
step that pounded onto the tarmac under her trainers, her breath
came laboured, and a plume of smoke flew from every other
exhalation. She eased the pace as she neared her spot, her place of
solace, and threw the cigarette butt ahead of her, stamping it out
as she drew to a brisk walking pace.

She still felt the prick
of tears threatening to sprout from her eyes, and a tumultuous
swell of anger and fear added to her rapid heartbeat. But there was
no doubt the six-mile jog and eight cigarettes along the way had
helped to calm her.

As she’d run through the
winding alleyways of the city’s modest but pretty centre and out
towards the shoreline, she’d ignored the stares and the
wolf-whistles, although she had quickly checked several times that
her clothes were actually on. Just to be sure. She’d recognised at
least half of her audience as punters she’d nicked at one time or
another, and hers wasn’t a face they’d forget in a
hurry.

What a start to a bloody
Monday, she thought, and felt her mood dip
suddenly. She lit another cigarette quickly, cupping the flame from
her lighter with her free hand, shielding it from the breeze coming
off the water. Mercifully she was alone now.

Slowing to a stop, gazing
out across the firth, her mind’s eye returned to the confrontation
she’d had with Ross that morning. As the bitter words of their
exchange replayed in her head, she was quite unaware of the black
Skoda that approached from behind her, dropping to second gear on
the road as it slowed.

The first thing she’d
noticed about Ross was his intense sadness. Because of her. She
understood the conflict their longstanding friendship presented him
at times like these. Lots of times lately. If only she could have
just told him.

She threw the cigarette
stub under her toe and lit another, still unaware of the Skoda that
had now stopped just a stone’s throw from her back.

She took several steps
down onto the grassy bank by the water and sat down.

“You’re
giving evidence in this trial, Davenport,” Ross’s words came back
to her. “What, now I can’t trust my own officers in a court of
law?”

Even Ross can’t trust me
now, Donna thought, taking the cigarette
from her mouth.

When he’d said that, she’d
predicted what was coming, but she’d still felt herself go numb
with shock. If only she’d sat there and lowered her head as it was
now. She bit her lip in frustration. If only she’d told Ross the
truth, deep in her heart she knew he’d have understood. But
instead, she’d leapt to her feet, shouting her mouth off. Her only
shred of hope was that if she’d seen him start at her fury, then he
must surely have caught a glimpse beneath her melodramatic
performance.

Lost in thought, Donna
failed to note the subtle change as the black Skoda’s engine was
turned off.


 Chapter Three

 


It came back to him, like
it always did, the screaming and the commotion in the disorienting
fog . . . the lingering stench . . . knifing into his lungs . . .
his grey eyes burning red . . . resting on the choking, the dying .
. .

Then he heard a siren,
piercing. That was new. When had he heard that? He tried to place
it, but it was tearing his attention from the gasping last breaths,
taking them out of his reach . . .

Feeling as though he was
being propelled backwards through a vortex, he sprang upright,
panting, sweating and aroused, and found himself in his quiet, tidy
room.

He felt bewildered until
he realised it had been that dream. Again. Taking him back to that
night.

He gulped at the clean
air. Breathing hard, he looked around his room cautiously, then
re-set the alarm. He wasn’t going to be scared off by threats of
being found out. He could take care of this. Get things back under
control, the way they should be.

He swung his legs out of
the bed, and sat for a moment to steady his heart rate. Time to
shower, to rid himself of the grime and the filth that clung to him
even now, three decades since it had happened. Time to clothe
himself in fine tailoring and expensive scent, to push the memory
far behind him. He had things to get on with today.

 


Professor David Chisholm
took his time, newly aware of creeping middle age in the ache
through his knees and his fingers. Carefully, he set out his slides
in order on the plush chairs that lined this little room behind the
podium. He’d been impressed by the facilities at the conference
centre, satisfyingly so, since he’d arrived here yesterday. He’d
spoken at many venues across the globe, and this one in Edinburgh
compared with the best of them.

The tall slender academic
rehearsed his opening lines, his soft grey eyes running ahead to
pick out the landmarks in his notes that would jog his memory in
the event of going blank in front of the audience.

In a well-tailored dark
suit and with still only a little grey finding its way through his
short honey-blond hair, Chisholm cut a handsome and confident
figure. But confident was not how he was feeling right now. This
was his first time in the UK in over twelve years. He blew on his
hands, although it wasn’t cold, and paced a little back and
forth.

Sure, he was nervous about
getting tongue-tied in front of an audience. That was always
nerve-racking, and something he had never really gotten used to.
Speaking on an issue he felt so passionately about meant he was
anxious for his audience to warm to his message.

But the phone calls, more
than anything else, were distracting him and setting him on edge
today. He had refused so many requests to speak at UK conferences
over the years, afraid of returning here and having to face up to
what he had done, fearful of the floodgates that would fly open if
he were to be found out. He felt sick, because now it was clear
that somebody did know. The phone calls had been menacing and
direct, beginning almost as soon as he’d accepted this speaking
engagement, but he had tried to convince himself that the caller
wouldn’t ever actually carry out his threat, was calling his bluff.
Chisholm was nonetheless unnerved, and with no idea who was behind
the calls, he found himself constantly looking over his shoulder
with the feeling he was being watched.

The rap on the door made
him jump. A sweat broke out across his forehead.

“Time,
now.” It was the conference organiser, Tom Daniels, who started at
the professor’s uncharacteristic disposition. “Uh, are you
ok?”

“Yes . .
. yes,” Chisholm offered a weak smile and scooped up his papers.
“Thanks, Tom. I was miles away.”

 


Standing at the podium,
giving the appearance of being at ease at his full height, Chisholm
allowed his eyes to roam across his audience, taking in the variety
of faces in this collection of two-hundred or so. A great diversity
of age groups, he noted, no doubt reflecting their student and
boardroom backgrounds. He reminded himself that they were here to
take up a common cause, if he could persuade them.

An expectant buzz emanated
from them and their faces, all turned towards him, showed an
eagerness that his presence had come to generate at such
gatherings. Chisholm prompted himself that he owed it to the
victims of one of the world’s most awful chemical disasters to
concentrate on his message now and to forget about the phone calls.
He had a job to do.

He cleared his throat,
made as to begin his opening remarks, and suddenly cried out,
clutching at this throat. Eyes bulging in terror, his full weight
fell against the podium, his mouth wide open, gasping for a breath
that would not come.

Panic took hold of the
audience, and several in the front row leaped to their feet and
rushed to the choking professor.

As the first few shocked
delegates reached him, Professor Chisholm suddenly regained his
composure, stood again to his full height, and smiled at the
bewildered looks on their faces. With a kindly gesture he ushered
them back to their seats.

“Picture
the moments before dawn,” he began. “You’re tucked up in bed. It’s
that inky-blue silence when even the birds haven’t stirred. You’re
warm, you’re cosy, and you know you don’t have to get up just
yet.

“You
slip into a dream where there’s a glove clamped over your nose and
mouth. There’s a searing burning in your lungs, but you can’t get a
breath. Your nightmare gets worse when you realise you’re awake.
You fall onto the floor, gasping for breath. Imagine your terror,
the burning, and the suffocation. And the last sounds you hear are
the piercing screams and the thrashing struggle from the apartments
above you.

“Ladies
and gentlemen, this is what happened to some four thousand people –
four thousand – in Bhopal one night in December 1984, and to a
further eight thousand since then. Though, to a shame we should all
bear, we’ll never know the true number. It happened in a city about
one and a half times the size of Edinburgh here.”

Yes, save the world,
professor, after what you did, thought the
woman in the back row.

“I
understand we have toxicology, chemistry and chemical engineering
disciplines represented here today,” Chisholm continued, unaware of
the woman’s accusing stare. “And we even have some bogey men from
industry.”

He had won them over,
their relieved murmur of laughter confirmed. He was focused
now.

“Methyl isocyanate, ladies and gentlemen,” Chisholm went on.
“Otherwise known as MIC. It’s a helluva substance. But don’t get me
wrong, I’ve never campaigned against the substance itself. It works
wonders in cheap pesticide production, and there are compelling
economic arguments for using it across a range of product types.
The world would be a more affordable place if we used it more. But
it would also be a more dangerous place. To date we haven’t found a
fail-safe method of storing it, although we have new evidence about
geological storage to consider during this conference. As things
stand, MIC causes havoc and untold tragedy when its storage is
breached.” 

He paused briefly,
wondering whether he should tell them about the news that MIC was
being stored under the radar here in their own country. And then
what? Alert them to the possibility that some act of carelessness
might expose the liquid to water and envelop them in a toxic cloud
and another Bhopal? No, he’d been asked to respect confidentiality
on that matter, paradoxically asked by a politician who was known
for his strong stance against cover-ups.

Chisholm took a sip of
water and went on following his notes.

“You’re
all here because you have an interest in finding new ways to store
MIC safely. But when you study it, when you conduct tests, when you
debate it, never ever forget or marginalise the human cost. When
you analyse case studies of toxic chemical spills, never skip over
the experiences of the people who suffered their
effects.”

At that, a young gentleman
from the middle rows sprang to his feet, clapping his hands,
setting off a standing ovation for the professor. In the clamour
that followed, with the shuffling of chairs, the raising of hands,
and the stream of questions, caught up in the exhilaration of their
cause, Chisholm forgot all about the phone calls. And he failed to
notice the one person in the room who remained seated, with her
eyes narrowed in anger. Her mouth was set in a frown, and she
clasped her red leather-encased iPad to her chest as she rose and
left the conference room.


 Chapter Four

 


Chief Superintendent
Lawson strode into Ross’s office, rapping his knuckles on the door
after the event.

“Sir,”
said Ross automatically, avoiding eye contact.

Lawson nodded to the sheaf
of fax papers still in Ross’s hand, as he sat himself down
unbidden.

“What do
you make of this business, then?” he said. His voice carried a
jovial note to it.

“Do you
mean the presence of a volatile and highly toxic substance that
appears to be illegally stored in our area? The same substance that
killed and maimed thousands of people the last time it was
carelessly stored? That we need to be preparing for a potential
national disaster? That
business?” said Ross, this time levelling his
gaze into Lawson’s startled eyes.

“Look,
I’m sorry you were kept out of the loop,” said Lawson. He scooped a
pill into his mouth quickly. “Damned angina tablets,” he
muttered.

“Out of
the loop?” Ross felt his neck grow red as his voice began to rise.
“Look at what this stuff does!” He shook the fax papers in front of
Lawson’s face. “We need every scrap of resource available to find
it. And you saw fit to keep most of our Force out of
it?”

“There
are, ah, other things going on at higher levels that you will be
brought in on in due course.”

Don’t give him the
satisfaction of asking, thought Ross. “The
ACC wants to hold a briefing. Is that why you’re here?”

Lawson made a display of
arranging himself comfortably in his chair. It groaned like a cow
in labour as he shuffled his large frame.

“Obviously a lot has happened behind the scenes in the last
two weeks, to verify the details phoned anonymously to one of our
plods up in Arbroath.”

“Police
Constable Aiden Moore,” said Ross, again holding up the fax.
“Please don’t refer to our officers as plods.”

“Look,
Ross, did somebody get on your goat today?”

Ross held his breath. His
eye caught the documents on his desk that were to be filed for
Donna’s suspension. “No. Sir.” He quickly set down the fax sheets
on top of them.

“Well,
good,” said Lawson. “I actually came here to offer my support.” He
paused to allow a response from Ross, but got none. “The Evanton
thing?”

Ross let out a heavy sigh.
Yes, Detective Inspector Jonas Evanton.

“I know
you were landed with him, Ross,” said Lawson. “But he saved our
necks over that botched petrochemical thing that went on in
Aberdeen.”

“Getting
a confession by beating the crap out of the witnesses?” said Ross.
“That’s going to stand up in court.”

“We’d be
having our arses hauled over the coals for Abram Kozel’s death if
it wasn’t for him. You’d do well to remember that, Ross,” said
Lawson. “Anyway, Evanton has the expertise we need on this case,
and I’ll do what I can to help you manage him.”

“He got
sent here from Grampian into a demoted post,” said Ross. “He’s a
very angry man. I don’t trust him.”

“Granted, he has a colourful history,” said Lawson. “Bit of a
player with the ladies, though, eh?” His leering grin vanished as
quickly as it had appeared when he saw the expression on Ross’s
face.

“Divorced three times is not what I would call a player with
the ladies. Sir.” Ross wanted to stand up and throw his chair in
Lawson’s pompous face. “I would say he has a serious problem with
women, and I don’t feel my female staff are particularly safe
around him. What with his reputation with his fists, and
all.”

“Those
allegations were all made by male prisoners.”

“He
certainly isn’t going to take kindly to being paired with Donna
Davenport,” said Ross. “Or by any woman in possession of an
IQ.” But especially
Donna, he thought, as his brow creased in
concern. Suddenly he yearned to have her here in the room with him.
She’d make mince meat out of the Chief Superintendent, and she’d
get away with it.

“I would
have thought you’d have more concerns about Davenport’s role in all
of this,” said Lawson. “The ACC insists on having her in, but quite
frankly she’s off her trolley.”

Ross opened his mouth to
argue, but found himself having to agree. Something wasn’t right
with Donna just now. What was it she wasn’t telling him? What could
she possibly not trust him with, after all they’d been through
together?

“And
don’t think I didn’t hear about the school liaison thing,” Lawson
went on. “But orders are orders. Bad toxin. Two volatile senior
officers. We’ve got a serious problem on our hands, Ross. What say
we set aside the petty stuff and help each other get this
right?”

Ross closed his eyes and
nodded his head. Lawson was right. Finding the MIC was paramount.
The other stuff could wait.

“I don’t
mind telling you, Ross,” said Lawson with his head lowered. “The
COBRA meeting last week was one of the scariest things I’ve ever
attended. We had to spell out our estimates of the number of
casualties. In front of the Prime Minister! The Leader of the
Council had to present a detailed account of how we would evacuate
the area.” He shook his head slowly.

“I’ll
have my full team here at four,” said Ross.

Lawson nodded approval and
relief in equal measure. “One more thing,” he said as he rose from
his chair. “The world expert on all of this, Professor David
Chisholm, just happens to be making a rare appearance in the UK
this week. Bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

Ross cocked his
head. A coincidence and a
half, he thought.

 


Ross sat in silence for a
long ten minutes once Lawson was gone.

He took Donna’s suspension
paperwork to the shredder, all the while fretting.

He checked the clock, and
reached a decision. There would still be time before the four
o’clock briefing.

It wasn’t going to go down
well, but he was willing to try anything.

He looked up Anna’s
number, and hoped with all his might that she was free.

 


“An
hour? Are you kidding me?”

“Please,
Anna, run with me on this one. We’ve just received some intel and I
need these two working together. Time really isn’t on our side
here.”

Anna heard the wheeze in
Ross’s breathing. She’d known him long enough now to know this
wasn’t good.

“Then
I’ll pull out my magic wand,” she said.


 Chapter Five

 


Donna sat on the grassy
bank, gazing out across the Firth of Tay, her eye falling upon the
bridge. Her doctor had been right to suggest she find somewhere
like this. It was a place that gave her space in her head to think.
To get things into perspective.

It was still a little
breezy, even in this sheltered nook, but the blood pounding in her
head was making her feel dizzy. She took off her running top and
let the cool air form goose bumps on her arms.

The driver of the black
Skoda slowly eased himself from the car and stood watching Donna’s
back. He could tell from the tremor in her shoulders that she was
upset. Crying or fuming, he wasn’t sure. He watched as she
swallowed two lithium pills, a sure sign that something had
happened.

Donna hated the pills, but
she’d learned to read the signs now, and she’d been ignoring them
for too long. She could see that here, in this quiet place. She
could see how the mood roller coaster had begun to affect her
decisions and her behaviour again during the six weeks since
breaking up with Libby. She was arguing with Angus Ross nearly all
the time now, and he’d been such a good friend to her in the past.
But she just couldn’t talk to him about this. She was sure others
had begun to notice at work, and feared it would only be a matter
of time before they figured it out if she didn’t get a grip on her
life and take control, even if that meant taking these damned
pills.

The stumps of the old Tay
Bridge followed the new one like an eerie stalker, popping above
the waterline no matter when you looked, refusing to let go of the
memories of the seventy-five souls drowned there in the 1878
disaster.

This always worked for
Donna. Taking a deep breath, she squinted across the span of water
whose bobbing ripples reflected dazzling sunlight straight back at
her, and allowed her imagination to replay the noise of that
hurricane force storm on the night of the famous bridge disaster.
Those huge waves thundering against the bridge. The petticoats, top
hats and sturdy luggage being bundled onto the train. Their faces,
the colour of their hair and their eyes, the cries of alarm as the
train pulled its way across the raging Firth.

She always tried to see
their faces.

Donna held her head in her
hands as she listened for the ghastly creaking of tearing metal as
the winds ripped through the ironwork and wrenched the bridge from
its castors, pitching the train and its screaming, terrified
passengers to a terrible, storm-ravaged grave, the train lights
disappearing into the waves.

Silent today. But these
waters still held the thirty or so who were never
recovered.

Donna took out a new
packet of cigarettes and lit one. Yes, it put this day into
perspective, she told herself. The ghosts of the wreckage told her
that things would never get that bad.

But she’d had enough, and
she had to make a decision.

“A cop,”
she said, flicking cigarette ash onto the grass beside
her.

“Not a
cop,” with the next flick.

She withdrew her warrant
card from her jacket pocket, glanced at it and wondered if it would
float or sink if she pitched it into the bobbing water right now.
She held it out, as if offering it to the lost
passengers.

Flick with the ash. “A
cop.”

Flick. “Not a
cop.”

Was it such a bad thing to
have admired that gang? Was it really them that deserved the book
of the law to be thrown at them, instead of the sleazy lowlifes
that had told their wives they were working late, when they’d been
buying favours from some poor junked-up creature that had no worth
of her own?

And what about the Abram
Kozel cock-up? Not that Donna was sorry to hear about the
gangster’s death, but there were rumours about how the police had
handled it, and the efficiency with which it got swept under the
carpet hadn’t escaped her notice. There were double standards, all
right. What was justice all about, she wondered. Whose right and
whose wrong was it that counted? Who was the victim? It wasn’t
always obvious.

Flick. “A cop.”

Flick. Last flick left.
“Not a cop.”

Donna stubbed the
cigarette out on the grass and stood up.

There it was, then,
decision made.

The driver watched Donna
stand up and stretch. Something about the stretch. What was she
doing? He craned his neck to see better, and as Donna exhaled the
last mouthful of smoke, he saw and made a dash towards her, but it
was too late. She threw her warrant card into the water, a javelin
thrower’s pitch, where it hit with hardly a ripple and
vanished.

“Hey,
Donna, stop!”

Donna spun towards him,
and despite the red rims around her eyes, a smile came
instinctively to her lips.

“Natesh,
how come you always turn up just when I’m having a bad day?” she
said, and took another cigarette out of her
pocket.

Natesh brought his pace to
failed saunter, and put his hand on her arm.

“Another
bad day? Man, I need to start taking better care of you. What’s
up?” He forced himself to remove his hand.

“I’m
suspended from duty.”

“You got
the sack?”

“No,
I’ve been suspended. Pending an investigation into my
inappropriate behaviour.” She faked a voice. “But I suppose I’m going to end up
getting the sack.”

“Because
of the newspaper thing?” he said, steadying his breath as she
tugged on his arm, beckoning him to sit with her.

“Yeah.
Top brass don’t like it when cops discuss high profile cases in the
media. God, what an idiot. What have I done?”

They both stared out over
the water.

“Can’t
you talk to Ross?” said Natesh.

Donna snorted. “It was
Ross who suspended me. He’s furious.” Then she lowered her head. “I
don’t blame him. I’m biting his head off all the time these days.
Now even he doesn’t want to know me. I just can’t handle this any
more.”

“The
job, or the . . ?”

“Yeah,
that,” said Donna. “It’s coming every day now. I can’t stop it.
Some wee corner in my head is going take the pills and it’ll go away,
but it won’t, will it? And every time I go on a high, I get this
birds-eye view of what I’m acting like, and I think
what an arse, but I
can’t stop myself.”

“Take
some slow breaths,” said Natesh, guiding her breathing with his
hands, like an orchestra conductor.

He studied her profile.
The darling of the sports field in their youth, she’d surprised
everyone by deciding to go to university to study chemical
engineering. And she’d excelled there every bit as much as she had
done in the track and field, finding a superhuman energy that had
left Natesh star-struck as she blazed her way to a first class
honours. And then, as surprisingly as the up had appeared, the down
came crashing and burning around her, leaving a wreckage of Donna
in its wake. It had been Natesh who’d persuaded her to
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