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3

It wasn’t the most efficient way of getting around the city, but Detective Inspector McLean liked to walk whenever he could. The rhythm of his feet on the pavement helped him think, and the time away from his desk meant fewer distractions. That he still hadn’t managed to replace his old Alfa Romeo after it had been stolen and crashed might have had something to do with it too, although this time he had cadged a lift in a squad car most of the way to the crime scene.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d visited this part of the city; a few years at least. The fronts of the tenements still bore the blackened soot from coal fires that had gone out a half-century earlier, and the whole area felt run down. Even so, here and there the signs of encroaching development showed that Edinburgh’s demand for housing was as insatiable as ever. How long before the old lumber yard became a modern, and expensive, apartment block? McLean wasn’t entirely sure why it hadn’t already.

‘MacNaughton’s Timber. I remember when this place was still trading,’ he said to the young uniform constable manning the cordon as he showed his warrant card.

‘Been derelict as long as I’ve known it, sir.’

McLean chose to take that as an innocent response, rather than a criticism of his advanced years. Ducking under the tape, he headed for the yard entrance, where a cluster of officers and forensic technicians were deep in conversation. By the time he’d signed in, pulled on paper overalls, and followed the marked path to where he was told the body lay, the pathologist and his assistant were both standing outside the small plastic tent, talking to DS Harrison.

‘Morning, Tony.’ Cadwallader greeted him first. ‘I’m afraid young Janie’s beaten you to it.’

‘Sir.’ Harrison ducked her head in that way she had. Not quite a nod, neither a shrug.

‘What’s the story then?’

‘Young man by the name of Rory Devlin. Looks to have been beaten up and dumped. It’s . . . He’s not a pretty sight.’

McLean looked down at the ground, strewn with rubbish. He could see needles and the odd condom in amongst the empty plastic cider bottles and crushed Special Brew tins. ‘Junkie?’

‘Hard to say.’ The pathologist waved an open hand at the entrance to the tent. ‘Maybe best if you look for yourself.’

McLean had known he would have to, but that didn’t make it any less unpleasant a task. He pulled back the entrance flap and stepped inside, Cadwallader following behind.

The first thing he noticed was the smell, a sour mixture of rubbish, ordure and, over the top of everything else, a strange chemical citrus tang. It dissipated quickly in the airflow from the opening, becoming little more than a vague memory as McLean concentrated on the body. Harrison had been accurate in her description, the young man’s twisted and broken limbs screaming of a painful end. At least there wasn’t any blood.

‘Most of the damage appears to be to his limbs and torso. If he’s been beaten up, then they deliberately avoided his face.’ Cadwallader trod a careful path around the corpse until he was at the head, then crouched down. McLean bent forward a little, but felt no need to get any closer than he already had.

‘Time of death?’ he asked, and saw the twitch of a smile on his old friend’s face.

‘I’d have thought you’d be more interested in cause,’ the pathologist said. ‘That’ll have to wait for the post-mortem though. Like I said to Janie out there, it looks like a beating gone too far, but there’s a few things I need to examine more closely to be sure.’

McLean straightened up, his back creaking with the effort. The dead man certainly looked like he’d been mangled and then thrown out with the trash. Not much consolation for Rory Devlin, but a simple gangland turf war beating gone too far would keep the senior officers and bean counters happy, even if finding out whoever was responsible might prove tricky. Why then did he feel like this was only the beginning of something much more complicated?

‘Let me know when you’re doing the PM then, Angus.’

‘Will do. Should be able to fit him in quite soon.’

‘Thanks.’ He turned away from the body, pushed open the entrance flap and breathed in the relatively fresh air from outside. ‘Guess I’d better go and inform the family then.’

According to the records they’d managed to find so far, Rory Devlin was nineteen years old and lived in a semi-detached bungalow on the northern edge of Restalrig. Not far from where the body had been found, it was nevertheless too far to walk, especially given the threat of rain in the air. Leaving DC Mitchell with the crime scene team, Harrison drove them in the silent electric Nissan pool car that was the butt of many a station joke but surprisingly comfortable nonetheless. They parked across the street and stared out at the unremarkable house for a moment. Neat, quiet, not the best suburb but a far cry from the derelict lumber yard.

‘You get any answer from Family Liaison about sending out an officer?’ McLean asked as Harrison unclipped her seatbelt and reached for the door handle.

‘Aye, they said someone would be here in half an hour, an’ that was forty minutes ago.’

McLean shrugged. Everyone was busy, overworked, overstretched. ‘Might as well get started then. Soonest is always best when breaking bad news.’

A girl of maybe sixteen opened the door a few moments after he’d pressed the doorbell, her eyes narrowing in a suspicious glare. That same look he’d seen on countless others down the years; the scowl that said you’d better have a good reason for this unwarranted disturbance.

‘I’m looking for Mrs Elizabeth Devlin?’ McLean went to pull out his warrant card, but before he had the chance, the girl turned and shouted ‘Mum!’ loud enough to wake the dead.

‘Who’re youse?’ she asked once she was done with that.

‘Detective Inspector McLean. This is my colleague Detective Sergeant Harrison. Would I be right in thinking this is the home of Rory Devlin?’

‘What’s that waster gone an’ done now?’ The girl raised her eyes to the heavens, but before she could say any more, an older version of her appeared in the doorway, drying her hands on a dishcloth. She took the two detectives in with a single, sweeping gaze.

‘Did you say this was about Rory?’ she asked.

‘Are you Mrs Devlin?’ McLean countered.

‘Aye, I’m his mum. What’s this . . .’ And then the penny dropped. McLean had seen it all too many times before, much like the scathing contempt. The dull realisation that there were two police officers at the door, in the middle of the day, asking about a member of the family. That could never be good news.

‘Perhaps we might come in?’

Mrs Devlin opened the door a little wider, almost tripping over her daughter who was standing right behind her.

‘Away to your room, Maggie,’ she shouted, shooing the girl away with the dishcloth.

‘I’m no’ a bairn, Mum,’ the girl complained.

‘Aye, well act your age and do as you’re told.’

The girl flounced away, stomped up a narrow set of stairs that must lead to a dormer room at the back of the bungalow. Moments later McLean heard the slam of a door.

‘Teenagers.’ Mrs Devlin rolled her eyes, then indicated with her free hand for them to follow her. She led them to a compact living room at the back of the house, looking out over a short garden that appeared to open onto parkland. It took McLean a moment to get his bearings, but it must have been Craigentinny Golf Course, which would have added a sizeable chunk to the value of the house.

‘Perhaps you’d like to sit down, Mrs Devlin,’ McLean said before she could get out the question she no doubt wanted to ask. Worry painted her face in lines, and she was twisting the dishcloth between her hands as if it was a chicken to be killed for the pot. She did as she was told, and McLean sat on the small sofa beside her.

‘Your son, Rory. Have you seen him recently?’

‘He went out last night, about ten, mebbe? Din’t come home, but then that’s no’ unusual. Why? What’s he done?’

‘I’m very sorry, Mrs Devlin. There’s no easy way to put this. We discovered the body of a young man in some waste ground near Restalrig Road first thing this morning. We have reason to believe he is your son.’ McLean nodded at Harrison, who was still standing. She tapped the screen of her phone to bring up the photograph. It showed only the young man’s head, and after the pathologist had closed his bulging, bloodshot eyes, but there was still no hiding the fact it was a dead person.

‘Is this Rory, Mrs Devlin?’ she asked, her voice as sympathetic as McLean had ever heard it. The woman stared at the picture for a moment, reached towards the phone as if to take it. Then her hand withdrew like she’d been stung, and she crammed it into her mouth. Tears glistened in her eyes.

‘My . . . My boy.’ It came out as a wail of pure anguish. More than enough confirmation for now, although they would have to arrange for a formal identification soon. Something for the Family Liaison Officer to sort out when they finally arrived. McLean scanned the room, his eyes coming to rest on the mantelpiece and a collection of family photographs. Even from where he sat he could see plenty that included a Mr Devlin, and a few of a younger Rory too.

‘Is your husband at work?’ He pulled out his own phone. ‘I can call him for you.’

The words seemed to bring Mrs Devlin back to her senses. She dabbed at her eyes with the dishcloth, took one last look at the image on Harrison’s phone and then waved it away before fixing McLean with a glare that could strip paint.

‘What happened to him? What did youse do to him?’

‘We don’t know exactly what happened yet. He was only found a few hours ago. We’re working on the theory that he was mugged. Do you know any reason why someone might do that?’

McLean knew he was on thin ice asking. Mrs Devlin had the pale face and rabbit in the headlights stare of someone going into shock. He should really be trying to get in touch with her husband, and maybe he should have waited for the Family Liaison Officer before even knocking on the door. On the other hand, a young man was dead and every minute that passed decreased the likelihood of finding whoever might be responsible for that.

‘I . . . I need to call my husband.’ McLean’s initial offer to do the same had finally worked its way into Mrs Devlin’s conscious thoughts. A task she could fixate upon.

‘Would you like me to do that?’ he asked again. ‘I’ll need his number.’

A brief pause, and then Mrs Devlin shook her head. ‘He’ll be driving the bus right now. No phones while you’re on shift.’

‘He’s a bus driver?’ McLean slipped his phone away, took out his notepad. ‘If you let me know the details, I’ll have an officer contact the depot. Given the circumstances, I’m sure they’ll arrange a replacement driver and we can get him home as quickly as possible.’
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McLean settled into the chair behind his desk with a weary sigh and a creak of un-oiled springs. Through the glass wall, he could see across the rooftops towards Arthur’s Seat, still shrouded in grey cloud. Summer had been long and hot, the city a sweltering, stinking mess. But recently the wind had taken on an edge, like a mugger after your best coat. The light had that autumn hue to it that meant winter was on its way, and a hard winter at that. Not that there was ever a good time to investigate an unexplained death, but this surely wasn’t it.

The initial report into Rory Devlin’s sorry end lay on the desk in front of him. Much of the legwork had been done swiftly, a testament to DS Harrison’s efficiency. As predicted, the door-to-door interviews had yielded nothing, and that part of town wasn’t exactly well covered with CCTV. If someone had beaten up the young man and then dumped him, then it would be up to forensics to provide any clues they could find. McLean didn’t hold out any great hopes there. Something else bothered him about the whole thing, though. It didn’t sit right, and having had a couple of days to think, he still couldn’t put a finger on why.

‘Penny for your thoughts?’

He looked up to the open doorway, where Detective Superintendent Jayne McIntyre stood, one arm leaning against the frame. She’d gone very grey in the past year, no doubt exacerbated by her sudden and unexpected promotion to station chief. Although promotion wasn’t really the word for it. More having the responsibility dumped on her shoulders until such time as a replacement could be found for Chief Superintendent Elmwood.

‘I doubt they’re worth half as much.’ He stood up, indicating they both sit at the conference table on the other side of the office. As he poured coffee, McLean told her about his misgivings.

‘Drug overdose would be the better option,’ he said as McIntyre sipped her coffee. ‘Not for the poor lad, of course, but at least it’s a simple report to the PF and on to the next job.’

‘But you don’t think that’s what this is.’ The detective superintendent didn’t even bother with making it a question. How well she knew him.

‘My instinct tells me no. I mean, there’s drugs involved, for sure. But not your usual kind. Until we know what actually killed him and when, there’s not much we can do. I’m waiting to see what Angus comes up with. Can’t help thinking this is going to be a difficult one, though.’

Now McIntyre grimaced, and McLean knew that it wasn’t at the coffee.

‘Well, I’ve some news you may or may not want to hear, then.’

‘Oh yes? Have they finally decided on a new station chief?’ He couldn’t think of anything else that would warrant this kind of meeting. Not that it wasn’t always nice to have a quiet chat.

‘In a manner of speaking.’

‘That doesn’t sound good.’

‘Well, it depends on your point of view. They’ve decided that since I’ve done such a good job these past few months they’re going to make my position official. I get to be a chief super once the paperwork’s done, which is nice. Can’t say the extra money won’t help either, now that Susan’s not working.’

McLean recalled McIntyre’s partner and her long struggle with cancer. The last time they’d met he’d been impressed with her strength of will, but he knew well enough that could have been a front to hide the pain and exhaustion within. It wasn’t as if he was a stranger to such play-acting himself.

‘Congratulations. You deserve far more for what you’ve had to put up with.’ He didn’t add, ‘me, for one thing.’

‘Yes, well. Before you break out the celebratory champagne, there’s a little catch.’

He’d known there would be. There always was.

‘The position is only part time. A job-share, as it were.’ McIntyre put considerable venom into the phrase, although whether it was because of the half-hearted promotion or whoever it was she would have to share the position with, McLean wasn’t sure. A bit of both, probably. Which begged the obvious question.

‘So who gets to share your desk then?’

Even as he asked it, he knew. As if a window had opened into the detective superintendent’s mind and he could see her thoughts as clear as day.

‘Chief Superintendent Elmwood has been given the all clear by her doctors. She’ll be starting again at the beginning of next week.’

‘Really? After what happened to her? I thought burns took years to heal.’ And never mind the mental scars from being tied up in a makeshift pyre by some lunatic extremist men’s rights activist determined to burn her as a witch.

‘Well, apparently she’s had some experimental new treatment, and I have to say it’s worked well. You’d not know what happened to look at her.’

‘Experimental? How did she get picked for that?’ McLean heard the criticism in his voice as the words came out, and added: ‘not that she doesn’t deserve it as much as anyone, of course.’ Which only made it worse.

‘That’s all down to Jane Louise Dee,’ McIntyre said, and McLean decided maybe his criticism was deserved after all.

‘What’s she got to do with it?’

‘It’s her medical research facility that has been working on the therapy, for one thing. And apparently she and Gail had become friends before . . . what happened.’ McIntyre’s face was a picture of disbelief that must have mirrored McLean’s own. ‘I know. Surprised me too. It’s all academic anyway. She’ll be back at work part time on Monday, so you’ve got a few days yet to get yourself prepared.’

The city mortuary had always been a place of strange refuge for McLean. His grandmother had worked there as senior pathologist for years and had never felt shy about bringing her grandson and ward to work if it was inconvenient to leave him at home. It was probably there that he’d first thought about becoming a police officer, rather than following his grandmother into medicine or his long-dead father into law. Now, as he pushed through the entrance door and was buzzed in by the receptionist without a second glance, he felt some semblance of calm begin to fall.

It probably shouldn’t have been a huge surprise that Elmwood was returning to work. The allegation that she might have murdered her former lover had dissolved away like a Forth haar in the sun after she’d become the victim of a savage attack. More surprising, and alarming, was her relationship with Jane Louise Dee. If Elmwood was single-minded in her determination to succeed, it was nothing compared to Dee. The two of them together could mean nothing good. Not for Police Scotland, and certainly not for him.

‘Ah, Tony. You got my email then.’

Angus Cadwallader’s voice broke through McLean’s meandering thoughts, and for a moment he couldn’t quite work out how he’d come to be in the examination theatre.

‘Actually, no. Sorry, Angus. I needed to get out of the station, and this seemed like the obvious place to come.’

The central table was occupied by a pasty-white cadaver, partially covered with a sheet to hide its modesty. He recognised the young man from the derelict lumber yard.

‘Bad news?’ the pathologist asked.

‘Unwelcome, for sure. Bad? I couldn’t really say.’ McLean told his old friend all he had learned from McIntyre earlier. Cadwallader’s face turned ever more sombre as the tale unfolded, although he was wise enough to make no comment.

‘Was this what you wanted to talk to me about, then?’ McLean gestured towards the young man, his face less harrowing now than when he’d seen it first, but alarming nonetheless. Dark pink acne spots and scars flecked his deathly cheeks, making him seem even younger than his actual nineteen years.

‘Indeed it was. Interesting and disturbing. We thought maybe he’d been beaten up, you’ll recall.’

McLean did, and that still seemed the obvious conclusion. He’d learned over a long career that obvious was often both misleading and wrong.

‘Well, I’m beginning to revise my opinion now that I’ve had a good look at him.’ Cadwallader moved around the table so that he was standing opposite McLean, reached down and picked up the young man’s arm by the wrist and elbow.

‘He has fractures in his arms, and both of his shoulders are dislocated. Those injuries don’t match up with the bruising though, at least not well enough.’

‘You’re suggesting he did this to himself? Some kind of . . . What? Epileptic fit? Is that even possible?’

The pathologist smiled as if McLean were a poor student unexpectedly coming up with the right answer to a trick question.

‘Not impossible, Tony. My initial conclusion is he’s had a fit so violent it’s torn his muscles and tendons, broken bones and then killed him. But this young man has no history of epilepsy. There was this found in his clothing though.’ Cadwallader left the examination table and crossed the room to the counter that ran along one wall. A clear plastic evidence bag lay on a tray and he brought both back for McLean to see. A few fragments of thin, medical-grade glass.

‘Forensics found the remains of an ampoule on the ground close by him. Manda Parsons has taken it off for analysis to see if we can work out what was in it. I’ll send her these pieces and she can see if they fit.’

McLean looked from the bag back down to the twisted body. ‘I’ve never seen poppers do something like that though.’

‘Poppers? How quaint.’ Cadwallader shook his head slowly. ‘No, Tony. This is merely a delivery device. I very much doubt Mr Devlin here was sniffing amyl nitrate.’

‘Something new then? But even so.’ McLean gestured at the body. ‘Could sniffing something really cause this kind of damage?’

‘That depends entirely on what the ampoule contained. Hopefully Manda will come up with something, but we’ll do a full tox screen on his blood and the contents of his stomach, too. Soon as we’ve opened him up.’ Cadwallader returned the tray and evidence bag to the counter. ‘I’m going to have a wee look at his brain too. Get some fluid from that for tests. I know you’re not so keen on the saw.’

McLean knew a dismissal when he heard one, and his old friend had the truth of it. He wasn’t exactly squeamish, hard to be when his grandmother had been a pathologist for the city for most of her career. More he didn’t exactly relish the thought of watching a person being cut up. He was even OK with seeing the results, but not the procedure that led to them.

‘Let me know how you get on then, Angus.’ He began to turn away, then stopped himself for a moment. ‘And thanks. I think. I had a suspicion this case was going to be a headache. Nice to have that confirmed, I guess.’
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‘I think this one’s probably beyond my jurisdiction.’

McLean stood at the edge of a deep hole, peering down at a couple of hard-hatted figures as they knelt beside a body that was little more than a skeleton wrapped in the mud. As they both turned and looked up at him, he saw that the subject of their study was lying on its side, knees bent and arms half drawn up to where its chest would have been. He was no expert, but that didn’t look like any Christian burial. A quick glance at the old kirk confirmed that the orientation of the grave was all wrong too.

‘Tony. What brings you to our little excavation?’ Professor Hattie Turner, lecturer in forensic archaeology at the university and occasional consultant to Police Scotland, wiped at her brow with the back of her gloved hand, leaving a dark brown smear in its wake.

‘Crime scene a bit east of here. I was there yesterday morning, needed to go back for another look. Thought I’d drop by and see what you two have been up to.’ He nodded at the other woman in the trench. ‘Em’s told me so much about everything you’ve been finding. Fascinating stuff, and of course I don’t have to worry about your bodies.’

‘Indeed not,’ Professor Turner said. ‘Nothing in here’s less than a couple of centuries old, I’d say. And this poor dear’s been down here a lot longer than that.’

McLean knew most of the story already, thanks to Emma’s new-found enthusiasm for forensic archaeology. This particular dig was a last-chance exploration before the extension to the tramline was laid from the city centre down to Leith, after early excavations had discovered the graveyard extended much further past the current boundary and into the road. Forensic archaeology was Professor Turner’s area of expertise, although none of the bodies uncovered so far could be treated as suspicious.

‘What’s the story with this one, then?’ He waved a hand at the bones, deeper than the rest of the graves marked around the excavation site now that he thought about it.

‘A mystery,’ Professor Turner said. ‘Middle-aged woman by the look of the skeleton, but she was put here long before they built the kirk. Could be five, seven hundred years ago. More, maybe. And she looks more dumped than buried, too.’

‘A murder victim?’ McLean couldn’t help but ask, even though he knew it was nothing he’d need to worry about. Seventy years was the cut-off for investigating buried human remains, not seven hundred.

‘Who knows?’ The professor shrugged, absentmindedly rubbed a little more mud onto her forehead. ‘We’ll get her out and into the lab. Run some carbon dating tests, study the skeleton. But I expect this is one crime that will remain for ever unsolved.’

‘Well, I’ll leave you to it.’ McLean took one last look at the skeleton half consumed by the dark-brown earth, felt a little shudder run through him. As if someone had just walked over his grave, as his grandmother used to say, even though a more enthusiastic atheist you’d have been hard put to find. He was turning away from the trench when Emma’s voice stopped him.

‘You going to be late in again, Tony?’

It wasn’t an unreasonable question, all things considered. He knew he had a habit of letting the job absorb him totally, forgetting about little things like life and home. If someone had to be the voice of his conscience, then he could do far worse than it be Emma Baird.

‘Do my best to be home by six,’ he said before adding ‘I’ll pick something up for tea on my way, shall I?’ as a peace offering. Whether he’d want to eat after the things he’d seen recently was another question altogether.

The walk from Constitution Street across to Restalrig Road and then down to the old lumber yard was enough to let his mind settle and begin to consider what was going to be a difficult case. McLean had been thrown by McIntyre’s news about the chief superintendent returning to work, and Cadwallader’s initial post-mortem results had only made things more complicated. If Rory Devlin hadn’t been beaten up, then at least they weren’t looking at a murder investigation. On the other hand, if he’d overdosed on a new drug, something nobody had seen before, and in such a violent fashion, they would need to trace its source before someone else went the same way. Follow the young man’s last movements, speak to his friends, known associates. Piece together a picture of the life cut so horrifically short.

There was no sign of any forensics team by the time he arrived at the derelict yard. A couple of bored constables manned the cordon, but McLean couldn’t see much justification in keeping the site protected for long if this was not going to be considered a murder investigation. He doubted they’d have found any useful evidence even if it had been, such was the state of the place.

Walking through the wasteland, he could vaguely remember when it had been a working business, albeit one firmly rooted in much earlier times. As he picked a route around the piles of rubble and waist-height walls, he pictured an open courtyard, stacked high with treated timbers on big metal shelves. There had been two open-fronted buildings, one either side of the yard, and at the back a larger closed warehouse. Had he come here once, looking for some hardwood to mend one of the windows in his Newington tenement flat? McLean stood in what must have been more or less the centre of the site and tried to remember. If he had done, it would have been thirty years ago. Before he joined Lothian and Borders police. Christ, where had the time gone?

There wasn’t much to show where the body had lain. Forensics had wasted little time in taking down their white plastic tent and carting it away. Only a couple of numbered flags marked the spot. McLean crouched down where the young man’s feet had been, not so much studying the ground as letting his mind wander.

Why had Rory Devlin come in here? Evidence pointed to his taking drugs, but the weather wasn’t exactly conducive to doing that outdoors. There were better places to shelter, surely? Then again, you didn’t have to look far to see evidence of all manner of drug taking here. Judging by the glistening needles, discarded syringes, tiny squares of foil and other rubbish strewn about, this patch of derelict ground was junky central. Harrison had mentioned the graffiti, and how it mapped the rise and fall of the various gangs that claimed this part of the city. Looking around he could see what she meant.

Standing again, McLean let out a low oof of noise, partly at the twinge in his hip, partly because he seemed to be doing that a lot these days. He tried to trace the route through the rubbish that would have brought the young man to this spot. There was a path of sorts, winding past the clumps of broken brickwork, through the remains of a wide door that had once opened onto the sawmill. He followed it, finding himself in what was left of the warehouse itself, the back wall almost intact to a height of maybe two metres. Beyond that, if memory served, lay the old disused railway line. A cycle path for the brave or foolhardy.

Thick cloud hung low overhead, dulling the light as the day faded towards evening. The nights were fast drawing in, but even so he could make out the artistic endeavours of uncounted hundreds of spray can warriors who had graced this ruin. Graffiti covered the entire length of wall still standing, layer upon layer telling of how long it had been since the lumber yard had closed down. At the corners, there were the usual barely literate claims of sexual perversion and infidelity on the part of unknown Keiths, Brendas, Garys and Bobs, the inevitable cock and balls, with or without spurting tip, and a few impotent political cries. Scrawled out in one colour, it was easy to see where the artist had paused for thought, or simply trying to figure out how a word often spoken was actually spelled, by the way the paint spotted and then dripped downwards. So much he could find on any vertical surface away from the city centre, but it was the more skilfully wrought work in the middle of the wall that caught McLean’s attention.

His first thought was that it was some kind of stencil, but the more he looked at the line of grinning skull-like heads, the more he could see differences between each one. They were painted in various colours, but all bore the same red-spot eyes, the twin pointed horns, and what looked like a stylised rain cloud above and in front of them. There were no words written, not even the strangely morphed letters that spelled nothing unless you were an inducted member of whichever gang they represented. Only this disconcerting line of grinning devils.

He pulled out his phone, tapped at the screen until he found the camera function, and did his best in the failing light to take pictures. One of the new detective constables could run a search, see if this was some new territorial marker that might shed a light on how Rory Devlin had met his end. It was a long shot, McLean knew. But right now it was all they had.
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Detective Sergeant Janie Harrison squinted through bleary eyes at the little numbers in the top right corner of her computer screen, trying to reconcile what they were telling her with what she thought the time should be. It was late, well past shift change, and there was still a mountain of work to do. So much for the dream of promotion.

It didn’t help that she’d hardly slept a wink these past few days, a combination of new neighbours in the flat below and that time of the month. The first she could deal with by bending a few rules and having a couple of uniform constables knock on the door at an inconvenient moment. The second? Well, give it a while and try not to bite the heads off any of the junior officers.

The dead body in the derelict lumber yard hadn’t helped. How she’d ended up being assigned the Rory Devlin case she had no idea. Probably because it had weird written all over it, which meant DI McLean would be involved, and that meant she would be too.

On balance, she didn’t mind being his understudy. He was a strange man, for sure, but Janie didn’t think she’d ever met someone so utterly unmoved by naked ambition. It helped that he was loaded, of course, but even then he still put in the hours, more than the hours, in pursuit of the truth. And damn the consequences. He could have been a chief super by now, but he just wanted to solve the puzzles. Would she be so dedicated to the job if they offered her the keys to the management level?

Chance would be a fine thing. It wasn’t a year yet since she’d made sergeant, and already it was doing her head in. She grabbed the mouse, moved the cursor to the next file, clicked. Her phone rang at exactly the same time, a familiar name on the screen, but the word ‘office’ appended. Clearly she wasn’t the only one working late.

‘Hey Manda. What’s up?’

‘Hi J. You home yet?’

Janie glanced up at the wall behind her computer screen as if checking. ‘I wish. See you’re in the lab still too. When did we get so boring?’

Parsons let out a low chuckle that sounded almost lascivious once the poor phone signal had compressed and tweaked it. ‘Comes in waves, J. Now’s a bad time, I know. But give it a week or two and we’ll be footloose and fancy-free again.’

‘Aye, well. I’ll believe it when it happens. You just calling for a chat, or do you want me to pick up something for supper on the way home?’

‘Ooh, that sounds like an idea. Quite fancy a pizza if you’re passing Benito’s. Maybe ask him to go a bit easy on the anchovies this time.’ Parsons paused, but Janie had known her flatmate long enough to wait.

‘But seriously. I was calling about that wee ampoule the team found. Your dead body in the derelict lumber yard?’

‘You manage to get something out of it for analysis? Thought it’d be too clean.’ Janie clicked an icon on her screen to bring up the window with the report she’d been editing, her tired eyes making a blur of the tiny print.

‘Every contact leaves a trace, remember?’

‘Aye, but glass ampoule and something that’s designed to vaporise?’

‘Oh ye of little faith.’ Parsons paused again. ‘Though to be fair, it wasn’t easy getting anything, and I don’t think you’re going to like the results much.’

Janie said nothing, only raising an eyebrow to DC Mitchell as she entered the room clearly looking for someone.

‘Not going to ask?’ Parsons said after a while. ‘Suit yourself. I’ll put it all in detail in the report, but the bottom line is whatever was in that ampoule is new. Doesn’t match up with anything we’ve seen before. Closest match isn’t any kind of recreational drug at all.’

‘You’re going to tell me what it is though, Manda,’ Janie said, as much to let Mitchell know she was on the phone as anything. The young DC loitered just far enough away to make it clear she wasn’t trying to listen in on the conversation, honestly.

‘Something the Russians cooked up a couple of decades back. Remember that hostage situation, the audience in a theatre? They pumped their special gas into the building to make everyone fall unconscious, kidnappers and victims all the same. Plan was special forces could go in and deal with them once they were under. Only it didn’t quite work that way. Half of the victims died.’

‘Let me guess. The gas made them spasm like they were having fits?’

‘Only a couple. Most of them it just stopped their hearts. The PMs make for fascinating reading. Only injuries were from falling over when they breathed the gas in. Nothing else at all to show what killed them and no residual traces in the bloodstream.’

Janie rubbed at her face with her free hand. She didn’t like where this conversation was going, but at least Manda hadn’t brought it home with her. Who was she kidding? This was all they’d talk about over pizza and hopefully some wine to dull the edge of another sleepless night.

‘Why use something like that as a recreational drug?’ she asked, not entirely sure why that was the first question that occurred to her.

‘Reckon that’s more your department than mine. Details about the incident were pretty well covered up at the time, but things have slipped out since. There’s a footnote to the report about interviews with the survivors though. Kidnappers and victims alike. They all reported vivid, almost lucid dreams while they were under. Maybe that’s what your poor unfortunate lad was chasing.’

‘Rory.’ Janie’s eyes finally found some focus on the screen, the name popping out almost as if it was in bold type. ‘Rory Devlin. He was nineteen.’

‘Shit. Poor bastard. Anyhoo, J. I’ll get this all typed up and off to you lot. I’ll be home in an hour, hour and a half. Better be pizza waiting.’

Before Janie could say anything to that, Parsons had ended the call. She put down her phone and looked up at DC Mitchell.

‘You wanted something, Cass?’

The young DC looked as tired as Janie, and it occurred to her that Mitchell should have clocked off already. There wasn’t much in the way of overtime going at the moment, although it was always possible DCI Ritchie had sanctioned something.

‘Not sure.’ She had been leaning against one of the empty desks, and when she pushed herself upright, Janie saw she had been clutching a sheet of paper all the while.

‘What is this?’ She took the sheet.

‘New development near Straiton. I hear they’re putting in a thousand houses or something. Only they’ve found bones. Human. Buried quite deep. Reckon they’ve been in the ground a long time, but we’ll have to get that confirmed.’

Janie glanced across at the window. Night had fallen some time ago, only the orange of the street lamps to see by. If this wasn’t a fresh body then there wasn’t much they could do about it until the morning. She handed the sheet of paper back, then clicked off her computer.

‘Have you run this past DI McLean or DCI Ritchie?’ She could see from the look on Mitchell’s face that she hadn’t.

‘OK. I’ll have a quick word with the DI. Need to talk to him about Rory Devlin anyway. You should probably go home and get some kip. I’ve a nasty feeling tomorrow’s going to be another long day.’

McLean was tidying up the paperwork on his desk, about to leave, when Janie reached his office. She rapped lightly at the frame of the open door, and he looked up almost guiltily until he saw who it was. He had a weary slump to his shoulders, which she could sympathise with. True enough, he’d been demoted from DCI back down to DI, but he was still the most experienced detective in their Major Investigation Team, so everyone came to him first when they had a problem.

‘Hoped I might catch you before you left, sir,’ she said. ‘I’ve a couple of things come up that will need dealing with first thing tomorrow.’

McLean tried to hide his sigh, but it was there all the same. ‘Rory Devlin?’

‘That’s one of them, sir. I’ve had some preliminary results from Manda and, well, it’s looking like some new designer drug did for him. At the very least we’ll need to try and find out where he got it.’

The detective inspector nodded his agreement, paused for a moment as if considering the news. ‘And the other thing?’

‘Cass . . . DC Mitchell came to me with this just now.’ Janie handed him a sheet of paper. Not so much a case assignment as an advisory from the Control Centre. He scanned it, taking in half of the words at best.

‘Executive summary?’ he asked with a hopeful, apologetic smile.

‘Building site out Straiton way, sir. They uncovered a body when they were digging the foundations for one of the houses. Well, I say body, but it’s only bones. Local uniform were called in and they’ve shut the place down for now.’

McLean nodded slowly, not focusing on the paper or Janie for a while. Then he stared at the glass window wall of his office, black with the night outside.

‘Have you spoken to the officers on the scene?’

‘Aye, sir. Sergeant Graham’s in charge. Out of Loanhead. I don’t know him. Says he reckons they’re ancient bones, but we’ll have to get the pathologist in to confirm that.’

Another long pause while the detective inspector considered his options. Janie couldn’t help noticing the odd glint of grey in his hair as the harsh overhead light reflected off it. In that moment he looked so bone weary Janie quite forgot all her own woes. How did he keep coming in to work feeling like that? But then everybody was tired these days. Too much work and not enough officers.

‘No point rushing it if Andy Graham reckons they’ve been in the ground a while. Have him post a couple of constables at the scene to keep folk away, pick it up tomorrow. Whoever they are, they’re not going to get any more dead.’

Janie let out a silent sigh of relief. There was the promise of pizza in her not too distant future, and the last thing she wanted was a detour to Straiton.

‘I’ll get the pathologist lined up for the morning, then. Head out there and oversee it when he arrives. We’ll need to speak to the builders either way.’

‘Good idea. Maybe take Mitchell with you if you want. She could do with a bit more field work.’ McLean closed down the lid of his laptop to put it to sleep, then levered himself out of his chair with a minimum of huffing. ‘If it turns out to be ancient remains, we can give Professor Turner a call. See if she wants to have a look.’

Janie nodded, stifled a yawn.

‘You should go home, Janie. You look all done in.’

‘Aye, sir. I was on my way when that came in.’ She pointed at the sheet of paper which the detective inspector still had clasped in one hand. ‘Hoped it could wait, but thought I’d check just to be sure.’

McLean looked at it again as if he’d only just noticed it. Janie could see the thoughts playing across his face, and would have bet good money on him driving out to Straiton rather than home, just to have a wee nosey. But then with exaggerated movements he placed it, text side down, in the centre of his desk.

‘Time I was getting home myself,’ he said. But by the time Janie had wished him good night and left the office, he was still sat at his desk, staring out into the darkness beyond.
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Rain overnight had freshened the air a little, and a light mist clung to the ground as Janie drove south towards Loanhead. Beside her, DC Mitchell sat silent but attentive, her gaze flicking this way and that as she took in each new detail. It reminded Janie of nothing so much as a cat at a window, looking out onto a garden full of birds.

‘You got those directions?’ she asked, even though she knew exactly where she was going. The bypass had run through a line of green-belt land circling the city and keeping it contained, but the city’s need for housing only ever grew, and developments were beginning to sprout on what had once been farmland, like cinderblock and tarmac mushrooms. The New Straiton development was much like the rest of them, a soulless collection of identikit small houses too far away from any amenities to be anything more than a place to sleep.

‘Next right. Site office should be just inside the gates.’ DC Mitchell pointed across the road at almost the same time as Janie indicated and made the turning. This early there wasn’t much sign of activity beyond a few people wandering around looking like they weren’t sure what they were meant to be doing. The site office was a set of six Portakabins stacked three on three with an exterior metal staircase leading up to the first level. Janie parked next to the most expensive and shiny-looking car on site, reasoning that it was most likely the boss’s and wouldn’t get dented by an errant forklift or something similar. A brand-new Maserati SUV, it was both spectacularly ugly and proof that there was more money in developing housing estates than solving crimes.

‘How the other half lives, eh?’ Mitchell said as they both walked past the car and climbed the narrow metal stairs to the top level, where the sign screwed to the door read ‘site office’.

‘Not as nice as the DI’s Alfa,’ Janie said, then remembered that he didn’t have it any more. The last she’d seen he was still tootling around the city in a little electric Renault Zoe, which was the polar opposite of what he had driven before.

Mitchell said nothing as she opened the door and gestured for Janie to go through. Inside was much like any temporary building site office, cluttered, cramped and chaotic. The air had a stale sweat smell to it Janie recognised from having grown up with two brothers. Directly across from the door, a large desk was piled higher with paperwork than even DI McLean’s desk back at the station. Somewhere behind the stacks a face peered at them.

‘Can I help youse?’

Janie approached, seeing a tiny woman sitting on an office chair, her attention flicking back and forth between her computer screen and the two people who had so rudely interrupted her morning.

‘Detective Sergeant Harrison.’ She held up her warrant card. ‘This is my colleague Detective Constable Mitchell. It’s about the body you discovered yesterday.’

The tiny woman made a noise that might have been dismissive or might have been trapped wind. Giving up with her computer, she pushed her chair back and stood up, becoming somewhat shorter in the process. ‘Gie’s a sec. I’ll get Johnny for youse.’

Without further explanation or waiting for an answer, she bustled to the back of the Portakabin, where a door led to the next section, knocked on it once and then went through. Janie began to follow, but the door closed in her face with a certain finality.

‘Charming,’ she said.

Mitchell opened her mouth to say something, closed it again as the door swung wide. Janie turned, then had to look up to see the face of the man standing there. Alongside the tiny receptionist, he looked like some kind of improbable fairy tale giant.

‘Detective Sergeant.’ He held out a hand the size of a large dinner plate. ‘Johnny Wendle. You’ve come about the bones, I hear.’

Despite his enormous size, Wendle’s handshake was surprisingly gentle. Janie still wondered whether she might lose her own hand in his grip though. He stared at her a little longer than was necessary before letting go. When she introduced Mitchell, he was equally polite, but the handshake lasted far less time.

‘Likely just a formality, but we have to investigate any body. I take it there’s nothing on the surveys to suggest there was a kirkyard here?’

Wendle pointed towards the far wall of the Portakabin, where a map of the building site had been pinned up. ‘Not according to the records, no. We’ve looked at maps going back to the nineteenth century. The nearest church is about a mile that way. Off the plan.’ He jabbed a sausage thumb over his shoulder in the direction of Loanhead. ‘Judging by the depth, and what I saw of the bones, I think whoever it is has been down there a while. Don’t think that ground’s been dug over in living memory. Just hope it’s not some important new archaeological find. We’re behind schedule as it is.’

Janie had almost been warming to the man, but his attitude gave her pause. Sure, there was money on the line here, and people’s jobs. But a dead body where a dead body shouldn’t be was more than just a minor inconvenience. She checked her watch. ‘Pathologist should be here soon. He’ll have the final say. You want to show us where these bones are?’

The worst of the fog had lifted, but dampness still clung to the ground as Janie followed Johnny Wendle through a warren of houses in various stages of construction. Not being new to the job, she’d brought a change of footwear, a wise move given the abundance of sticky mud everywhere. DC Mitchell would learn her lesson, hopefully. Her patent leather ankle boots offered some protection, but it was going to take her a while to clean them.

The houses closest to the site office were almost complete, at least on the outside. Further away, the roofs disappeared, walls grew lower, until finally there were only the poured concrete foundations and then a series of muddy trenches. A couple of bored-looking uniform constables sat in a squad car close by, and a small area had been cordoned off with tape. Someone had erected a temporary shelter over one corner alongside a drystone wall that marked the edge of the building site. Parked a little way off, Janie recognised the road-grime-and-British-Racing-Green-coloured Jaguar that belonged to the city pathologist, Angus Cadwallader.

‘. . . came as something of a shock for poor Davey, the digger driver.’

She focused her attention back on Wendle, suddenly aware that he’d been speaking and she’d not been listening. The developer clearly hadn’t noticed, either more interested in the sound of his own voice or simply wanting to move things on as smoothly and swiftly as possible so he could start work again.

‘Nothing in any of the other trenches, I take it?’ DC Mitchell asked, possibly the first words she’d spoken since they’d left the site office.

‘No. Nothing.’ Wendle hesitated, then added, ‘Well, the odd field drain, of course. And there was an old gas main that should have been on the survey but somehow got missed. Not connected to anything, thank God, but it took a couple of weeks to sort out.’

Janie left them to discuss the vagaries of housing developments. The two constables started to climb out of the squad car as she approached, but a simple wave had them settling back in to what must have been a cushy assignment. She’d speak to them later, once she’d seen what all the fuss was about.

Unlike the stained white plastic of the usual forensics tents, this one was striped in white and red, but it served much the same purpose. It straddled a few metres of foundation trench, and when Janie pulled back the flap, it was pleasantly warm inside. A smell of damp earth hung in the air, and at first she thought she was alone. Then a head popped up from the trench.

‘Ah, Detective Sergeant Harrison. A pleasure as always.’ Angus Cadwallader clambered up a ladder until his upper torso was clear of the ground, beckoning her over. ‘Come see. There’s plenty of room and they’ve shored up the sides for safety.’

Janie approached the edge of the trench with care all the same. Closer up, she could see that it was twice as wide as outside the tent, and the builders had placed boards and bracers to stop the sides from collapsing. It was deeper than she would have thought necessary, even for the larger apartment blocks that formed the centre of the development, but that might have been down to soil conditions. Hadn’t she read somewhere that the cost of building a house could vary by tens of thousands of pounds once you turned the soil and found out what lay underneath? Given what she saw at the bottom of the trench, that might well be the case here. No wonder Wendle was so anxious.

The bones were shockingly white against the darkest brown of the damp soil. A leg had been disturbed by the digger, the tibia, fibula and foot bones strewn about a metre away from the rest of the body. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to expose the top half of the whole skeleton, and to her inexpert eye had done a decent job of it. The body lay on its side, one arm cupped under its head, the other folded around to its chest. Janie was struck immediately by the impression of someone sleeping. She looked up to get her bearings before remembering she was inside the tent.

‘Not a proper Christian burial, I take it.’

‘I think that’s fair to say.’ Cadwallader descended the ladder once more, indicating for Janie to follow. ‘Orientation of the body is near enough north–south, and she’s lying on her side.’

‘She?’ Janie placed a foot on the soil, feeling it give slightly under her weight. Dr Sharp was already in the pit, kneeling beside the half-exposed skull.

‘Best guess from what we can see of the pelvis and other bones.’ Cadwallader crouched down awkwardly on the opposite side of the skeleton.

‘Don’t suppose you can give me a time of death,’ Janie said.

The pathologist looked up sharply, smiled at her joke, then shook his head. ‘Hard pushed to even say what she died of. I’d like to say it’s been more than seventy years and you can treat this as ancient.’

‘But you can’t.’ Janie filled in what she really didn’t want to hear.

‘I’d say at least thirty years, possibly more. We’ll need to get her out of here and back to the mortuary to be sure. See if we can find some DNA or anything else to identify her.’

‘So we treat it as a crime scene until we know better.’ Janie didn’t ask it as a question, and Cadwallader didn’t answer. ‘Thank you, Angus. I’ll get Manda and her team in to go over the area. Let me know when you have any better idea how long those bones have been down there, can you?’

‘Of course. Although given the conditions you might be as well calling in the forensic archaeology specialists. If there’s anything to be found here, it’s going to be underground.’

It wasn’t until she stepped out of the red-and-white-striped plastic tent that Janie realised how close it had been down in the trench. Not unpleasant, nor life-threatening; it was more that she felt as if a great weight had been removed from her chest as she breathed in the cool Midlothian morning air. A few paces away, Johnny Wendle was still deep in conversation with a sombre-faced DC Mitchell, his massive hands waving around animatedly as he regaled her with some unlikely tale. For a moment, Janie imagined no time at all had passed out here in the real world while she, Cadwallader and Dr Sharp had been communing with the dead woman in her deep grave. Maybe it hadn’t.

‘What’s the story then, Detective Sergeant?’ Wendle asked as he saw her.

‘The body’s been down there a while, but it’s still a crime scene until we can say how long.’

Wendle’s face creased with worry. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Anything over seventy years buried is considered ancient bones, beyond the remit of our investigation. This grave’s probably more than thirty years old, but we still have to treat it as suspicious. You’ve no records of a private burial on these lands, I take it.’

‘N-no. Least, I don’t think so. That would have shown up on the surveys wouldn’t it?’ Wendle shook his head as he spoke, no doubt remembering that they’d already found a gas pipe that wasn’t supposed to be there.

‘Well, I’m afraid we’re going to have to keep this cordoned off a while longer.’ Janie held up her phone as if it was necessary to explain herself. ‘I’m calling in a team of forensic archaeologists to go over the area, see if there’s anything else lurking down there. Hopefully we won’t knock your schedule off too much. Meantime you might want to go through the title deeds closely, see if there’s any mention of private burial on the land.’

‘I –’ Wendle started to ask a question, then stopped himself. ‘Is there not a central register of that kind of thing?’

‘Sadly no. Scots law doesn’t require it. Would make our lives a lot easier if it did, I can tell you. Do you know who used to own the land maybe thirty, forty years ago?’

Despite his size, Johnny Wendle had a boyish face, and would have been rubbish at poker. Janie could read the emotions parading themselves across his features as he wrestled with some inner conflict. It would come out in time, she was sure, but for now she had better things to do than wait for him to decide which was more important, profit margin or the truth.

‘I don’t know,’ he said eventually, but as he did so he glanced over the drystone wall towards a point in the middle distance. Janie didn’t follow his gaze, but she had noticed what he was looking at when they arrived. Perhaps a couple of hundred metres away across scrubby grassland, a clump of mature trees stood guard around a derelict farmhouse. Beyond it, a collection of farm buildings were in slightly better nick.

‘Well, maybe ask the people you bought the land from, aye? And have a good rake through the deeds. Would make all of our lives a lot easier if this is recorded somewhere.’

Wendle nodded his head perhaps a little too eagerly. ‘Aye, I’ll do that right away.’

‘Let me know how you get on.’ Janie pulled out a business card from her jacket pocket and handed it over. ‘Meantime, I’d be grateful if you’d tell the workers to keep away from here for now. We’ll be done as soon as we can.’
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Monday morning, bright and early. McLean sat at his desk, laptop pulled close to him, and squinted at the too-small type of the updated report into the death of Rory Devlin. Both forensics and the post-mortem now confirmed that death had been from a drug overdose, rather than the mugging they had originally assumed it to be. That meant the investigation was downgraded from murder, which would keep the bean counters happy at least. There were just the awkward details about the nature of this new and deadly drug that were giving him concern.

He was half way to reaching for the telephone when he decided it would be better to discuss things face to face with someone. Closing down the laptop, he stood up with a little gasp as his hip twinged in pain, then limped out of his office and down to the CID room on the second floor. Not that it was called CID any more. They were all Major Investigation Teams now. But it had been CID when he’d first joined plain clothes, too many years ago to think about.

‘DS Harrison in yet?’ McLean asked of the first detective constable he found. One of the new intake, DC Bryant looked up from her desk, one hand innocently straying towards the mouse to close down whatever screen it was she had been looking at. Not work, then.

‘Aye, sir. She was away to the canteen to grab a coffee. Anything I can help with?’

He didn’t really know Bryant well. She seemed a competent enough detective, fitted in with the rest of the team. And yet for some reason McLean felt a little uncomfortable discussing his concerns with her. Perhaps because they crossed the line between work and personal life. Fortunately for him, the brief moment of awkwardness was broken by the arrival of Harrison, coffee in one hand, bacon roll in the other.

‘Looking for me, sir?’ she asked as she carefully placed the coffee on the edge of the nearest desk. Not about to relinquish the roll to anyone.

‘I was, but anyone would do really. Who’s in charge of the evidence store these days?’

‘The evidence store?’ Harrison echoed him. ‘Sergeant Edgehill, I think. Why?’

‘I was reading Manda’s forensic report into the drug that killed Devlin. Something struck a chord. She said the closest she could find to its chemical signature was something the Russians had cooked up. An airborne instant anaesthetic.’

‘That’s right, aye.’ Harrison looked at her bacon roll with an expression McLean couldn’t quite read, then put it down beside the coffee.

‘You remember Sergeant Needham? Needy?’

‘Not sure I ever met him, but aye. Everyone knows the story. Hard not to when one of your own goes off the rails like that.’

‘I don’t –’ DC Bryant began, then stopped speaking.

‘You’ll have heard of the Christmas Killer though.’ McLean grimaced at the memories. This was why he’d been reluctant to bring the subject up. Bryant’s nod was confirmation enough for him to continue.

‘John Needham had a mental breakdown when his father died. He’d always been obsessed with that case, but when he went over the edge he started kidnapping and killing women. Not one a year at Christmas like Donald Anderson, but three over the course of a few months. The fourth, his last victim before we caught him, was my partner, Emma Baird. Needy took her from right under our noses. In this station.’

‘Oh my God. That’s –’

‘Old history I’d rather not go over again, Constable. The point is he used something that knocked her unconscious and left her in a coma for the best part of three months. A weaponised aerosol anaesthetic cooked up by the Russians for use in hostage situations. It was in the evidence store, something we’d found when we shut down an organised crime syndicate. One of our rare successes that. Pity it came back to bite us.’

‘And you think this drug Manda’s analysed is the same?’ Harrison asked.

‘Could just be a coincidence. Who knows how much of that stuff the Russians made, let alone where any of it is now. The stuff Needy stole should have been destroyed years ago, but I want someone to have a word with Evidence all the same.’

‘I’ll get right on it, sir.’ Harrison stood a little straighter, as if about to rush out the door. McLean held up his hand, then pointed at her coffee and bacon roll.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

McLean had hoped to sneak back into his office unseen after he’d spoken to Harrison and Bryant, but as luck would have it he arrived on the third floor at exactly the same time as DCI Ritchie stepped out of his open doorway, clearly looking for him.

‘Ah, there you are, Tony. Wondered where you’d got to. The chief super’s wanting an update on this drug overdose case.’

‘Right now?’ McLean asked, even though he knew the answer. Ritchie gave him a sympathetic shrug.

‘Think she’s overcompensating. Hopefully she’ll back off soon enough. Let us get on with our jobs.’

McLean had his doubts, but he followed Ritchie along the corridor and into the chief superintendent’s office all the same. Detective Superintendent McIntyre was there already, and Elmwood herself. The chief superintendent stood by her desk, one hand casually resting on the suspiciously paperwork-free surface as if she needed its support but didn’t want to admit it.

‘Tony. It’s good to see you.’

McLean was momentarily stuck for anything to say. He knew the chief superintendent had almost died. He knew also that she had suffered major burns to much of her body. And yet the woman standing in front of him looked scarcely different from the one who had made his life so miserably awkward in the months before a lunatic had tried to burn her at the stake.

‘I’m glad to see you recovered,’ he said eventually. ‘I have to admit, I was surprised when Jayne told me you were coming back to work. After everything that happened.’

Elmwood dipped her head once in acknowledgement, then crossed the room to the comfortable chairs arranged around a low table by the window. She not so much sat as collapsed onto a sofa and waved an arm at the coffee machine. McLean took the hint and poured coffees for everyone.

‘I can’t deny it’s been traumatic, Tony. The treatment was . . .’ Elmwood paused as if trying to find the right word. ‘. . . almost as painful as the burns. But they worked miracles, wouldn’t you say?’

An unfair question if ever he heard one. McLean glanced sideways at McIntyre, but she was hiding behind her mug and offering no support. Ritchie had her best poker face on.

‘I’d certainly be hard pushed to say you’d been in a bad house fire.’ It was the best he could come up with, and to a certain extent it was true. The chief superintendent’s face was blemish free, although she was wearing more makeup than he’d noticed her do before the fire. There was something about the lack of animation in her face as she spoke that gave him pause though, and he was fairly certain her platinum blonde hair was an extremely well-made wig.

‘Well, you were there.’ She smiled
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