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‘The important thing is to get the drop right. Nothing else matters, really.’

He stands on tippy-toes, balanced on the precarious chair, hands behind his back like a good boy. His fingers are trembling slightly, as if in anticipation, but he’s not struggling. I knew he wouldn’t. Not now. He wants this, after all.

‘Of course, to work that out I need to know your height, your weight, your build.’

I tug at the rope. Good, stout hemp; none of that nylon rubbish for a job like this. Getting it over the beam was a struggle, but now it’s secure, ready. His eyelids flutter as I slip the noose over his head, gently snug it around his neck past his ear, let the excess loop over his bare shoulder.

‘Height? No, height is easy, as long as you’re not wearing platform shoes. Clothes can be deceptive though, make a thin man seem fat. And then there’s build.’

He doesn’t respond, but then why would he? He’s not here any more. I can see the movement of his eyes under closed lids, the flick, flick, flick as he watches something far off in his mind. I reach out, run the backs of my fingers down his cheek, his arm, the muscles of his taut stomach. He is young, so young. Barely a man yet and the world has already dragged him down. Young skin is so soft and pure, not corrupted by the cankers and blemishes of age. A pity the same cannot be said of young minds. They are so fragile, so hopeless.

‘Muscle is so much denser than fat. A well-muscled physique will weigh more than a lazy body. It is essential to take that into account.’

The spirit shivers in me, drinking deep from the well of despair that fills this room. There is nothing here worth saving, only the joy of release from a life not worth living.

‘A handshake is usually enough. You can tell so much from a person’s hand, their grip. I knew as soon as I met you how long a piece of rope we would need.’

I let my hand drop lightly down, stroking him with my nails. He rises to the occasion, ever so slightly, a soft moan escaping from his lips as I reach in, cup his barely dropped testicles, tickle them with my fingertips. The touch is both exhilarating and revolting, as if some tawdry sex act could ever be as intimate as what we have, this man child and me.

He shivers, whether from cold or excitement I will never know. I withdraw my hand, take a step back. One second, two, the pressure builds as the spirit rises within me. I see the rope, the knot, the chair, the table. Clothes neatly folded and placed on the bed a few feet away.

There is a moment when I push the chair away. Anything is possible. He floats in the air like a hoverfly, trapped in that instant. And then he is falling, falling, falling, the loops of rope untwining in lazy, slow-motion rolls until nothing is left.

And then.

Snap.








[image: Penguin Books]


2

‘You sure about this, Tony?’

Detective Chief Inspector Jo Dexter sat in the passenger seat of the Transit van, staring out through a grubby windscreen at the industrial wasteland around Leith Docks. Street lights glowed in orange strings; roads to nowhere. The first tinge of dawn painted the undersides of the clouds, marching north and east across the Forth to Fife. The high-rises that had sprung up along the northern shoreline were dark silhouettes pocked by the occasional light of a shift-worker coming home. This early in the morning there wasn’t much activity, least of all from the dark bulk of the freighter they were watching. It had docked two days ago, a routine trip from Rotterdam bringing in aggregates for the new road bridge. As if they didn’t have enough rock and sand in Scotland already. A team had been watching around the clock ever since, acting on information thought to be reliable. Beyond the unloading of a large quantity of gravel, nothing interesting had happened at all.

‘According to Forth Ports, she sails on the tide. In about two hours’ time.’ Detective Inspector Anthony McLean checked his watch, even though the clock on the dashboard told him it was almost five in the morning. ‘If nothing happens before then, we’ve been played for fools. I dare say it won’t be the first time.’

‘Easy for you to say. You’re not the one having to justify the overtime.’

McLean looked across at his companion. He’d known Jo Dexter of old. She’d joined up at the same time as him, but had hit the promotion ladder early. McLean was happy for her, though he preferred his own niche; a career of chasing prostitutes and pornographers had hardened Jo Dexter’s once pretty features so that she looked far older than her thirty-nine years. Vice did that to a person, he’d been told. And now he was finding out first hand thanks to bloody Dagwood.

‘Well, you’re the one reckoned the tip-off was good.’ The temperature dropped by several degrees. Even in the darkness, McLean could see that this was the wrong thing to say, no matter how true it was. The letter had appeared in his in-tray on the first day of his secondment to Jo Dexter’s team in the Sexual Crimes Unit. It didn’t have a stamp on it, and no one knew how it had got there. Nevertheless, the information in it showed that whoever had written it knew a great deal about the sleazy underbelly of Edinburgh’s sex industry, and the final nugget had concerned a highly organized people-smuggling operation and this very ship.

‘It’s just that normally these things happen in container ports. How the hell do you smuggle people off a boat like that without being seen?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ McLean switched his focus away from his temporary boss, across the empty yard to where a large box van had appeared at the security gate. After a short pause, the guard let it through. It continued its slow journey around the seemingly random piles of rocks, sand and other unidentified materials that were the port’s stock-in-trade, headed in the general direction of the ship.

McLean picked up his radio set, called the guardhouse. ‘Who was that?’

‘Catering firm. Provisions for the ship’s galley. Guess they’ve got to eat, aye?’ The guard sounded bored. Hardly surprising given his shift.

‘They check out OK?’ McLean asked.

‘On the roster, aye.’

‘OK then. Keep your eyes peeled for anything unusual.’ He put the radio back on the dashboard as the box van arrived at the ship’s side. In the semi-darkness, with nothing to compare it to other than the distant buildings, the ship had seemed small. Now with the van alongside, McLean could see just how big it was, high in the water without its ballast of rock.

‘You think they might try something here?’ Jo Dexter stretched as best she could in the confined space. She’d have been better off in the back, were it not for the half-dozen officers already in there, snoring gently.

McLean picked up the binoculars he’d appropriated from stores earlier that day, focused on the box van as the driver got out. A single lamp lit the steps leading up from the dockside to the deck, casting more shadow than anything else.

‘Even if we weren’t here watching, nothing gets out of this bit of the port without the excise boys checking it. There’s no way they’d be able to smuggle anyone out unless they’d paid somebody off.’

‘Stranger things have happened, Tony. What can you see?’

The driver opened up the back of the van and clambered into the darkness. After a moment he jumped back out again, grabbed a box and carried it up the steps. At least that’s what McLean assumed he’d done. The way the van was parked, it obscured the foot of the steps, and the top was in shadow. Only a small part in the middle was visible, and by the time he’d adjusted the focus, the driver was gone.

‘A man unloading groceries, by the look of it. Yup. There he goes again.’ Movement at the back of the van, and the driver once more grabbed a box, heading for the steps. McLean flicked the binoculars up a fraction, and caught a fleeting glimpse of someone before the darkness swallowed them. It wasn’t much, but there was something wrong. He couldn’t put his finger on it; the way the driver moved, perhaps?

A moment later and the figure passed across his view again, heading up the steps with a baker’s tray in its hands. But that couldn’t be right, could it? How had he missed the driver coming back down the steps? Unless there were two people in the van. That would make more sense anyway.

Another figure cut across the narrow pool of light, this time carrying a large cardboard box, struggling under its weight and bulk. McLean squinted through the binoculars, wishing the magnification was better. This figure seemed different from the first and second. There couldn’t be three people working the van, could there? And how much in the way of provisions did a cargo ship need to make the crossing from Leith to Rotterdam?

Dropping the binoculars back onto the seat, McLean started the engine, slammed the Transit into gear and shot forwards. Beside him, Jo Dexter grabbed for the handle above the door, too stunned to say anything.

‘Not smuggling them in. Taking them out. Wake up you lot. It’s time to go to work.’ McLean shouted to the team in the back. A couple of muffled grunts and a high-pitched yelp were all the answer he got as he accelerated as hard as he could, covering the distance to the ship in less than a minute. The back of the box van was open, and as he swept round behind it, the Transit’s headlights threw aside the shadows, revealing what was inside.

‘Go! Go! Go!’ The team burst out of the back of the Transit, fanning out and securing the van. A commotion up on deck was followed by a shout of ‘Armed police. Drop your weapons.’ McLean and Dexter watched from the Transit as a large cardboard box fell from above, twisting once, twice, before smashing against the concrete of the dock in an explosion of oranges.

It was over in seconds. The sergeant in charge of the armed-response team came over to the Transit and signalled the all clear. McLean didn’t need to hear it; he could see with his own eyes. Out of the back of the box van they began to clamber into the light. Pale, almost cadaverous some of them, scantily clad despite the cold and all bearing that same terrified expression. A dozen or more young women, no more than girls, really, though their faces showed they’d seen more than any girl their age should ever see.

‘Well, that’s not quite what I was expecting.’

McLean leaned back against the cool concrete wall outside the back of the station, watching as the last of the young women was escorted into the station. Dawn had already painted the overcast sky in oranges and purples, promising rain for later on. A quick glance at his watch showed that it was almost shift-change time. Not that he worked shifts any more.

‘Not what I was expecting, either.’ Jo Dexter pulled deeply on the cigarette, held the smoke for just long enough for it to do its worst, then let it spill upwards as she let her head clunk lightly against the wall. ‘Remind me about that tip-off again?’

The letter. McLean reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the photocopy the forensics team had given him. He knew that they’d not managed to lift anything from the original, but he still wasn’t allowed to have it back. It didn’t matter, the words were still the same. Date, time, place, ship name, it was all there. He even had a suspicion he knew who had sent it, but it wasn’t a suspicion he cared to share. He tapped the edge of the folded-up paper against his hand.

‘It all checked out. You know that as well as I do, otherwise we’d never have got this lot authorized.’ He nodded at the Transit van as the last of the armed-response team jangled back into the station, Kevlar body armour unstrapped and dangling.

‘You’re right. I thought it was legit. But this? Trafficking prostitutes away from the city? Taking them to Rotterdam and then God only knows where.’ Dexter shook her head, sucked once more on the cigarette as if the answer might be in there somewhere. The smoke billowing out into the lightening air gave up no answers.

‘I …’ McLean began, but was interrupted by his phone buzzing in his pocket. It had been on silent all through the stake-out and arrests. A quick scan of the screen showed an instantly recognized number. Dexter must have read something from the expression on his face, said nothing as he took the call. It wasn’t a long one, not even time enough for her to finish her cigarette.

‘Bad news?’ she asked through a haze of smoke.

‘Not sure. I have to go.’ He saw the scowl forming on Dexter’s face. ‘Won’t be long. It’s just … I have to go.’ And he scurried off before she could stop him.
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McLean didn’t even wait for Doctor Wheeler to greet him, just started off down the corridor and expected her to keep up. He’d known her what … almost six months? Quiet, competent and impossibly young for someone with such a detailed knowledge of the human brain, she had given him hope that Emma would recover eventually, promised to let him know as soon as anything happened.

And now something had.

The guilt had been there ever since her abduction, when poor, mad Sergeant Needham had smashed her over the head, and all because he’d let Emma get close to him. He’d visited her every day, even if it was sometimes only for five minutes. He’d watched her, as he’d watched his grandmother before, wasting away bit by bit, her mind somewhere else, her body kept alive by machines. Day after day, the hope being ground away like a mountain succumbing to the onslaught of weather. Slow, but inexorable. He’d been steeling himself, rebuilding the walls that she’d been the first in a decade to breach. Hardening himself for the time when he’d have to bury another.

But something had happened.

‘You said on the phone there’d been a change?’

‘Indeed there has, Inspector. But you mustn’t get your hopes up. She’s still unconscious.’

The route to the ward was imprinted on McLean’s memory, but he still had to run the gamut of patients out and about, trailing drips on wheeled stands or revealing more flesh than it was comfortable to see through skimpy backless gowns. Even though it felt like he’d spent half of his life in them, he still couldn’t get used to hospitals; their smell of disinfectant, bodily fluids and despair. The institutional beige walls didn’t help, and neither did the bizarre collection of artworks hung along the corridors. No doubt chosen by some psychotherapist with a view to creating the optimum healing environment. Either that or a six-year-old child.

‘Unconscious is not the same as in a coma though. She’s going to come round soon.’ Was that a desperate hope in his voice, or just weary resignation?

‘I believe so. Yes. And yes, you’re right, unconscious isn’t the same as coma. The brainwave patterns are different for a start. There’s more happening. She’s shifting to something more akin to sleep.’

They had reached the door to the ward, but before McLean could push on through, the doctor reached out and stopped him.

‘Inspector … Tony. You need to face up to the fact that there could be permanent damage. There almost certainly will be permanent damage.’

‘I know. But this happened because of me. I’m not going to abandon her now.’ McLean was about to open the door when it pulled away from him of its own accord. A startled nurse stood on the other side.

‘Oh, Doctor. I was just coming to look for you. The patient’s started talking. I think she might be about to wake up.’

Just like McLean’s grandmother had been for the eighteen months it had taken her body to die, Emma was surrounded by the machinery that kept her alive. She had been propped upright, her shrunken form pale even against the white pillows of the hospital bed, her unruly mop of black, spiky hair tamed by some well-meaning nurse, far longer than she would ever have worn it. As he approached, McLean could see the change in her in an instant. Her eyes fluttered under eyelids, twitches in her face almost reminding him of her mischievous smile, then creasing into a frown. And all the while she muttered, quiet whimpers of terror. He was about to take her hand as he had done every day since she’d been brought here, but before he could, Doctor Wheeler once more stopped him.

‘Best to wait just now. A touch could bring her out too quickly. Let her come at her own pace.’

‘What’s happening to her? She looks scared.’

‘Difficult to be sure, but she’s probably reliving the last few moments before she was knocked out.’ Doctor Wheeler consulted the clipboard at the end of the bed, then pulled a pager out of her pocket. McLean hadn’t even heard it ping. ‘Gotta go. I’ll check back as soon as I can.’

It was a special kind of hell, sitting there, watching the emotions skim across Emma’s face, wondering what it was that Needy had done to her. Just the bash to the skull, or had there been something more? McLean found it hard to recall the events clearly himself. Too much smoke inhalation and blows to his own head. Too much dealing with the past he thought he’d finished with but which didn’t want to let him go.

‘Oh my god. No.’

The voice was barely more than a whisper, but it was hers. McLean looked around to see if any of the nurses in the ward had noticed. They were busy with the other patients and their machines. He reached out, about to take Emma’s hand where it lay on the covers, fingers flexing minutely. Before he could, she drew her hand away.

‘No, no, no, no. No!’ Louder now, and Emma started to shake. Her heart rate monitor pinged a warning, but still the nurses were oblivious. McLean went to stand, meaning to get some help, but a tiny hand whipped out and grabbed him by the wrist, surprisingly tight. He snapped his head around as Emma sat bolt upright, eyes wide open.

‘It took their souls. Trapped them all. They were lost. I was lost.’

And then the grip was gone. Her eyes flipped up into her head and she dropped back into the pillows. McLean could only watch as the nurses gathered around, alerted by the motion. He couldn’t move, could only stare at Emma’s face as they bustled around her, checking monitors, adjusting drips, whispering urgent messages to each other. Did this happen whenever a patient woke from coma? Was there some procedure they followed?

Slowly, the commotion died down. Everything that could be checked had been checked. The patient was asleep, heart rate steady. It was going to be OK. Everything was going to be fine. Still he sat and watched, oblivious to the passing of time. Minutes, hours, he didn’t really care. This was his fault, after all. He wasn’t going to shirk that responsibility. Not now. Not ever.

She woke more slowly the second time; colour coming back to her cheeks as her breathing changed from deep and regular to shallow and swift. Her eyes opened slowly, a hand reaching up to her head as if feeling for the damage that had been inflicted. Then she noticed the tube taped to her arm, the needle.

‘It’s OK,’ McLean said, hoping to fend off the panic with a familiar face and voice. ‘You’re in hospital. You’ve been unconscious.’

Emma slowly rolled over, her head too heavy for the wasted muscles in her neck to control. She squinted against the light, even though it was muted in the ward, and it took her a while to focus on him. Even longer for her to speak. He’d hoped for a smile, but was rewarded only with a frown. Her voice, when it finally came, was cracked and dry. The words as terrible as they were inevitable.

‘Who are you?’
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‘We’ve got sixteen girls who between them seem to speak about eight words of English, a Dutch captain screaming blue murder, Leith Ports chewing my ear off about a freighter that was meant to leave at dawn, and you go running off just because of a phone call. Jesus Christ, Tony. No bloody wonder Dagwood wanted shot of you. Five hours you’ve been gone. What took so bloody long?’

Jo Dexter stood in the middle of the main room housing the Sexual Crimes Unit, arms folded across her front. She looked as if she’d been waiting for McLean to come home, like an errant child. Any moment now she was going to start tapping her foot.

‘It’s Emma. She’s woken up. I had to be there. Sorry.’

‘Shit. There you go again. I can’t even give you a proper bollocking, can I?’ The DCI slumped back against an unused desk, dropped her hands to her sides. The room was almost empty, just a couple of PCs on the back shift manning the hotline phones and pretending they weren’t playing Words with Friends on the vice squad special computers; the ones that weren’t blocked from the worst of the internet. ‘How is she?’

‘It’s … complicated.’ McLean pictured the scene in his mind. That face he had watched for almost two months now, suddenly come back to life only to be covered with confusion and fear. ‘She doesn’t remember anything. Well, apart from her name.’

‘You need time?’ McLean could see that Dexter really didn’t want him to say yes. Like everyone else, they were permanently short-staffed. That was why he was here, after all.

‘No. She’s going to be in the hospital a while yet. Think I’d rather throw myself into the job right now. Otherwise I’m just going to fret.’

‘Fine. Well, you and DS Buchanan can make a start on processing these girls then. We can’t keep them in the cells much longer. Immigration’ll be here soon, and I’d like to find out who put them on that ship before they get here.’

‘Why were they taking you onto that boat? Where were you going?’

McLean sat at the table in interview room one, the nice one where they put people who were ‘helping the police with their enquiries’ rather than the more skanky holes where the low-lifes were questioned. Opposite him, the young woman stared at her hands, folded in her lap. Her long blonde hair had a natural curl to it that was almost hidden by the layers of grease and grime. Her face was thinner than a supermodel’s, sharp cheek bones poking out through skin the colour of curdled milk. Her eyes were sunken pits, the traces of bruising yellowing them like some weird attempt at alternative make-up. He was fairly sure she understood everything he was saying, but like all her companions from the van, she was playing the silent act.

‘Were you trying to get home, was that it?’

She looked up at him then, fixed him with a stare from her grey-blue eyes that left no doubt as to just how much of an idiot she thought him. Still she didn’t speak, scratching at the inside of her left elbow with the long fingernails of her right hand. The track marks were easy to see, but old.

‘Look, I know you speak English. I know you’ve been working as a prostitute somewhere in the city. I know that probably wasn’t your idea. You thought you were coming here to get a job cleaning, or maybe working in an office. But the men who brought you here had other ideas, didn’t they.’

Alongside him, Detective Sergeant Buchanan shifted in his seat impatiently. McLean tried to suppress a grimace, but something must have shown on his face. The girl looked straight at him, flicked her eyes across to the other detective and back again, then raised both eyebrows. It was the briefest of interactions, but it was the most he’d got out of any of them so far. Eight down, seven still to go.

‘You couldn’t get us some coffee could you, Sergeant?’ McLean voiced it as a question but even the dumbest of officers should have realized that it was a command. Buchanan opened his mouth as if to say something, then closed it again with an echoing pop. He dragged his chair backwards as he stood, the noise setting McLean’s teeth on edge. Ambled slowly to the door and paused before opening it.

‘Black, no sugar for me.’ McLean tried not to flick his head in a gesture of dismissal, but he might have failed a little.

Buchanan left the door open. Whether on purpose or because he lacked the basic motor skills to close it, McLean didn’t want to guess. He got up, closed it, and sat back down again. The young woman said nothing, but her eyes followed him all the time. Only when he was back in his seat did she finally speak.

‘You’re not like the others. I’ve not seen you before.’

Her voice surprised him. He had assumed she was from Eastern Europe, but she spoke with a Midlands accent.

‘I’m on secondment. Filling in while they decide who gets to be promoted.’

‘You must have fucked up pretty badly to get sent here. What did you do?’

What did I do? My job. Only it was bloody Dagwood who got made up to acting superintendent when we broke open that cannabis operation, and he didn’t want anyone around pissing on his chips. McLean kept silent, studied the young woman’s face for a moment, trying to see past the Slavic features that had made him jump to such an erroneous conclusion earlier on.

‘The other girls. They from England too?’

‘Nah. Most of em’s Poles, Romanians, think I might’ve heard some Russian spoke too. Don’t really know them that well. We only got picked up a couple days ago.’

‘Picked up?’

‘There an echo in here?’ The young woman pushed back her greasy hair, scratched at the side of her nose, sniffed. For an awful moment McLean thought she was going to spit on the floor, but she swallowed instead. He wasn’t sure which was worse.

‘There were sixteen of you in that van, being loaded onto a ship bound for Rotterdam. Normally we have to deal with people coming the other way. I’m curious as to why you were being trafficked out of the country.’

‘You not even going to ask my name?’

‘Would you tell it me if I did?’

‘It’s Magda. And yeah, I know that’s Polish. My grampa came over in the war and never went back.’

‘So what’s the score then, Magda? Why were you being sent overseas?’

‘Cos I speak Polish, probably. Cos of the way I look. Mebbe they thought I was like all the others. Mebbe I tried to tell them and got a smack in the face for my trouble. Mebbe they didn’t care who I was. Long as they get the numbers.’

‘Numbers for what, though? Where were they taking you?’

Magda gave him an odd, quizzical look, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing.

‘You know I’m a whore, don’t you? You know what that is, y’know, apart from the whole sex for cash thing?’

McLean didn’t answer. He wasn’t quite sure he could.

‘Means I’m a piece of meat, dunnit. Owned and traded. I get passed from one pimp to the next and I don’t get any say in that. Who’m I gonna complain to anyway, the filth? Ha, that’s a laugh. You lot either don’t give a fuck or just want a free one. I got no rights, no protection. Just a habit needs feeding and only one way to feed it. So when Malky says I’m going with Ivan now, I don’t argue. Cos what’s the fucking point, eh?’

‘You don’t know where they were taking you.’

‘Top marks for the inspector.’ Magda clapped her hands together in mock applause. For a moment something like the ghost of a smile spread across her face, and then the door clicked open. DS Buchanan appeared, arse first, carrying two mugs of coffee. By the time he’d turned around and placed the mugs on the table, Magda’s face was blank, eyes down, staring at the hands folded in her lap, fingers worrying at the scars of track marks on her inner arms. It was almost as if the whole conversation had been no more than a dream.

‘Thanks. Not having one yourself?’ McLean picked up the mug with black coffee in it, nudging the other one carefully across the table to Magda. Buchanan opened his mouth, looked at the two mugs, then shut it again. He pulled out his chair and sat down heavily.

‘You don’t know where they were taking you.’ McLean tried to pick up the threads of the conversation, even though he knew he was in for a struggle. ‘But you know who took you. Who’s Malky, Magda? Who’s Ivan?’

Buchanan looked sideways at McLean as he spoke the young woman’s name, a quizzical eyebrow raised. McLean wondered if he could find some other way to send the sergeant away. He was clearly not helping.

‘Malky’d be Malky Jennings. Typical lowlife scumbag runs a dozen hookers out of Restalrig.’

Maybe helping a bit. ‘Go on,’ McLean said.

‘He’s small beer. We usually let him get away with a caution if he pushes too far. Known quantity, if you get my meaning. We lock him up and who knows what’ll float up to take his place. He has his uses.’ Meaning he was someone’s informant. Or supplier.

‘And Ivan?’ McLean directed his question at Buchanan, but looked at Magda. He couldn’t catch her eye though; she was finding her lap increasingly fascinating, those marks on her inner arm more itchy by the minute.

‘Ivan, I haven’t a fucking clue.’

‘Magda, who’s Ivan?’ McLean let the question hang in the silence that followed, just watching the young woman across the table. She kept her gaze down for long seconds, the only sound the scrit, scrit, scrit of her fingernails on the flesh of her inner arm. She’d be breaking through soon, adding to the scars already there. Perhaps finally realizing what she was doing, she stopped, raised her head and fixed him with a stare through her lank blonde ringlets. There was something more than anger and defiance in that stare. There was fear. And then the quickest of flicks across to the detective sergeant and back. Then she dropped her head and said no more.

‘Tell me about Malky Jennings.’

McLean leaned against the wall by the whiteboard in the SCU main office, looking out over a cluster of empty desks. The blinds were drawn on the windows at the far side of the room, slants of sunlight painting stripes onto the grubby carpet tiles. This wasn’t a place people generally liked to spend much time in; you never knew what new degradation or atrocity was going to appear next.

‘Not much to tell, really. Scumbag just about sums it up.’ DS Buchanan lounged in the one good chair in the office, feet up on his desk. Observing the small team at the SCU in the few days since he’d arrived, McLean recognized the Alpha Dog, or, perhaps more accurately, the frustrated Beta Dog, lording it over the junior ranks but never quite having the nerve to challenge for the top spot. He was an old-school copper, which in the case of Grumpy Bob was a good thing; less so with Buchanan. Where DS Laird affected an air of laziness but got the work done, Buchanan was the kind of policeman who always seemed busy, but was actually doing bugger all.

‘We got a file on him?’

‘Should have.’ Buchanan made a show of taking his feet off the desk, pulled his keyboard towards him and started tapping away. McLean pushed himself off the wall and came around to see what appeared on the screen.

‘Malcolm Jeffrey Jennings.’ Buchanan poked a greasy finger at the glass. ‘Thirty-six years old. Lives in one of the tower blocks down Lochend way. He’s got form for drugs, but strictly small time. Mostly he runs prostitutes in that area. Nasty little shit. Violent, but he’s bright enough not to hit them in the face. Prefers a baseball bat to the ribs, way I hear it.’

McLean peered at the image on the screen. A thin, ratty-faced man peered back. Narrow, long nose, broken sometime long ago. Hair in lank, greasy straggles down to his shoulders. Eyes set just that little bit too close together, giving his face a permanent angry frown. Deep bags under them suggesting some form of habit, barely under control.

‘And we tolerate this why?’

Buchanan sighed, clicked the cursor on a series of thumbnail images taken by a surveillance team. The first showed Malky Jennings walking along a street with a woman beside him. McLean hadn’t noticed in the mug shot, but Jennings liked to dress flamboyantly. Not necessarily with any sense of style, but the purple velvet smoking jacket and ruff-necked shirt were certainly noticeable.

‘Malky’s a known quantity. We keep an eye on him, haul him in if he gets too far out of line. But there’s no point locking him up. He’s not the problem.’

McLean scanned the top of the list of convictions and cautions. ‘He looks like a big problem to me.’

Buchanan snorted. ‘You’re new here, so you wouldn’t understand.’

‘No, I don’t. Explain it to me.’

‘OK then.’ Buchanan put on his best school teacher voice. ‘Malky Jennings is a scumbag, but one whose behaviour we can predict, possibly even control to a certain extent. Lock him up and someone else moves in on the territory. Someone we don’t know anything about, maybe. Someone trying to make a name for themselves, establish their place. That means violence and disruption, and that makes the Chief Constable unhappy. So we leave Malky Jennings well alone.’

‘Lesser of two evils.’ McLean understood the concept, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

‘Now you’re getting it.’

‘There’s just one thing you seem to be missing though. This Russian fellow, Ivan or whatever. He’s a new player, right?’

Buchanan nodded. ‘Looks like it.’

‘And he’s taken a whole load of Malky’s prostitutes, put them on a boat headed for the Continent and God knows where after that.’

Again with the nod. McLean could almost see the thoughts linking themselves together in Buchanan’s head.

‘So at the very least we need to talk to Jennings and see what’s going on, wouldn’t you think? Bring him in and let’s make him sweat a bit. If we’re giving him our tacit approval, then he can bloody well give us something back in return.’
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‘Is that a genuine weejy board? Christ, I thought those things went out in the seventies.’

She’s not the prettiest girl he’s ever met, but there’s something about her he finds impossibly attractive. Maybe it’s her hair, cut like his mum would have had it back when she was that age. Or perhaps it’s her easy smile. Not a ‘come and get me, boys’ flash of the teeth, but a selfless sharing of genuine joy. She’s always happy, and that’s so rare. It’s almost infectious, though it would take more than a winning smile to lighten his mood these days.

Of course, it helps that she’s weird. Everyone loves weird.

The evening started well. Just a few of them out for a drink after work, winding down at the end of another shitty week. Some lucky bastard’s leaving do, otherwise he’d not have bothered. He’s not a big drinker – can’t afford it – but there’s a certain sad fun to be had watching the girls slowly lose control. He’s not interested in exploiting their drunkenness for anything so tawdry as sex; that’s not his style at all. What would be the point, anyway? He’s still got to work with them, day in, day out. Most of them think he’s gay, and he’s never really bothered to correct them on that. It’s not true, of course, but women seem to be far more comfortable around a gay man.

And then they’d met this strange, mad, intoxicating woman. He wasn’t really sure whose friend she was, or whether she’d simply attached herself to their party. She reminded him of someone, but he couldn’t put his finger on the name. Every time he thought he’d got it, she’d caught him looking at her and flashed him a knowing smile. And every time he looked into her eyes it was as if his brain switched off and had to reboot.

Someone had suggested going to a club, but no one was keen. There were pubs that stayed open pretty much all night, but they’d had enough of pubs. Like him, she was on soft drinks anyway. He’d noticed that and she’d noticed that he’d noticed. They’d shared a smile then. And she’d suggested they all come back to her place.

Put like that it sounded corny. A come-on, but not a come-on. Not unless she was hoping to have an orgy with all five of them. That was his nervousness showing through, to think about sex at a time like that. Of course, sex was the furthest thing from her mind, this strange, intoxicating woman. She wanted something different from them. A séance.

‘Automatic writing has been a favourite of mediums for thousands of years.’ She lays the board out on the table, places the planchette in the centre. He can’t help noticing that this isn’t an ancient artefact. The wood is shiny with varnish, not age, and the letters are clearly machine-stencilled. The company logo ‘Hasbro’ in tiny letters in one corner is a bit of a giveaway.

‘It’s not the board, silly. It’s what’s going on in your head.’ She smiles again, slaps him gently on the arm. That’s something else he’s noticed about her. She likes to touch. A light brushing of the fingers here, a firm hand on the arm there. It’s almost as if she doesn’t know she’s doing it. He doesn’t think the others have noticed, anyway. But then they’re all half cut, tucking into the bottle of wine she found in the cupboard under the sink in her kitchen.

‘OK then. What are we meant to do?’

‘First we all need to sit in a circle and hold hands. Here.’ She holds out her left hand to him, fixes him with a stare that can’t be denied. Before he knows it, he’s in her grip, with Mandy from Accounts on his other side. The others all join together too, without any of the joking and complaints he would have expected. An expectant hush falls on the gathering.

‘Spirits from the other side, hear our call. We have questions and seek your wisdom.’

Is it his imagination, or is the room just that little bit colder? And were the corners of the room always so dark and shadowy? Did they always move like that?

‘Come to us, spirits. Answer our call. Is there anybody out there?’

The planchette, shaped like a tiny wooden heart with a hole hacked through the middle of it, moves slowly across the board. Scrape, scrape, scrape of wood against wood as it inches towards the circle marked ‘Yes’. He stares at it for long moments before realizing that none of them are touching it. He looks sideways at her, unable to break the bond that links them all together in their circle. For the first time since he was a wee boy waking in the darkness of the middle of the night, he feels genuine fear. She is hunched over, her eyes squeezed tight shut, her lips moving as if she is speaking some silent language. It’s impossible to shake the feeling that there is something in the room with them. Someone.

Too late, he realizes that there is. Looming out of the shadows on the far side of the circle. Only there is no circle now, no weird, happy, smiley girl. No Ouija board. Just him and a face with eyes of fire. A devil’s grin splits in two, all teeth and sharp, pointed tongue, lips as red as fresh-spilled blood. It speaks a voice from far away and long ago. A voice that opens up the darkest depths of his soul, lays bare his hopelessness and despair.

‘You are mine.’
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Against all the odds, there was a parking space just a few yards away from the front door to Emma’s tenement. McLean had picked her up from the hospital earlier; with her mother in a care home in Aberdeen, there was no one else to do it, and he couldn’t face the thought of her taking a taxi. Given the way she’d looked out the window all the way across town, it was probably just as well. He was reminded of a small child on her first visit to the big city. Eyes wide at each new wonder, mouth hanging ever-so-slightly open.

‘Is this it?’ she asked as he parked the car and killed the engine. No spark of recognition at all.

‘Yup. This is it. You’ve been renting it since you came down from Aberdeen about eighteen months ago, remember?’

She looked along the street, eyes gliding over her own front door as if it meant no more to her than any other. ‘Nope.’

‘Well, let’s go inside. See if you recognize your stuff.’

Emma had been skinny to start with, but two months on a drip had left her skeletally thin, and weak with it. The hospital had tried their best since she’d woken; regular physiotherapy sessions and the stodgiest food McLean had seen since his school days, but still she moved like someone twice her age. He had to suppress the urge to put his arm out and help her. That, he had already learnt, just pissed her off. Some things were still the same about her, he was pleased to see.

‘This one.’ He pointed at the door she was about to walk past. ‘Here.’

He dug the keys out of his jacket pocket and handed them over. The little plastic gnome hung from the key ring, its hair a bright pink shock of colour. She looked at it with the same intense fascination she’d shown on the journey over, but showed no interest in the keys.

‘This is mine?’

McLean nodded.

‘I have no recollection of it at all. Did I buy it? Did someone give it to me? Did you give it to me?’ With this last question Emma stared at his face, examining his features in a way that McLean found deeply disturbing. It was a look he knew well. One he had used in many an interrogation over the years. She even left the silence hanging, waiting for him to fill it and condemn himself with the answer.

‘Not guilty, your honour.’ He held up his hands in denial. ‘Are you going in or not?’

Emma frowned in confusion for a moment, then seemed to notice the bunch of keys hanging from the fascinating key ring. ‘Oh. Right.’ Pause. ‘Umm. Which one is it?’

It had been like this for almost three weeks now. Doctor Wheeler felt that Emma was improving all the time, but McLean couldn’t see it. Yes, there were occasional flashes of the old Em, but mostly there was this uncomfortable, awkward person who didn’t seem to know much about anything at all. She had latched on to him with such an intensity that at first he’d thought it was something of their relationship coming back. But as the days had passed and he’d done all he could to help her recuperate, so he’d begun to suspect that she clung to him because his was the first face she’d seen on waking. Even now there were times when he caught her staring at him with something closer to fear than anything else. She didn’t treat him like an equal, didn’t act like an adult. It was almost as if the blow to her head had regressed her to a child.

‘Here, let me.’ He reached for the keys. She shrunk away from him, just a little, then realized what she was doing and checked herself. Almost reluctantly she handed over the key ring, fingers clinging to the little gnome as he pulled it away. He selected the right key, slid it in the lock and opened the door.

Inside was dark. What little light that could make it through the grimy window halfway up the stairs was swallowed up by a large, dead pot plant on the windowsill. McLean had been here a couple of times a week since Emma had been taken to hospital, checking her mail and making sure the flat was OK. In all that time he’d never seen the plant watered and only now it occurred to him that this might be because it was hers. She paused on the stairs as they passed it, feeling a leafy frond between bony fingers. For a moment he thought it might be sparking a memory, but she just shook her head and moved on.

She didn’t recognize her front door, and when he pushed it open to let her into the apartment, she hesitated on the threshold, peering in as if expecting monsters. McLean stepped inside and reluctantly Emma followed. If this was meant to start the process of bringing back her memories, as the good doctor had suggested, then it didn’t seem to be working.

‘I’ll make some tea.’ He left her standing in the hallway. ‘Why don’t you have a look around. I’ve done my best to keep the place clean and tidy.’

‘You said I rented this place.’ Emma had followed him into the tiny kitchen and now stood close as he filled the kettle. ‘Who’s been paying the rent whilst I was … you know?’

‘Don’t worry. It was all taken care of.’

‘I must owe you a lot of money.’

The assumption that he’d paid for it all was correct, but it surprised him she’d made it nonetheless. Technically she was on sick pay and there were damages due for being injured in the line of duty. Either the Scenes Examination Branch or the police should have been picking up the tab, but in the end he’d just taken it on himself. It was much easier than waiting for the internal bureaucracy to run its course, and it wasn’t as if he couldn’t afford it.

‘It’s not a problem. You’ve got to get better first.’ The kettle popped off, steam billowing out into the frigid air. The whole apartment was cold, now he thought about it. Tucked down in a narrow street, away from the sun. Perhaps he should have had the heating on.

‘I knew there was something I should have got. Milk.’ McLean opened the fridge in the hope that magic pixies might have put some there, but they were on holiday this week. ‘You mind your tea black?’

‘Not much of a tea drinker, really.’ Emma stepped back into the hall, pulled open the bathroom door and peered in. ‘So this is where I live, then?’

‘Yup.’

‘What about you?’ She closed the door, turned to face him with a stare that was almost the old Emma. Almost, but not quite. ‘You live here too?’

McLean felt a reddening about his ears and wasn’t quite sure why. ‘No. I live over the other side of town.’

‘But you and me. We were …’

‘Yes. Not for long, but … Yes.’

‘That’s so weird.’ She opened the bedroom door, paused a moment and then darted in, grabbed the stuffed animal toy off the bed, hugged it to herself. ‘Potamus! I remember him. Mum bought him for me when I was eight. Christ, that feels like it was just a couple of years ago.’

She kept the stuffed hippo with her as they moved into the living room. The largest room in the apartment, it was filled with mementos, books, photographs. As far as McLean was aware, even the furniture had moved down from Aberdeen with her, so if anything was going to jog her memory, this should. Emma stood in the middle of the room, looking slowly around. Then she noticed the low bookshelf by the window, its top lined with photos in frames. She picked one up, showing herself and a bunch of young women McLean didn’t recognize, peered at it, shook her head and set it back down again. The same routine went for all the others until finally she got to the one of her mother.

Grey-haired and frail, the old lady slumped in a high-backed armchair that looked too big for her. She wasn’t smiling, wasn’t even looking at the camera properly. Something in her eyes had died long before the photograph was taken. McLean only recognized her because he’d travelled up to Aberdeen to introduce himself, try somehow to explain to Mrs Baird what had happened to her daughter and assure her that he’d do everything in his power to speed her recovery. What he had found had been a husk, a 65-year-old body with no mind. Emma had told him her mother was in a care home; what she’d failed to mention was the severity of her dementia.

‘This looks like my gran, only different.’ Emma placed the photograph back down on the bookshelf, one finger caressing the glass as she slowly turned away. ‘It’s my mum, isn’t it?’

‘She’s had Alzheimer’s for seven years. She’s getting the best care possible.’

‘Why don’t I remember any of this? The last thing I remember about Mum is talking to her about going to college. I was seventeen. I don’t even know how old I am now.’

‘Do you really want me to tell you?’

Emma walked across to the mantelpiece and stared at her reflection in the mirror hanging over it. ‘No. It’ll just depress me. Why can’t I remember?’

‘It’ll come back. Give it time. Doctor Wheeler said …’

‘I know what Doctor Wheeler said. But she doesn’t have to live with it, does she?’ Emma swept one arm around in an arc encompassing the room. ‘She doesn’t have to live in a place filled with stuff I don’t remember buying. Or worse, photographs of people twenty years older than I remember them.’

‘You want to go somewhere else? I’ve got a spare room. You’re more than welcome.’ The words tumbled out before he’d really considered them. It sounded almost like he was asking her to move in with him. The thought filled him with conflicting feelings; hope and despair. And guilt. There was always guilt.

Emma took one more slow look at the living room, eyes finally settling on him with a desperate stare. ‘Please.’

It took almost an hour to get across town, fighting the traffic chaos caused by the construction work for the trams. By the time the car crunched over the gravel and came to a halt at the back door, the afternoon was almost gone. McLean was grateful that Jo Dexter had given him the time off, but sooner or later someone was going to phone him and drag him back to the station.

‘Just the one spare room?’ Emma asked as they walked towards the house. She seemed more relaxed here somehow. Perhaps it was easier being somewhere she wasn’t expected to recognize anything. McLean was searching for a suitable reply as he opened the door, but something large and furry trotted out, twining itself around Emma’s legs, tail high and purring like a badly tuned engine. He felt a moment’s irrational jealousy. Mrs McCutcheon’s cat had never shown him that kind of affection.

Emma bent down, stroked the cat. It nudged her hand, rubbing the side of its head on her arm, tail quivering with pleasure at meeting an old friend. She picked it up and it started to nuzzle at her face. And then McLean saw tears in the corners of her eyes.

‘There was a fire. Everyone was killed. Only the cat survived.’ She turned to face him. ‘The cat and you.’

‘There you go. Extra towels in the airing cupboard. I’m not sure how comfortable the bed is, but the sheets are clean.’

McLean stood just inside the guest bedroom, pointed at the door across the way that led to the en-suite bathroom. Emma sat on the end of a king-size bed looking as pale as the white sheets as she stared around the room. It was one of five spare bedrooms in the house, not counting McLean’s own room and his grandmother’s. Or the old box-rooms up in the roof where in times past the servants would have slept. Not for the first time he wondered why he kept the place. It was way too big for him.

‘It’s very nice. Thank you.’ Emma fiddled with the strap on her bag. Awkward. Beside her, Mrs McCutcheon’s cat had leapt onto the bed and was pawing at the bedding, purring as it nuzzled her free hand.

‘I’m just across the landing. Shout if you need anything. I’ll leave the light on.’ McLean cringed at his words, treating her like a child. But in some ways that’s what she was. Scared, alone, unsure of anything. He couldn’t begin to imagine what was going through her mind. Only that she didn’t seem to remember much that had happened since she had turned sixteen.

‘Tony?’

He turned in the doorway as he was about to leave. Emma pushed the cat aside, stood up.

‘We had something, didn’t we?’

An image in his head, unbidden. Lying on a cold bed, staring up at the ceiling. Rolling over to see spiky black hair poking up out of the top of the hogged duvet. A hand reaching out, touching his side. Warmth as the duvet and the body it contains envelope him.

‘Yes. We did.’

Another image. Older. A body lies in the dark, cold water, naked and splayed out. Long dark hair tugged by the current into a fan like seaweed. A loss as deep and wide and cruel as the gaping cut across her neck.

‘You’re a kind man.’ Emma was suddenly very close, her hand touching his, those dark eyes staring straight at him. He saw her face properly for the first time in months. Those eyes sunken in their sockets like a junkie three days into Cold Turkey. Her cheekbones pushed up through grey skin as if trying to escape something terrible inside. And her hair, once spiky with a life of its own, now hung lank around her scalp, streaks of white mixed in with the black. But she was still Emma. There was a spark in her he recognized. Damaged, flickering, but there.

She reached up, lightly touched the side of his face, stood on tiptoes as she leaned forward to kiss him. And then she stopped, just inches away. A shudder ran through her, she dropped her head into her hands, started to shake. McLean went to touch her, but something stopped his hand before he made contact.

‘You’ll be OK.’ He tried to make the words as soft and reassuring as possible, but she still flinched at them, as if he’d slapped her. Mrs McCutcheon’s cat jumped down off the bed, scowled at McLean in a way that only cats can, and started to weave itself in and out of Emma’s legs until she bent down, stroked it, picked it up. The two of them stared at him until he felt uncomfortable. It didn’t take long.

‘If you need anything, just ask.’ He stepped backwards out of the room, leaving Emma to close the door behind him. Time, that was what Doctor Wheeler had said was needed. Time and stability. Well, he’d try to give her both, but in the morning he was going to have to start looking for help.

Something woke him in the dead of night. One moment McLean was asleep, the next he was fully awake, staring up at the darkness and the shapes of his fading dream. He strained his ears, searching for the sound that had woken him. A cat yowling outside perhaps, or a car horn in the distance. He glanced over at the bedside table. 3.14 a.m., according to the red glow of the alarm clock. At the same time as he registered the meaning of the numbers, he heard the lightest of creaks, a floorboard outside his bedroom. And then the door latch clicked.

There was no light from the landing, just the feeling of air displaced. Soft footfalls on the threadbare carpet and then a body pulled back his duvet, clambered into bed beside him. Emma smelled at once familiar and deeply different. There was an antiseptic quality to her, as if after spending months in hospital her skin had absorbed the aroma completely. The arm that reached across his chest was stick-thin and bony. She pulled herself tight to his side, nestled her head against his shoulder, shivered slightly in her heavy cotton pyjamas. After a couple of moments, she started to mutter under her breath. He couldn’t make out the words, but she sounded scared.

McLean lay perfectly still, unsure quite what to do. There was nothing sexual in Emma’s behaviour, not like her earlier awkward advance. This was more like a child climbing into bed with a parent because something in the darkness has terrified it. He tilted his head gently, tried to listen to her voice. It sounded different, almost foreign. In the dull glow of the alarm clock he could see that her eyes were tight shut. After a while, the words drifted away to silence, her breathing slowed and she relaxed into proper sleep. How long was it since he’d bade her good night? How long had she lain alone and frightened in a strange room? And how the hell was he going to get any sleep himself with her lying there? And yet he didn’t dare move, couldn’t bring himself to disturb her.

A flicker in the darkness, shadow upon silent shadow. His eyes darted to the dresser, sitting in front of the window. A different kind of black filtered in from outside, tinged with a distant orange glow of the night-time city. In its diffraction he saw an outline, the unmistakable shape of Mrs McCutcheon’s cat. There was no way he could see in the gloom, but he knew it was watching him.

Watching them both.
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It had to come sooner or later, that much McLean knew. He wasn’t a betting man, but it was going to be either Ritchie or MacBride. Grumpy Bob could cope with pretty much anything Dagwood threw at him, and the newly promoted Acting Superintendent Duguid still had some small respect for Bob Laird. Either that or fear; Grumpy Bob knew where a surprising number of bodies were buried.

Bad enough Dagwood being in charge of CID, but until the Powers That Be decided how Scotland’s new Single Police Service was going to work, he was running the whole station – uniform, plain clothes and civilian staff. If he’d been insufferable before, it was as nothing compared to him now. Dagwood had always been of the ‘management by bullying’ school, and with no one to keep him in check, morale was taking a battering.

In a way, Dagwood had done him a favour sending him over to the SCU, although McLean knew damned well that had never been his intention. It meant that he didn’t have to deal directly with the man on a daily basis, although there was still a mountain of paperwork to get through. For some reason he couldn’t quite fathom, he seemed to be in charge of the overtime rosters for half a dozen investigative teams, even though he wasn’t actually running any of their investigations himself. Dagwood had made it quite clear early on in his tenure that he didn
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