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		1

		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.
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		‘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 airwave 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 airwave 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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		‘You’ve got no right. This is a
			private house. We’ve not done anything wrong.’

		If McLean had a pound for every irate man
			who uttered those words as he worked his way slowly up the building, he’d have had
			enough for a half-decent bottle of wine. He’d have needed something considerably
			stronger to erase the sight of puffy white flesh, the smell of things best left
			unidentified. People were endlessly creative in their sexual adventures, it would seem,
			but ultimately it all boiled down to the same thing. This man was like all the others he
			had interviewed so far, nondescript, swore he had no previous record. Even his name was
			average, so much so that they’d had to check his driving licence when he’d
			told them. John Smith. Utterly ordinary, except perhaps for his sexual proclivities and
			his estuary Essex accent. Two women had been in here with him, although from what McLean
			had heard they’d been more interested in each other.

		‘You deny that you were paying this
			woman—’ McLean consulted his notes. ‘Sorry, these women, for
			sex?’

		Mr Smith sat in his boxer shorts and shirt
			on the edge of a large, comfortable-looking bed. The room they were in was large, too,
			with a floor-to-ceiling bay window that looked out on to the darkened street. Or would
			have done had not the shutters been closed and a heavy set of curtains drawn. Given the
			situation he had been found in, it was perhaps for the best. As yet he hadn’t
			shown any sense of shame at his behaviour, something McLean had noticed of the other
			clients he’d interviewed. 

		‘There’s no law against it, you
			know?’ Mr Smith’s voice rose at the end in the tiniest hint of a question.
			It was the first sign of doubt McLean had heard all night, other than the endless loop
			of it going around in his own head. There was something very wrong about this whole
			set-up, and he had a nasty feeling the raid might well backfire on the police if they
			didn’t play things very carefully.

		‘Against paying for sex? No.’
			McLean studied Mr Smith’s face for signs of embarrassment, found none. ‘But
			brothels are illegal and your use of this one will have to be noted. Your name and
			details will go on record with the sex industry department.’

		Now Mr Smith looked worried. ‘What
			does that even mean? Can you do that? I mean, I’ve not committed any crime here.
			This isn’t a brothel.’

		‘So everyone keeps telling me, and you
			know what? I don’t believe them. As to whether or not you’ve committed a
			crime here? Well, Mr Smith. We’ll see about that. Once we’ve got the results
			back from the PNC check.’

		‘Look, you’ve got it all wrong.
			These girls. I wasn’t paying them.’ 

		‘Lucky you. It makes no
			difference.’

		‘No, see. They’re not
			prostitutes. I’ve not done anything wrong.’

		Almost word for word it was the same claim
			he had heard in all the other rooms. McLean didn’t want to think of the
			implications should it turn out to be true. He turned away, spoke to the uniform PC on
			the door. ‘Let him get dressed, then bring him downstairs. Everyone’s going
			out the back to avoid the press. We’ll carry on this conversation back at the
			station.’

		‘The station? Press?’ Mr
			Smith’s voice rose an octave. Well, everyone had something to hide. ‘But you
			can’t … my rights …’

		‘Your rights, Mr Smith?’ McLean
			paused at the door, caught DC Gregg’s eye. ‘Read him his rights will you,
			Constable? I’m going to have a chat with the DCI.’

		Halfway down the second flight of stairs,
			McLean’s concerned musing was interrupted by a loud shout from an open doorway. He
			bustled down and stuck his head into another bedroom, larger even than the ones he had
			seen already. It was different, too, though he couldn’t quite work out how. The
			bed was as big as all the others, and doors led off to what looked like an en-suite
			bathroom and a dressing room. One wall was dominated by two tall windows that looked out
			on to the blackness of the back lane behind the building. Between them, an antique
			dressing table much like the one in his grandmother’s bedroom was heaped with
			heavy-looking academic books, a spiral-bound notepad open in suggestion of study.
			Detective Sergeant Ritchie stood with her back pressed against the edge of the table,
			pushed there no doubt by the strident tones of the woman making all the noise.

		‘This is an outrage. Have you any idea
			who I am? Who I know? You can’t just break down my door in the dead of
			night.’ 

		‘Running a brothel is against the law,
			ma’am. As is living off immoral earnings. Does the taxman even know about
			this?’ Ritchie gestured towards the open notebook, then noticed McLean standing in
			the doorway. ‘Ah, sir. I wonder if you could explain the situation to Miss
			Marchmont here. She doesn’t seem to want to listen to me.’

		‘Sir? About bloody time I spoke to
			someone in charge.’ The woman whirled around, mouth open to tear McLean off a
			strip. He braced himself, seeing the fury in her eyes even as he noticed her sensible
			clothing, thin face hung with straight black hair. There was something hauntingly
			familiar about her eyes, but he couldn’t for the life of him think where he might
			have met her before.

		‘I …’ Her voice died as a
			puzzled frown spread across her face. Or maybe it wasn’t puzzlement but something
			else. Fear perhaps. Whatever it was, the woman’s anger seemed to leach away like
			air from an old party balloon.

		‘Miss Marchmont, is it?’ McLean
			strove to sound conciliatory even as he racked his brain trying to work out where he
			knew her from. Certainly the name meant nothing to him. She didn’t reply, giving
			instead the faintest of nods.

		‘We’re acting on good
			information that this house is being used as a brothel. I have a warrant to search the
			premises for evidence to that effect, and given what is going on in the basement I
			don’t think I need to justify my actions any further.’

		Marchmont let her head droop forward, as if
			the muscles in her slender neck had grown too tired to take the weight any more. Her
			long black hair slid across her features like a stage curtain. ‘You’ve got
			it all wrong.’

		Something about her words, the way she
			spoke, made McLean believe her. It wasn’t a happy thought, the ramifications all
			too easy to imagine.

		‘I’ll be the judge of
			that,’ he said, and at the same time realised what it was about the room that had
			been bothering him. Not that the bed was made, or that Miss Marchmont had clearly been
			discovered in here alone. It was the smell. The rest of the house reeked of sex, of
			cheap aftershave and booze. But this room smelled like a room in a house this old
			should. Like the spare rooms in his own house that he rarely had any need to visit. Not
			a place anyone spent much time.

		He walked to the dressing table and picked
			up the notebook. Miss Marchmont’s handwriting was neat but tightly packed,
			difficult to read. The words weren’t any kind of book-keeping, though, nor a tally
			of names and addresses. McLean put the notebook down and picked up one of the heavy
			leather-bound books. On the outside it claimed to be a manual of corporate law, and a
			quick flick through the densely printed pages within showed that it wasn’t lying.
			He put it back down again, a sinking weight dragging in his gut. Turning around to face
			Miss Marchmont, he saw her hand covering her stomach, as if protecting herself against
			this invasion of her privacy. Her face was a white mask, emotionless and unreadable, her
			eyes locked on him, peering from behind that curtain of straight black hair, and for a
			moment he thought he knew where he had seen her before. Then she dropped her hand to her
			side, shook her hair from her face and pulled herself upright, and the moment was
			gone.

		‘You won’t find anything
			untoward here. None of my guests are doing anything illegal.’

		‘And yet you’re not – how
			shall I put it – joining in?’

		The hand went up to the stomach again, the
			ghost of a smile appearing on Marchmont’s lips. ‘What can I say? These
			parties take a lot of organising, but this evening I really wasn’t feeling up to
			it. Didn’t want to put everyone off just because I’m a bit under the
			weather, so I let them get on with it. We’re all friends, after all.’

		‘Think we might have a problem,
			Jo.’

		McLean found DCI Dexter in the kitchen, at
			the back of the house on the ground floor. It looked surprisingly like the kitchen of
			any large, modern house; the sort of thing you’d probably find in the pages of a
			glossy lifestyle magazine. It was bright and shiny and didn’t feel all that homely
			to him compared with the lived-in warmth and omnipresent cat hairs of his own kitchen,
			but at least the coffee machine worked.

		‘You’re telling me, Tony. We had
			it on good authority this place was operating as a brothel, but now I’m beginning
			to have my doubts.’

		McLean pulled out a tall wooden stool and
			sat down at a long breakfast bar. Dexter was leaning against the other side of the
			counter, cradling a mug in both hands.

		‘It’s got to be, though. I mean,
			I may be new to things here, but the last time I checked, a house where more than one
			sex worker was trading counted as a brothel. OK, a lot of the customers here are
			claiming they never paid for anything, but that’s not meant to matter.’

		‘Not meant to. No.’ Dexter took
			a long swill of coffee, then placed the mug down on the perfectly clean work surface.
			‘Bloody stupid law if you ask me. I wish people didn’t buy and sell sex at
			all, but I’m a realist. It happens and my job’s making sure nobody gets
			hurt. It’d be much easier to do that if these women could all club together and
			run things themselves, but the law says no. So here we are, busting open a brothel and
			turfing a bunch of sex workers out on to the street where no one can keep an eye on the
			sick bastards abusing them.’

		‘At least we get a few more names and
			photos for the records.’ It wasn’t really any consolation at all, but McLean
			didn’t know what else to say.

		‘That’s the thing though, Tony.
			All those women in the hall there. Not a single one of them’s on our database. Far
			as I can tell we’ve never seen any of the men before either.’

		Without thinking, McLean reached out and
			took up the mug. It was still half-full, the dark liquid warm but bitter. Jo Dexter
			liked her coffee black and strong.

		‘What are you saying?’

		‘I don’t know. You know as well
			as I do that you can’t have a brothel without sex workers. What if none of these
			women are?’

		McLean looked around the room again, taking
			in the decor. The counter Dexter was leaning against housed a large gas hob and a small
			preparation sink. The worktop was polished granite and oiled wood. The rest of the
			kitchen units were stylish, the built-in appliances all top names. Half of the room was
			taken up with a dining area that he could imagine young professionals chatting around
			while they sipped chilled Pinot Noir or ridiculously strong craft beers, waiting for
			their hostess to serve up something that had probably been prepared by a local
			restaurant but which she’d pretend she had slaved for hours cooking. It was, in
			short, a designer kitchen. Not the sort of place a dozen working girls might use to
			reheat their pizza, or as a retreat from the steady flow of johns through the front
			door.

		‘Do we know who actually owns the
			house?’ he asked. Dexter gave him a stare that said quite clearly just how much of
			an idiot she thought him.

		‘I wasn’t born yesterday. And if
			you’d been paying attention at the briefing you’d know anyway.’ She
			snatched back the mug and downed the coffee in one, grimacing at the taste.

		‘The notes just said it was rented.
			Who owns it? And who’s paying the rent?’

		‘It’s owned by a letting
			company. Sanderson Holdings. Probably part of some pension fund or something. Name on
			the tenancy agreement’s Heather Marchmont.’

		McLean recalled the young woman alone
			upstairs, her strange familiarity. ‘Aye, I just met her. Not sure what to make of
			her, really.’

		‘How so?’ Dexter raised a
			quizzical eyebrow, dragging the other one up with it into a comical frown.

		‘Well, she’s up there in her
			room all on her own, fully dressed, working on something that looks a lot more like
			contract law than running a brothel while all around her there’s people
			…’ McLean tailed off, not quite sure how to describe the myriad ways in
			which the people they had found had been pleasuring themselves and each other. Not quite
			sure how they could have got something so simple as a raid on a brothel so spectacularly
			wrong. ‘I think we need to get her out of here and into an interview room. Quick
			as. Is it possible this really is a private house? These people are all just here having
			sex with their wives and girlfriends? I don’t know, some kind of swingers’
			club?’

		Dexter’s look of incredulity changed
			as her gaze shifted from McLean to a space just behind him. He turned to see DC Gregg
			standing in the doorway. She had her airwave set in one hand, an electronic PDA in the
			other.

		‘Think I might have something, sir,
			ma’am,’ she said.

		‘Is it proof these women are sex
			workers? Because if it is I’ll kiss you.’ DCI Dexter crossed the room with
			alarming speed, bearing down on the hapless detective constable like a seagull spying a
			poke of chips. Gregg backed away, out into the hallway.

		‘No, ma’am. Sorry.’ 

		Dexter stopped almost as quickly as she had
			started. ‘What is it then?’

		‘It’s one of the … um
			… clients?’ Gregg held up her PDA even though the tiny text on the screen
			was impossible to read. ‘We got a hit from the PNC.’

		Judging by the noises coming from the front
			hall, the women the police had found in the building had mostly recovered from the shock
			of the raid and were now moving into the angry stage. The sooner they were taken to the
			station and processed the better, really. Except, having met Miss Marchmont, McLean had
			a horrible feeling that wasn’t going to go as well as planned. He ignored them
			anyway, following DC Gregg as she led them up the stairs and back to the room where Mr
			John Smith was getting fully dressed. A bored uniform PC watched from the doorway and
			stood to one side to let them in. Smith was pulling on shiny black leather shoes and
			looked up as they entered.

		‘Did you really think we
			wouldn’t find out, John?’ DCI Dexter asked.

		‘Who’re you?’ 

		‘See, that’s what the N in PNC
			stands for, isn’t it? National. That’s National as in the whole of the
			United Kingdom. Not just Scotland. You’re a long way from home now, aren’t
			you?’

		‘Who is this?’ Smith turned his
			attention to McLean. ‘What is this?’

		‘This, Mr Smith, is my boss, Detective
			Chief Inspector Dexter. You’d do well to answer her questions. Just bear in mind
			we probably already know the answers.’

		Smith switched his attention back to Dexter,
			his head sweeping up and down as he appraised her, the slightest of sneers forming on
			his face. McLean watched and started to understand. It hadn’t been there before,
			when it had just been DC Gregg and him conducting the interview. There the woman had
			clearly been the underling, in her proper place. Now, presented with the senior officer
			conducting the entire operation and finding out that it wasn’t a man,
			Smith’s true colours were beginning to show. How was it he’d been found?
			With two women? The man probably thought one was too few to be worth bothering about.
			What a wonderful specimen of unrepentant misogyny.

		‘Why didn’t you tell us you were
			on the sex offenders’ register, Mr Smith? Did you think we might miss a little
			thing like that?’ Judging by Dexter’s tone, she’d got the measure of
			the man too. He opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again, shoulders slumping.

		‘There’s the small matter of
			forgetting to check in with the local constabulary when you moved here too. That detail
			slip your mind?’ Dexter nodded at the uniform constable. ‘Get him down to
			the van. Sooner we get this lot all processed, the sooner we can all go home and get
			some kip.’

		She stood to one side as the PC produced
			cuffs that were decidedly not fluffy, ordered Mr Smith to stand, put his hands behind
			his back. By the way the man complied, McLean guessed it wasn’t the first time
			he’d been through the routine. He was almost out of the door, pushed rather than
			led by the constable, when Dexter stopped him with a light touch to one arm.

		‘Thanks, by the way,’ she said,
			receiving a puzzled scowl in return.

		‘What for?’

		‘For being here. I was beginning to
			worry we’d cocked up, if you’ll excuse the bad pun. Finding you’s
			enough to justify the raid, even if we can’t pin anything on anyone
			else.’
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		Dawn’s early light was pinking the
			cloudy sky as McLean pushed open the back door and walked through into his kitchen. The
			familiar smells comforted him, the warmth from the Aga a welcoming embrace after the
			chill outside. Mrs McCutcheon’s cat stared up from her usual spot in the middle of
			the big wooden table, her head bobbing up and down a couple of times as she tasted the
			air, decided he wasn’t an intruder worth bothering about.

		‘Morning to you too.’ He dumped
			his case down on a chair, heaved open the stove top and put the kettle on to boil. It
			was a reflex action, the thing you did as soon as you got in from a long shift, but no
			sooner had he started fishing around for mug, teabag and the ever-optimistic biscuit
			than McLean realised just how tired he was. They’d made a start on processing all
			the people in the New Town brothel, and with each new identity confirmed so the mood in
			the SCU had darkened. They’d been acting on good information, raided what had all
			the hallmarks of a brothel, found a house with a dozen bedrooms all occupied by men and
			women engaged in sexual acts of varying degrees of perversion. And yet none of the women
			they’d identified so far were sex workers, not by any stretched definition. There
			was no evidence any had taken payment, and they all appeared to be gainfully employed in
			more traditional walks of life. If it hadn’t been for John Smith, they’d be
			screwed.

		McLean smiled at the bad joke, poured
			boiling water on to the teabag and stared out the window at the garden beginning to
			extract itself from the darkness. Even with Mr Smith they were on dodgy ground, although
			it was unlikely anyone would complain too loudly that their swingers’ party had
			been disrupted. He didn’t much fancy the job of breaking the news to the Deputy
			Chief Constable, though. A lot of man hours had gone into the operation, a lot of
			overtime, a lot of expense. All for nothing. No wonder Jo Dexter was back on the
			cigarettes.

		Clasping a mug of tea as much for the warmth
			as anything, he headed out of the kitchen, across the hallway to the front door. He
			scooped up a pile of mail, the fruits of at least two days’ deliveries if the
			weight of them meant anything. Moving back to the SCU had been a mixed blessing. It got
			him out of the way of the newly promoted Detective Superintendent Brooks and Detective
			Chief Inspector Spence, marking their new territory like badly trained spaniels. But it
			also meant working odd shifts and further disrupting his already meagre sleep patterns.
			McLean couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t felt weary, put upon and
			generally fed up.

		It was still too dark to see properly in the
			hallway, so he took the pile of letters back to the kitchen. Leafing through the
			plastic-wrapped catalogues, offers of credit cards and other junk, he didn’t
			really expect anything interesting. It was months since the last postcard from Emma and
			he found it increasingly hard to remember her face. How long had she been gone now?
			Eighteen months? Two years? McLean had almost given up hope that she would ever come
			back. And even if she did, could they pick up where they’d left off?

		The shrill jangling of his mobile phone cut
			through the kitchen silence. DC – no, of course, Detective Sergeant –
			MacBride had programmed different ringtones for various regular callers, not that McLean
			ever remembered who was who. This was just the generic ringtone though, and a glance at
			the number on the screen didn’t help. Five in the morning was a bit antisocial,
			too, but then it might have been desperation rather than rudeness. He thumbed the
			button, held the phone up to his ear.

		‘McLean.’

		‘Tony? Is that you?’

		For a second McLean thought it was Emma
			calling, but only because he’d been thinking of her. It was a young woman’s
			voice, but not the right young woman. Familiar, even if he couldn’t quite place
			the name.

		‘Um … Yes.’

		‘I’m so sorry. Ringing so early
			and all that. Just didn’t know where to turn. It’s—’

		‘Rachel?’ McLean finally made
			the connection, risked a quick look at the screen. It was a mobile number, but not
			international. ‘You’re in the UK?’

		‘I’m in Edinburgh, actually.
			Didn’t know what to do. Jen’s away at some big fashion event, won’t be
			back for a week.’

		‘Slow down a bit, Rae. Are you OK? Is
			Phil OK?’ McLean was trained not to jump to conclusions, but he couldn’t
			help worrying when his best friend’s wife rang up out of the blue. Even more so
			given she was supposed to be in San Francisco.

		‘Phil?’ There was a bit of a
			pause, the line hissing slightly. ‘No, Phil’s fine. He’s off on a
			field trip in New Mexico. I just couldn’t … I needed to get away.’

		McLean pulled out a chair, sat down at the
			kitchen table. Mrs McCutcheon’s cat stood up, stretched, and then presented her
			head to be scratched. When had he last talked to Phil? He couldn’t remember. So
			much for being best friends. Perhaps oldest friends was a better way of describing
			things.

		‘Where are you right now, Rae? Do you
			need a place to stay?’ The words were out before he’d even considered the
			implications of the offer.

		‘I’m at Waverley Station at the
			moment. Are you sure? It won’t be for long, honest. Just ’til Jenny gets
			back.’

		‘It’s a big old house;
			there’s plenty of room.’ McLean was still trying to remember the last time
			he’d spoken to either of them or to Jenny, Phil’s sister. Then it all
			started to fall into place.

		‘Aren’t you expecting a baby
			soon?’ he asked.

		‘Don’t worry. It’s a
			couple of months yet. That’s why I came back, though. Couldn’t bear the
			thought of my baby being born in America.’

		McLean couldn’t think why. Phil was on
			a senior professor’s salary and presumably had a healthcare plan to go with it. He
			knew better than to ask, though.

		‘You want me to come and fetch
			you?’ He looked up at the kitchen window, saw grey clouds as the light leached
			into the morning. What he really wanted was to crawl into bed and get some sleep. That
			seemed a distant prospect now.

		‘No. Thanks. I’ll get a
			taxi.’ Rachel paused for a moment before adding, ‘If you’re sure you
			don’t mind.’

		‘If I did, I’d have said.
			I’ll air out one of the spare bedrooms. Get yourself over here as quick as you
			can, and you can tell me what’s going on face to face.’

		It didn’t take long for Rachel to
			arrive. At that time of the morning the traffic was very light, and if she’d
			phoned him from the station then finding a taxi wouldn’t have been hard. McLean
			had bustled upstairs, thrown open a window in his grandmother’s old room, checked
			the bed was made and then gone back down to the kitchen. In the back of his mind he was
			aware that he’d not slept in close on twenty-four hours, that he’d have to
			be back at work by one at the latest. He tried phoning Phil, but it went straight to a
			message, confirming what Rachel had said. His friend was away on a field trip and would
			be out of communication until the end of the month.

		The crunch of car tyres on gravel startled
			him awake. He shook away the fatigue that had seen him half dozing at the table,
			clambered to weary feet. He reached the front door just as the taxi was turning away,
			leaving a small figure alone on the drive, only a rucksack for luggage.

		‘Rae. Hi. Here, let me get
			that.’ He picked up the bag and ushered his guest into the hall. He didn’t
			know her all that well, if he was being honest with himself. She’d come into
			Phil’s life just a couple of years back, tied him down where so many others had
			tried and failed. McLean had been best man at the wedding, and in the run-up to that
			he’d spent plenty of time in the future Mrs Jenkins’ company – or at
			least talking to her on the phone as she made sure every detail was taken care of
			– but no sooner had they come back from honeymoon than Phil had landed the job in
			California. This wasn’t how he’d imagined their first reunion since then
			would go.

		‘I’d forgotten how big this
			place was.’ Rachel stood in the middle of the hall, staring up to the round
			skylight so high above. She was shorter than McLean remembered, or was he confusing her
			with Emma? No, most likely it was the pronounced bulge of her pregnancy making her seem
			small in comparison. A couple of months away, she had said on the phone. He was no
			expert, but it looked more like a couple of weeks to him.

		‘Kettle’s on, if you’d
			like a cup of tea. Or I can show you your room, let you get settled in. I tried calling
			Phil—’

		It happened so quickly he didn’t know
			how to react. One moment Rachel was standing a couple of paces away, the next she had
			enveloped him in a fierce hug, sobs racking her body as she buried her head in his
			shoulder. Not quite sure what else to do, McLean held her gently, waiting for the moment
			to pass. It took a long time, but eventually she stopped crying, stood away. In the
			growing light, he could see her face was puffy, eyes red from tears. Flecks of grey
			peppered her shoulder-length red hair and crease lines ran across her forehead. She
			looked as tired as he felt.

		‘Sorry.’ She sniffed, ran the
			back of her hand under her nose like a teenager. ‘I just didn’t know where
			to turn.’

		‘Well, you’re here now and you
			can stay as long as you need. But seriously, Rae, what’s up? If I didn’t
			know better I’d say you were running away from your husband.’

		‘I know. It’s just, I
			don’t know. It’s not been easy. California should’ve been a dream, but
			it just didn’t work out. They promised there’d be a job for me in the
			department, but I think they just said that to get us over there. It was always Phil
			they wanted. It was bad enough to begin with, but when this happened …’ She
			patted her bulge. ‘Let’s just say neither of us really had that
			planned.’

		It started to make a kind of sense. McLean
			knew his old friend, the permanent adolescent. Phil might have been a brilliant
			scientist, but he wasn’t exactly the most mature of people. How would he have
			coped with impending fatherhood? Not well, at least not until he really had to. And as
			had been the case ever since they’d first met, it would be McLean’s job to
			hold the fort in the meantime. Ah well. It wasn’t as if he had anything better to
			do with his spare time.

		‘Come on, Rae. Let’s get that
			cuppa. Everything looks better after you’ve had some tea.’
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		He doesn’t know what makes him stop. 

		Perhaps it’s the way she’s
			dressed: not tarted up like some cheap whore, and not hiding behind androgynous feminist
			camouflage either. He’s seen both before, hopeful thumb out, scrap of cardboard
			with some distant destination scrawled on it in heavy black biro. Girls young enough to
			be his daughter, selling themselves for a few miles of road, or scowling at the
			capitalist scum who so clearly represents the system they would smash down. Not seeing
			– or refusing to admit – the irony in their begging for his help.

		But this one is different.

		She has hair a shade of dirty blonde, tied
			up in a tight ponytail and wedged under a sensible hat. She’s wearing a woollen
			coat, tidy and expensive. Her skirt is tweed and cut unfashionably long. How far up her
			calves her dark brown leather boots go, he can’t see, but they are built for
			walking, not beckoning. She’s not as young as he first thought, either. Still
			youthful, but there’s a far-off gaze in her eyes, a look of world-weariness that
			comes with the years. Her smile is friendly enough, as she leans to the window, reaches
			for the door handle.

		‘Trying to get to Edinburgh,
			aye?’ Her voice is soft, almost hypnotic, a delightful Highlands burr. She has a
			scent about her that reminds him of happier times.

		‘Looks like you’re in luck then.
			Headed there myself.’

		‘You’re so kind. Room for my
			brother too?’

		How could he have not noticed the man?
			He’s standing right behind her, holding a dark leather bag; a Gladstone bag,
			isn’t that what they call them? Together, it’s obvious they’re brother
			and sister. Same hair colour, same high cheekbones and narrow nose, same skin texture,
			same smile, same tidy, expensive, slightly archaic clothing. He wouldn’t normally
			pick up one hitchhiker, let alone two, but there’s something about this pair that
			makes him trust them. What could possibly go wrong?

		‘Aye, go on then.’
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		Lunch had long been and gone before McLean
			finally made it in to work. All the officers involved in the raid would be coming in
			late today, but the early shift should have been busy dealing with the interviews,
			processing the men and women they’d arrested the night before. Even so, an almost
			empty main SCU room was not what he expected to find, but when he walked in there were
			only a couple of uniform constables manning the phones and DCI Dexter staring
			thoughtfully at a whiteboard covered in scribbles.

		‘Afternoon,’ he said as she
			turned to face him. ‘Where is everyone?’ 

		Dexter spread her arms wide. ‘My
			wonderful team? I sent most of them home. Bugger all point moping around
			here.’

		‘What about the people we arrested?
			Who’s processing them?’

		‘All done. All released. Well, apart
			from Mr Smith. Naughty little Mr Smith. We’ll keep him a wee bit longer, let him
			sweat before we go and talk to him.’

		McLean fancied he heard an edge of hysteria
			in Jo Dexter’s voice. Fair enough; she’d not had any more sleep than the
			rest of them, probably less even than the couple of hours he’d managed to grab
			between Rachel showing up and his alarm going off. There was more to it than that,
			though; the DCI was almost legendary for her ability to survive on coffee and
			cigarettes.

		‘Everything OK,
			ma’am?’

		‘Don’t you start
			“ma’am-ing” me, Tony. Bad enough I get it from the uniforms. Makes me
			feel like my mother.’ Dexter slumped against the nearest desk. ‘But since
			you ask, no. Very little is OK. The expression “clusterfuck” springs to
			mind. Probably just as well you only just got in, otherwise you’d have had to
			endure the DCC’s wrath as well.’

		McLean rested his backside against a chair.
			‘He was here? The deputy chief?’

		‘Seems one of the men we arrested last
			night knows enough people in high places. There were lawyers circling almost before
			we’d got anyone into the cells. We couldn’t hold anyone.’

		‘Hang on a minute. A dozen men using
			an illegal brothel? One call to the DCC and they all get to go home with a slap on the
			wrists?’

		‘Illegal brothel’s a tautology,
			Tony. No such thing as a legal one.’

		‘You know what I mean, Jo. How could
			we just let them go? And the sex workers as well?’

		‘If they’d actually been sex
			workers, we’d maybe have a leg to stand on. But they weren’t. Not a single
			bloody one of them has so much as a hint of a record. Hell, they’ve all got jobs,
			boyfriends – husbands, some of them. Most of their men were there with them. Just
			not in the same rooms, if you get my meaning.’

		McLean recalled the sinking feeling from the
			night before. With Rachel turning up unannounced, he had forgotten the nagging doubt.
			Now it came back even stronger.

		‘So what you’re saying is we
			raided someone’s swingers’ party? It was a private house?’

		Dexter grimaced, tapped her fingers against
			the edge of the desk in a rapidly accelerating drum roll, but otherwise said
			nothing.

		‘Christ. How the hell did we get that
			so wrong?’

		‘Because it was a fucking brothel last
			week, that’s how. You sat in on the briefings, Tony. You saw the reports, the
			intel. We knew who was in there, who was working and who was using them. Should have
			been a textbook raid, and what do we turn up? Sweet fuck all except for a sicko on the
			register who just forgot to tell us he was in town.’ 

		Dexter pushed herself away from the desk,
			all jittery nerves and pent-up energy. McLean could only guess at how much of a
			dressing-down she’d had from the deputy chief constable. All they needed now was
			for the press to get hold of the story.

		‘The press. Why were they there last
			night?’

		‘Eh?’ Dexter had been fishing
			around in her jacket pockets and came out with a packet of cigarettes.

		‘I thought one of our lot had tipped
			them off, but what if it wasn’t us?’

		‘I have no idea what you’re
			going on about.’

		‘You said it yourself, Jo. Should have
			been a textbook raid. We knew it was a brothel, only when we turn up there it’s
			actually a private house being used for swingers’ parties? I don’t buy it.
			Someone tipped them off. Not enough time to shut it down completely, so they did the
			next best thing and tipped the press off too, so we’d look even more stupid than
			usual.’

		Dexter stared at him. She’d taken out
			one of the cigarettes and was tapping it absent-mindedly against the packet, spinning it
			round with each tap.

		‘And I thought my mind was
			twisted.’ She shook her head as if trying to dislodge the idea. ‘Fuck this
			for a game of soldiers. I need a fag.’

		‘There’s someone in reception
			asking to see you, sir.’

		McLean was on his way back to his temporary
			office in the SCU when Detective Constable Sandy Gregg waylaid him. He had been hanging
			out with DCI Dexter in the clear plastic bus shelter that had been set up around the
			back of the building for all the smokers, but the steady stream of officers nipping out
			for a quick cigarette had made discussing the not-a-brothel case almost impossible. He
			didn’t much fancy having to dig out a fresh suit either, or sacrifice his lungs to
			the tobacco gods, so he had made his excuses and left before she had lit up her third,
			showing no sign of going back in any time soon.

		‘Any idea who? Only I’m fairly
			busy.’

		‘Sorry, sir. Just got handed the
			message by the duty sergeant. Said he’d tried your phone a couple of times but got
			no answer.’

		McLean pulled his mobile out, stared at the
			blank screen. No doubt a couple of missed calls and voicemails would appear in due
			course. ‘Guess I’d better go and see who it is then.’

		It hadn’t been designed that way, but
			the small waiting area just off from the main reception had a glass partition which
			meant that officers approaching from the business side of the building could see who was
			in there without themselves being seen. McLean didn’t like looking at the people
			waiting there; it felt too much like the observation booths off the interview rooms,
			reminded him of watching a suspect sweat as they waited to be interrogated. There were
			two people sitting patiently, one of whom he recognised immediately. Short and round,
			Clarice Saunders ran a charity that helped sex workers who wanted to leave the industry.
			They had crossed paths before, when he’d last worked in the SCU, and while most of
			his colleagues thought she was an annoying busybody, he had a grudging respect for her
			stubborn tenacity.

		‘Someone to see me, apparently.’
			McLean tapped on the door of the reception booth, startling the uniform sergeant who had
			been leaning back in his chair, nose deep in a book.

		‘Sorry, sir. Yes. Came in about twenty
			minutes ago. Tried your phone, but …’ As if on cue, McLean’s mobile
			chimed in his pocket. Message received.

		‘Miss Saunders I know. What’s
			she want?’

		The sergeant scrabbled around with the
			rosters, managing to tip a pile of paperwork to the floor in a show of professionalism
			that suggested he would be more suited to a career in plain clothes. After a moment, he
			managed to retrieve the relevant pages, swivelling them round on his clipboard before
			handing them over.

		‘No idea, sir. Last night’s
			raid’d be my guess.’

		McLean turned back towards the reception
			area, unsure whether he had the energy for a bout with the formidable Ms Saunders. No
			point putting it off, though; she’d only be back again. He tried to hide the sigh
			that wanted to escape, maybe even managed it.

		‘Guess I’d better go talk to her
			then.’

		‘Miss Saunders. Sorry to keep you
			waiting. I only just got the message you were looking for me.’

		Clarice Saunders snapped to attention as
			soon as she saw him. Her face had been relaxed, but the well-practised scowl slid into
			place swiftly. She stood up, not actually increasing her height by much, and puffed out
			her ample chest. McLean got the impression she was readying herself for a rant, and cut
			in before she could get started.

		‘Come through, please. It’s not
			very comfortable in here.’

		He led Saunders through the security door
			and along to the nicer interview room; the one with a window you could see through and a
			heating system that worked. It was normally used for people who genuinely were helping
			the police with their enquiries. That and storing boxes of Lothian and Borders Police
			headed notepaper that no one had found a use for yet.

		‘Can I get you a coffee or
			anything?’ He pulled out a chair for her. McLean wasn’t quite sure whether
			there should be another officer present. Perhaps he should have called DS Ritchie
			in.

		‘No, thanks. I’ve had what you
			call coffee in here before. Took me days to get the taste out of my mouth.’

		‘Umm … OK.’ McLean took
			the seat across the table. ‘What’s this about then?’

		‘It’s about the house you raided
			last night, Detective Inspector. It’s about the women you’ve had locked up
			in the cells for hours. They’ve done nothing wrong, you know. It’s the
			men—’ 

		‘I’m aware of your views on the
			law regarding prostitution, Ms Saunders. You might be surprised to find that I agree
			with you. On most of it, at least.’ McLean once more interrupted Saunders before
			she could get fully into her stride. The tone of her voice was hectoring, but then he
			suspected she sounded like that even when she was in a good mood. He’d hoped to
			have surprised her by being reasonable, but clearly she wasn’t having any of it
			today.

		‘Don’t try to deny it. I have
			reliable sources. It’s a shame no one spoke to me or my organisation in advance.
			We could have solved all this amicably, I’m sure.’

		‘Actually I wasn’t going to deny
			anything. You might find it hard to believe, but I have a lot of time for the work you
			do. And as for the women? Well, we let them all go as soon as we’d spoken to them.
			The men too.’

		A moment’s pause, and then Saunders
			put on her best outraged voice. ‘You’ve done what?’

		‘We let them go. Had to; they’d
			done nothing wrong. Well, not in the eyes of the law, anyway. Sixteen women engaged in
			varied consensual sexual practices with a dozen or so men, and not a single one of them
			was a sex worker, registered or otherwise.’

		Saunders stared at him, her mouth hanging
			slightly open in disbelief. What had she really come here for? 

		‘How come you thought that house was
			being run as a brothel?’ McLean asked. ‘Do you know more about it than
			you’re letting on?’

		Saunders started to speak. Then something
			stopped her. There was a moment’s pause as she gathered her thoughts, shook her
			head.

		‘Don’t catch me out that easily.
			You know how our organisation works, Inspector. Sex workers won’t talk to me if
			they think I’m just going to pass their details on to the police.’

		‘I wasn’t going to ask for
			details …’ McLean stopped speaking. That was exactly what he had been going
			to ask. Time to try a different tack. ‘Look. I understand where you’re
			coming from. I’m not really interested in harassing women trying to make a living
			that way. Much rather point them in the direction of organisations like yours than lock
			them up or fine them or whatever. But you know the law as well as I do. Two or more sex
			workers working out of the same building makes it a brothel, and that’s against
			the law.’

		‘Except you said none of them were sex
			workers. So this was, in fact, a private party in a private house. I imagine there are a
			few red faces in the station today.’ 

		McLean couldn’t help noticing the
			triumph in Saunders’ voice as she spoke. It was matched by an expression on her
			face all too easy to read. There was no way she was going to help him out of this
			embarrassing situation. A shame, really, since a favour given was a favour owed as far
			as he was concerned. 

		‘Let’s just say we’re as
			surprised by the way things turned out as you are. Leave it at that.’ He stood up,
			and Saunders did the same reflexively. ‘But as I said, we’ve not taken any
			sex workers into custody, so there’s really no need for you to be here. Rest
			assured, I’ll be passing your contact details on to anyone I think could use
			them.’
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		McLean wasn’t sure which he preferred,
			the office he had been given at the SCU or the tiny little boxroom back at his old
			station. This one was bigger, and the window didn’t look out directly on to a
			stone wall just a few feet away. On the other hand, his old office was out of the way,
			which meant he wasn’t often interrupted there by people passing. And for all its
			tendency to be too hot in summer and too cold in winter, at least his old office window
			hadn’t leaked. This one did, especially when the wind was in the north-east,
			throwing cold rain at the glass wall like a suburban dad with a pressure washer. The
			carpet tiles showed evidence of storms past in archaeological rings spreading out from
			the grey aluminium frame, and everything smelled of mould. Then again, this office was
			big enough both for the desk and a couple of extra chairs. You could even see some
			floor, dubious carpet stains and all. And it wasn’t piled to the ceiling with
			paperwork needing his immediate attention. At least not yet.

		The chair behind his desk was comfortable,
			too. He leaned back in it, resisting the urge to put his feet up. Outside, the sky was
			taking on the colour of a week-old bruise as the evening progressed towards night. Once
			again the day seemed to have slipped away far too quickly. 

		Flicking on his laptop screen, McLean
			checked his emails. He scrolled down through endless admin junk and invitations to
			training sessions, deleted anything that looked like he’d just been copied in as
			an arse-covering exercise and shuffled all the important stuff into various subfolders
			where he could safely forget about it until people either came and found him or picked
			up the phone. Paper trail be damned, email really was the invention of the devil. He
			reached for his mobile phone, lying on the desk in front of him. He’d been
			intending to put it in his pocket, switch off the computer and go home, possibly via the
			curry shop, but as his fingers brushed the metal casing the screen lit up and the phone
			began to ring. A glance at the clock showed it was late for a social call, but then the
			name appearing on the screen wasn’t exactly someone he would ever consider
			socialising with. No point trying to avoid it; part of him had known this was coming
			sooner or later. He picked up the handset, thumbed the screen to accept.

		‘Ms Dalgliesh. What an unexpected
			pleasure.’

		‘You’re all heart, Inspector.
			How’s the heid?’

		McLean reached instinctively for his temple,
			even though the injury he’d sustained there had long since healed. As much as he
			disliked the reporter, he couldn’t ignore the fact that she’d saved his
			life.

		‘Fine. I take it this isn’t a
			social call, though.’

		‘Well. No’ exactly. I was hoping
			you might be able to give me a wee bit of a heads-up. Heard you were back in Vice,
			aye?’

		‘We call it the Sexual Crimes Unit,
			actually. But yes, I’m part of that team.’ McLean tried not to sigh; he knew
			where this was going.

		‘So you’ll have been part of the
			wee raid the other night then. The knocking shop in the New Town? Only, way I hear it,
			wasn’t a knocking shop after all. Just a bunch of weirdos and their wee sex club.
			Must be a few red faces in the department the now. Mebbe red faces all round, come to
			think of it.’ Dalgliesh chuckled at her own joke.

		McLean didn’t answer right away. He
			leaned back again in his chair, staring at the stained ceiling tiles, and let the
			silence lengthen. It wasn’t surprising that the reporter had heard about the raid,
			of course. It wasn’t even surprising that she’d come to him for information,
			given their history. But he couldn’t help remembering the car parked up the street
			from the New Town terrace house and the assumption he’d made that it was
			journalists inside. They’d taken everyone out the back, loading them into vans
			with blacked-out windows so that no one would be identifiable, but he couldn’t
			remember if anyone had actually approached the hacks to ask them what they were
			doing.

		‘You’re very well informed, Ms
			Dalgliesh,’ he said eventually.

		‘Is that a roundabout way of telling
			me I’m right?’

		‘It wasn’t meant to be, but you
			are. We’ll be having a press conference tomorrow, anyway.’ He sat forward
			again, picked up a pen and wrote ‘Press Conference?’ on the nearest scrap of
			paper he could find. ‘At least be putting out a press release, anyway.’

		‘What about the cock-up? You admitting
			to that too?’

		‘Let’s just say we’re not
			entirely convinced it was a cock-up, OK?’

		‘Go on.’ Dalgliesh’s voice
			dripped with intrigue and McLean knew he had her hooked.

		‘Well, your lot knew something was up,
			right? Otherwise why send a couple of paps out to get juicy photos?’

		‘Our lot?’

		‘Come on, Dalgliesh. I saw them
			myself. Parked up the road with a long lens, waiting for us to parade a bunch of people
			out through the front door. Someone tipped you off, and told you it’d be worth
			your while too. So who were you expecting to see?’

		This time the silence came from the other
			end of the line, the reporter no doubt weighing up the cons of giving away too much
			information about her sources against the pros of a possibly even more interesting
			story. McLean knew how to be patient.

		‘You’re right we had a
			tip-off,’ Dalgliesh said finally. ‘Normally reliable source. Not the police,
			before you ask. Told us it would be worth our while keeping an eye on the house.
			Don’t suppose you found anyone famous in there with their troosers
			down?’

		‘Always looking for the story, eh? No.
			Sadly no one famous. No politicians, no captains of industry or public figures. Just a
			bunch of ordinary people with unusual sexual appetites. It wasn’t a brothel and
			they weren’t breaking any laws, so we’ve not charged any of them. Which begs
			a question, don’t you think?’

		‘It does?’ Dalgliesh feigned
			uninterest well, but McLean knew her better than that.

		‘Go speak to your source, ask them
			what they thought you were going to find. We had good intel there was a brothel running
			out of that house; you had a reliable source tell you there was some salacious news to
			be had from our raid. Looks like we’ve both been played for fools here. The real
			question you should be asking is why.’

		The last gloaming light of the evening
			painted the trees in shadow as McLean piloted his little Alfa up the drive. On the
			passenger seat beside him a bag of takeaway curry leaned against a half-dozen bottles of
			beer; the rest of the night taken care of. It was only when he stepped out of the car,
			saw the light from the kitchen window spilling on to the back lawn, that he remembered
			his house guest. He hauled the curry and beer out, trying to work out if there was
			enough to eat for two, if Rachel was vegetarian. A small part of him wondered why
			he’d agreed to let her stay, but it was a tiny voice he’d long since grown
			accustomed to ignoring.

		Mrs McCutcheon’s cat looked up at him
			as he entered the kitchen, sniffing the air to see what he’d brought her this
			time. Almost certainly not enough curry for three, perhaps he could phone for something.
			He put the bag down on the table, was reaching for the handset when Rachel came in from
			the hallway.

		‘Thought I heard something. Phil said
			you worked ridiculous hours, Tony. I never really believed him, though.’

		‘Comes with the territory, I’m
			afraid. As does forgetfulness.’ McLean waved hand and phone in the general
			direction of the takeaway. ‘I only bought the one curry, but there should be
			enough for us to share. I can phone for something else if you’d rather.’

		Rachel eyed the bag, a hungry expression on
			her face. McLean had told her to treat the place like her own, but he’d not
			noticed much food disappearing from the fridge or the cupboards. Not that there was much
			to disappear, mind you, but he wasn’t sure she’d eaten much more than a few
			slices of toast since she’d shown up at his door. He had the impression
			she’d not been out of the house either, almost as if she were hiding from the
			world, not just her husband. Who he would have to try phoning again, as he had done
			every day since Rachel had arrived. How long could a man go on a field trip for and not
			check his phone?

		He found plates, divided up the meal into
			two surprisingly large portions, poured a beer and offered it to his guest.

		‘No alcohol for baby, thanks.’
			Rachel patted her bulge as she pulled out a chair and settled into it heavily.

		‘Of course. Sorry.’ He put the
			glass down on the table. ‘Can I get you something else?’

		‘It’s OK. Thanks. I’ll
			have some tea when I’ve eaten.’ She picked up a fork and started on her
			curry. Despite her obvious hunger, she took small bites, he noticed, chewing each
			mouthful slowly. He was more used to wolfing down his food as quickly as he could;
			eating was a necessity these days, hardly a pleasure. Still, he tried to match her pace. 

		‘This is very good,’ Rachel said
			after a while. ‘Shame I’ve not got much room to spare.’ She put her
			fork down on a plate still half-full of food. Mrs McCutcheon’s cat wouldn’t
			go wanting after all.

		‘Probably the least healthy lifestyle
			I could have, eating curries or Chinese most evenings, or whatever’s left in the
			station canteen. There never seems to be time to cook anything, though, and it’s a
			pain anyway, making something just for one.’

		‘Yeah. I guess it is.’ Rachel
			had been looking at him, but now her stare unfocused, as if she was
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