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For my grandfather,

WILLIAM ‘BILL’ MACBRIDE,

26 Jan 1915 – 27 May 1984

who enlisted at the start of WWII,

joined the Highland Light Infantry,

then transferred from there to the 24th Lancers –

driving tanks in Holland, France, and Germany,

fighting Nazis.

He would be appalled by the rising tide of fascism,

ignorance, and hate that’s sweeping around the world today.





— warning —
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carrion, crows




it begins with a scream . . .

Alice glared at him from the passenger seat. ‘I don’t care: pull over.’

Scott forced a smile. Pregnancy hormones were supposed to make people all maternal and loving and caring, but Alice had turned into a proper jet-propelled—

‘Pull over! PULL OVER!’ Her face went the same shade of beetroot that had preceded every explosion for the last eight-and-a-bit months, turning her freckles so dark they were nearly as black as the shapeless summer dress that made her look a teeny bit like she was wearing a bin-bag.

Scott did not sigh. Because that just hastened an impending detonation. Instead, he peered out through the gritty windscreen: fog. Nothing but sodding fog since the Aberdeen bypass. A velvet-grey shroud that smothered the life out of everything.

Should’ve made good time, but not in this.

Could barely do thirty. Too risky. What if they rammed into the back of something? Even this early in the morning. And Alice was angry enough already.

She jabbed a finger at the fog. ‘There!’

A sign glowed blue at the side of the road: a capital ‘P’ for parking. But just beyond it lay a line of gloomy orange cones, with reflective stripes, flanked by ‘NO ENTRY’ and ‘WORK ACCESS ONLY’, blocking off the lay-by. So that was a non-starter.

‘Maybe if we—’

‘PULL OVER RIGHT BLOODY NOW!’ Eyes clenched, teeth bared, spittle flecking the dashboard.

So he did.

Hitting the brakes, swerving between the cones . . . only maybe not one hundred percent successfully, because a horrible scraiking noise grated out from the front of the car. Then the nose dipped as they hit a pothole the size of Belgium, and the cone they were pushing must’ve tipped over, because that grinding gravelly sound worked its way from beneath the bonnet to under his feet, then the box-laden back seat, and finally the boot. Each crunk and scrrrrrrrrrrrrrit like tinfoil on a filling.

Then it was gone.

Hopefully not taking anything with it.

He steered through the minefield of ruts, dips, scars, holes, and dents, past a dark mound of gravel and another of macadam, then a pair of black wheelie bins, before coming to a halt.

Scott killed the engine.

Huffed out a breath as Alice struggled with her seatbelt.

Checked the rear-view mirror for evidence of the cone’s flattened corpse. But the boxes, piled up in the back, blocked everything. Two whole lives, packed into a beige Citroën C1.

Well, three now.

Which was a thought . . .

The car’s dipped headlights still made the fog glow, picking out the curve of the lay-by, the semicircle of grass between them and the A96, and the angry-pink spikes of fireweed with a dark mass of woodland beyond.

‘There we go. Pulled over.’ He turned off the lights.

Gloom swamped the lay-by. Like someone had just shut the lid of his coffin.

He turned the lights back on again.

‘Bastard thing!’ Alice wrestled the clippy end free and hauled off her seatbelt. Snarling out her cruellest impersonation of him: ‘Oh no, I can’t be arsed stopping for you, Alice. You’re not important enough.’

‘I didn’t say that. I just said you might be more comfortable if—’

‘You try being “comfortable” with a foot in your bloody bladder!’ She shoved the passenger door open. ‘This whole thing was a stupid idea! I should’ve sodding known!’

Difficult to tell if she meant the trip, the new job, the baby, or them . . .

Alice squeezed and wriggled, trying to birth herself through the car’s door. ‘Oh for God’s sake!’

He clambered out into the fog – so thick you could chew mouthfuls of it, heavy with that fusty soil smell, tainted with something rank and slithery. Cold enough to raise goosepimples on his bare arms as he hurried around to her side, ready to help. ‘Here, let me—’

‘Get off!’ She slapped his hand away. ‘I can do it myself.’

A septic glow bloomed in the fog, curving closer, then thundered by on the main road, hauling an articulated lorry behind it. The huge machine was only visible for a moment, before the grey world swallowed it again, leaving nothing but the bitter blue taint of diesel.

Scott reached for her again. ‘I was only trying to—’

‘I can do it!’ It took a lot of huffing and puffing and panting and wriggling, but eventually she levered herself out into the murk. Glaring at Scott till he retreated.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. We’ll be there soon. Promise.’ He checked his watch: 06:41. ‘Twenty minutes, tops.’

But Alice wasn’t listening, she was wading out into the fireweed that teemed along the lay-by’s edge. She was stopped by a waist-high chain-link fence – where she turned her back on the looming woods, hitched-up her dress, dropped her massive blue pants, then squatted down to pee. ‘Told you to stop in Inver-sodding-rurie.’ A wobble, and she steadied herself against the fence. ‘Whose bloody stupid idea was it to leave at three in the morning?’

Scott looked out into the fog. Away. Anywhere but at the grown woman peeing in the weeds at the side of a lay-by. Because even after six years together some things were not meant to be shared. ‘We didn’t want to be late for the movers, did we? No. Of course not. It’s just a little—’

‘Should never have listened to you. I had a perfectly good job in Dundee!’

Because everything always had to be his fault, didn’t it.

A car grumbled by, taking with it the sickly glow of headlights – arcing through the fog.

Then silence.

Except for Alice’s . . . widdling.

Two crows cawed their way out of the woods, like ragged scraps of black plastic caught on the non-existent breeze. They settled on top of the wheelie bins. And stared at him.

He cleared his throat.

Shuffled his feet.

Fiddled with the tatty collection of friendship bracelets that dangled from his left wrist.

And Alice was still going.

Should’ve put the car radio on. At least that would mask the—

A snap rang out, sharp and jagged, in the woods behind the lay-by.

Scott whirled around. Staring at the out-of-focus grey mass of trunks and branches. ‘Hello?’ Backing away a pace. ‘Did you hear that?’ He swallowed. Pulled his chin up. ‘Hell-oh-oh? Anyone there?’

Silence.

Then another crack.

His bladder clenched.

He retreated a little further. ‘There’s definitely someone out there.’

More silence.

‘Oh, for God’s sake. It was a badger, or a fox, or a . . . whatever. Grow up. You’re such a baby.’

But what if it wasn’t?

What if someone was out there?

Scott went up on his tiptoes, ears straining to pick out the telltale sounds of a pervert or murderer, creeping through the woods towards them.

Nothing, just the horrible sound of Alice—

Another ghostly artic roared past, and Scott flinched hard enough to leave the ground for a second – a startled squeal shrieking free as the lorry’s frosted headlights swept across the lay-by.

He spun around just in time to catch the HGV disappearing back into the fog. Yeah. That was . . .

Gave himself a little shake. ‘Just . . . caught me by surprise, that’s all.’ Nothing wrong with that. He was on high alert, protecting his family. Like a ninja. Scott cleared his throat. ‘Look: the satnav said we passed a sort of bus-that’s-a-diner thing just back there. The Pitstop?’ Pointing away into the gloomy grey murk. ‘Think they might be open yet? You know, for bacon butties and things? Maybe you’d feel better with—’

‘Tissue.’

Bit random. ‘What?’

‘TISSUE!’ She waved a hand at him. ‘I need a tissue. You buried the bloody toilet paper at the bottom of the boot, didn’t you. Because you always know best.’

How was that fair?

He was the one who packed everything. He was the one who put it all in the car. And he’d be the one unpacking it all again when they finally got to the new house.

Scott blinked. ‘I was only trying to . . .’ What was the point? He sagged: giving up. Again. Because it was easier than fighting. ‘Yes. No. You’re right. Sorry. Sorry.’ Scurrying back to the car. ‘Have we still got paper towels in the glove compartment?’ Going in for a rummage. ‘Right. Here we go.’

He carried his fistful of McDonald’s napkins back to the mother of his child – holding them out to her, with his head facing the road. Not looking. Because . . . urgh.

She snatched them from his hand, without so much as a thank-you. Leaving him standing there while she did whatever it was she had to do. Then: ‘Well? Don’t just stand there: help me!’

Scott risked a look, and there she was, hauling her pants up with one hand, the other outstretched towards him. ‘Oh, erm . . . Yes. OK . . .’ He rubbed his fingertips together. ‘Only you haven’t washed your hands or anything and—’

‘SCOTT WILLIAM BAIRD, you will help me out of these bloody weeds, or I swear to Christ I’m going to cut your bloody knob off and feed it to those bloody crows!’

At which point, one of the dark feathery bastards opened its beak wide, like it was ready to feast.

OK.

Right.

Scott buried a grimace and helped Alice to her feet. ‘There: all better. And—’

She slapped a wodge of damp napkins into his open palm.

Oh God . . .

They were still warm.

‘It’s only pee!’ She pointed at the wheelie bins. ‘Honestly, how are you going to cope with shit-filled nappies if you can’t handle a little pee?’

A full-on shudder stampeded down his spine. ‘It . . . I . . . Urgh . . .’ He stuck his arm straight out, away from his body, to minimise contamination, as he headed for the twin bins with a clenched-buttock shuffle.

The bins were boxed in with a few bars of thin rusty metal, presumably there to stop them from blowing away in a strong wind. And the closer he got, the louder this strange buzzing sound grew. It was coming from inside the nearest bin – low and sleepy, like someone had thrown away a phone on vibrate. Or a sex toy that was running out of batteries.

Both crows pop-hopped onto the other bin’s lid. Watching. Heads cocked. A hungry look in their shiny black-button eyes.

And it wasn’t just the weird buzzing that was getting louder, there was a smell that went with it. That sour, manky, slithery stench swelled with every step. Till it was strong enough to make his chin pull in and his eyes blink, like he’d walked into something solid.

‘Urgh . . . Bloody hell . . .’

‘IT’S ONLY PEE!’

He turned. ‘No, it’s not that, it’s—’

‘Hoy!’ Alice tapped an invisible watch. ‘Twenty minutes, you said!’

‘All right, all right, I’m sorry. Coming.’

He reached out with his other hand. Took a deep breath – which was a mistake, given the smell – and slid a single fingertip in beneath one of the handles on the bin’s lid. Because it was probably crawling with bacteria and viruses and mould and all sorts. Every bit as germ-laden as the piddle-wipe napkins, if not worse.

Out on the road, what had to be a tractor growled past. Slow-moving and huge, with spotlights on the roof that made the fog glow a bright alien-abduction white.

OK.

Scott flipped the lid open and dropped the soggy napkins inside.

They landed with a slap, and a cloud of thrumming bluebottles erupted from the wheelie bin, riding a tidal wave of stench so foul that even a dozen feet away, Alice gagged.

The two crows flapped into the air, cawing, spiralling away from the smell.

And Scott ran – getting away from the stinking bin, knees high, back hunched, waving his hands over his head to ward off the flies. Eyes screwed shut, shrieking like a startled child.

Alice retched. Coughed. ‘CLOSE THE LID! CLOSE THE LID!’

He staggered to a halt, and turned.

The tractor’s lights and howling engine faded away into the fog, leaving the lay-by shrouded in gloom and silence once more. Well, except for the flies.

Alice had one hand clamped over her nose, the other waving at the bins. ‘CLOSE THE BLOODY LID!’

Scott bit his bottom lip, clenched his shaking hands, and crept back to the bin, holding his breath till his lungs burned. Grabbed the lid and whacked it shut. Eyes watering as his stomach clenched and roiled.

He backed away, blotting the tears with the back of his sleeves. Blinking at the buzzing bin. Grimacing.

Wait . . . Was that . . .?

The crows settled onto the other wheelie bin.

No. Couldn’t be.

One black-feathered fiend hopped onto the stinking bin, cocking its head at Scott, then rapping its beak on the now-closed lid. As if trying to explain something horrible to a very stupid child.

He must’ve imagined it.

Scott’s insides curdled.

But what if he hadn’t?

Alice escaped to the other side of the car, putting the thing between her and the rancid stink. Still covering her mouth and nose, even though she hadn’t washed her hands.

What if he’d seen what really lurked deep inside that bin’s putrid plastic depths?

Oh God . . .

He wiped his palms on his trouser legs.

The wheelie bins loomed in the fog like twin tombstones, topped with carrion crows – all set to a theme tune of trapped buzzing.

Some weird ping-pyong-twanging noises joined in. Getting louder. And louder.

Alice peered at him. ‘What?’

Only one way to be sure.

Scott crept forward again, holding his breath as he lifted the lid to peek inside – properly this time.

Without the tractor’s spotlights, it was hard to see anything. What with the fog shutting out the morning sun and everything. Now all that remained were some vague rounded shapes lying deep within, wrapped in that putrid stench.

And that’s when the pinging twanging noises turned into a diesel roar as a blue-white-and-yellow train rattled past in the fog, heading north. Lights blazed from the carriage windows – sweeping the lay-by with their greasy tallow glow.

The beams flickered through the line of trees that stood guard between the fireweed and the tracks, sending shadows to whirl around Scott and Alice like dancing monsters.

Casting more than enough light to make out what stared back at Scott from deep inside the bin.

He screamed, jerking back from the horrible sight, but his collection of shabby friendship bracelets caught on the lid’s handle – binding him to the stinking black-plastic nightmare.

Scott yanked and tugged, wrenching his wrist from side to side, struggling to free himself as the smell grew fangs.

‘SHUT THE BLOODY LID, YOU MORON!’

He heaved his whole body sideways, pulling the bin with him hard enough to snap one sidebar from the rusty metal frame.

The bin timbered down, booonnnnging against the gritty tarmac, and almost taking him with it.

When it hit the deck, the contents burst free in a stinking clatter of yuck and explosion of foetid bin juice.

The last bar of carriage-window light streaked across the potholed tarmac, illuminating the slimy jumble of bones and sludge. Making the jawless skull glimmer.

Which is when Scott’s legs gave up, depositing him on his backside in the dew-damp grass, staring back at those empty sockets as reeking bin juice spread out like a wave on the beach, leaving a high-tide mark of maggots to wriggle and flail.

The train thundered away into the fog, taking its light and snarling engine with it, leaving the lay-by smothered in gloom and silence once more. Until Alice produced her phone and, calm as you like, called 999.

And Scott had a damn good go at vomiting out every single one of his internal organs.
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Want to know how you could tell God was an utter bastard? Hangovers. No beneficent all-powerful deity would ever have plagued womankind with sodding hangovers. And they especially wouldn’t inflict them on paragons of virtue like Roberta Steel, who’d done nothing at all to deserve the mariachi band of hobnail-booted scumbags currently fiesta-ing it up inside her skull.

Who weren’t even keeping time with whatever crap was currently yodelling out from the car radio. Which made Roberta’s stomach dance to a tune of its own.

She was sunk down in the passenger seat of her bright-red MX-5 as the little sports car crawled through fog – thick and grey as porridge.

Could’ve been at home, slobbing about in her jammies, instead of out here, nursing a bandaged left hand and bruised knuckles. Wearing sunglasses and her all-black Police Scotland get-up: clingy T-shirt, itchy trousers, peaked cap, Doc Martens, and the kind of scowl that could kill a detective sergeant at twenty paces.

Just a shame it didn’t work on pointy-nosed wee detective constables.

DC Quirrel – AKA: The Wee Loon, AKA: Captain Bumlumps, AKA: The Massive Pain In Her Hoop, AKA: Tufty – sat behind the wheel, nodding his stupid pointy little head along to the radio. His hair was cropped to the bone, like a half-arsed Irn-Bru-coloured velvet. One of his watery blue eyes was bloodshot, the skin beneath it lined with purple and green, another bruise riding high on one cheek. He was in the full Police Scotland black too, but he’d accessorised with a stabproof vest, high-vis waistcoat, and every item of kit known to man – attached to his utility belt and various clippy bits.

Because he was an idiot.

He kept the MX-5 at a safe-ish distance, following the tail end of a teeny police convoy: consisting of one patrol car, a police van – complete with riot grille – and a Scenes Transit that had seen better days. But not the soggy slap of a soapy sponge. At least, not this side of the millennium.

The front pair of vehicles were little more than muffled shapes in the gloom as their miserable cavalcade crept its way along the A96, with only the occasional hatchback and four-by-four coming the other way to break the whispered monotony.

Still, at least the lead patrol car had its lights on, flickering away in blue-and-white. About as festive as a mortuary Christmas tree. Decorated with post-mortem leftovers.

The ‘musical’ interlude came to a halt, and the tossers on the radio started singing again.

The tosser in the driver’s seat joined in:

‘And everyone-nun-nun is made of plas-ta-sceeeene!

And everyone-nun-nun has got an augh-ber-geeeeeen!

And evvvvvery-onnnnnne can—’

Roberta thumped him.

‘Ow!’ Tufty rubbed at his arm. ‘No hitting the driver!’

‘No annoying the detective inspector!’ Waving her thumping hand in threat. ‘And stop being so spudging cheerful. No’ even singing the proper words.’

‘Not my fault you had a bucket yesterday, Guv.’

She hit him again.

‘Ow! Stop it!’

The horrible song on the horrible radio clattered to a horrible halt, followed by a horribly upbeat tit of a man:

‘There you go, told you it was fun.’ Comedy honking noise. ‘It’s twenty-five to eight, and we’re breaking with tradition here to have a wee bitty of a phone-in! So: after the Union Street Riot this weekend, we want to know your—’

Roberta switched the radio off, then sat there, massaging her throbbing forehead, trying to stop her whole cranium from falling apart as the mariachi bastards really got into the swing of things.

Another couple of cars growled past on the other side of the road, emerging from the fog then vanishing again. Then another, and another, as rush hour began to build. Not that there would be much rushing going on with visibility down to a dozen feet.

Tufty gave her the side-eye. ‘Do you even remember going home from the barbecue last night?’

‘Shut up.’

‘How about falling off the climbing frame and breaking the Sarge’s bird table?’

‘Hmmmph!’ She folded her arms and turned the scowl up a notch.

‘See: people think you soon-to-be-retired types is all full of sensibleness and The Wisdom Of The Ancients and stuff, but you is totally rejecting that stereotype.’

‘Should’ve let Harmsworth drive. You’re a crap sidekick.’

A grin. ‘Nah: I’m a spudging delight.’

The wee shite reached for the radio, but she slapped his hand away.

‘Ow! No hitting the driver!’

Roberta was about to give him another wallop when her Airwave handset bleeped three times, announcing an incoming call.

Lund’s voice crackled out into the foggy morning: ‘Acting Guv: safe to talk?’

‘Only if you’re no’ calling to wind me up, Veronica, cos I’m a sodding danger to shipping!’

‘We roused the head of Road Maintenance from his scratcher.’ A sniff. ‘Wasn’t very happy about it.’

Ahead, another set of flickering lights bloomed in the fog, faint and far away, but growing brighter and flashier as the convoy got nearer.

Roberta went back to squeezing her cranium again. ‘And are you planning on telling me what he said, or do you want me to hunt you down and stuff my boot so far up your—’

‘They’ve got loads of people off with the lurgy, so nearly every bit of roadworks in Aberdeenshire is going absolutely nowhere. Normally, it’s budgetary restrictions – you know, robbing Peterhead to pay Portsoy – but—’

‘Swear to Christ: I’ll no’ even lube it first. And I’m wearing my big boots the day!’

Lund groaned. ‘All right, all right. Flipping heck . . . Your lay-by’s been coned-off since the twenty-fifth of April. Chuckies and the like were dumped there: morning of the twenty-eighth. And no one’s done a stroke of work on it since.’

Oh for God’s sake.

‘Well, that’s a whole heap of sod-all-help, isn’t it. You’ve narrowed down the window of deposition to forty-nine snidging days!’ Idiots. ‘Put Davey on.’

‘His highness, Acting Detective Sergeant Barrett is currently indisposed. Coughing and spluttering, trying to kid on he’s got the plague.’

She sat up. ‘He better no’ have!’

‘It’s not the snottery virus he’s suffering from, it’s,’ Lund’s voice jumped a couple of decibels, ‘too much vodka and pickled onions, yesterday! . . . Yes, you: with your face like a puckered frog’s bumhole!’ Then the sound went all muffled, as Lund presumably pressed the handset to her ample bosom. ‘It’s herself. Wants to talk to you.’

‘No’ if he’s infectious, I don’t.’ Cos it was bad enough with half the division off sick and another third crippled after Saturday’s protest-cum-riot . . . Mind you, calling it a ‘protest-cum-riot’ made it sound a lot more fun than it was. Stickier too.

Anyway, where was she?

Ah yes: motivating her team of halfwits and ne’er-do-wells. ‘And to be frank, DC Lund, I expected better of you! Letting Barrett get that blootered, at a family barbecue, on a Sunday night; what were you thinking?’

‘Supposed to be a rest day, today! And how is he my responsibility? You were the one screaming “Dos mezcales más, por favor!”, clicking your fingers, and dancing round DCI McRae’s garden like a—’

‘Unlubricated, size six, bovver boots – express delivered to your flipping colon!’

There was a decidedly chilly pause, then: ‘Oh go . . . poop in your sombrero.’

And with that, Lund ended the call.

The police convoy had slowed to a crawl, and now the lead patrol car’s blue-and-whites took a left, leaving the main road.

Roberta turned her scowl on Tufty again, cos the judgemental wee sod was staring at her. ‘What?’

‘Didn’t say anything, Guv. Did I say anything? Cos I don’t remember saying anything. Not a word.’

‘Shut up.’

The police van pulled in too, followed by the arse-end of that filthy Scenes Transit, exposing the entrance to a coned-off lay-by, complete with ‘KEEP OUT’ signs.

‘Here we go.’ The wee loon brought up the rear, and the MX-5 lurched as one of its front wheels disappeared into a pothole – pulling a gravelled scrrrrrrrraping noise from the undercarriage.

‘Watch it!’

He winced. ‘Oops.’

Give him something to wince about.

‘OW! Stop hitting me!’

She pointed. ‘Park, you idiot.’

And, soon as he did, she lowered her sunglasses an inch and gave him the kind of bloodshot glare that had him shrinking back in his seat.

Should think so too.

Roberta poked her glasses into place again and climbed out into the . . . flipping heck. There was a decided whiff to the air. As if the fog was three weeks past its sell-by date and hadn’t been too fresh to start with.

A manky, pale-brown hatchback slouched at the far end of the lay-by, fading into the fog, just outside the cordon of yellow-and-black ‘CRIME SCENE – DO NOT ENTER’ tape that boxed off a council wheelie bin and something tipped over on its side. Like a black plastic coffin.

Which was a bit awkward, because that meant half the lay-by was now inaccessible, and Roberta’s mini convoy had to all jam together at this end. Bumper to bumper. And not in a sexy way.

The flickering lights they’d been aiming for belonged to a patrol car, parked half on the semicircle of long grass that sat between the potholed tarmac strip and the A96. It should’ve had a two-person crew, but only a single uniformed PC was visible: arranging a bunch of traffic cones into a defensive wall. She was in the full high-vis get-up, with her sandy hair crammed into a tight bun and a bowler hat.

Because unlike Roberta, she’d clearly bought into all that sexist bollocks about male officers wearing peaked caps while women were stuck with stupid bowlers. Like Charlie Sodding Chaplin. Whatever happened to sticking two fingers up to the patriarchy? Then kicking it in the balls?

The unemancipated PC looked up from her task – over her shoulder towards the cordoned-off bin – revealing a faceful of angry acne. Her eyes narrowed.

But she wasn’t glowering at Roberta, she was giving a pair of crows the evil eye as they hopped sideways towards that plastic coffin thing.

Then PC Plukes abandoned her cones and charged at the cordon, waving her arms about. ‘GET OUT OF IT, YOU THIEVING FEATHERY GITS!’

The crows rattled into the air, cawing in foul-beaked outrage, and the PC lumbered to a stop, shaking her fist until their ink-black tatters disappeared into the woods beyond.

‘Hmph!’ And she went back to her cones.

No idea where Plukey’s partner was, though. Maybe . . .

Ah, there we go.

A Jack Skellington figure, partially digested by the mist, stood over by the miserable hatchback. Lanky, with a big head, and a high-vis jacket that had ‘POLICE’ and two reflective strips across the back. He was talking to a dumpy pregnant type in an ugly dress.

Suppose everyone needed a hobby.

That manky smell got stronger as Roberta made her way along the convoy, heading for the cordon. The Scenes Transit was even grubbier up close. As is tradition, someone had scrawled finger graffiti in the grime: ‘CAPITALISM KILLS!!!’, ‘WASH ME!’, ‘FILTH!’, a skull-and-crossbones, and a Dirty Elmo. That was probably best not to dwell on.

Tufty scurried up behind Roberta, phone out, poking and scrolling as he nipped around to block her way. ‘Now you is not so catastrophically hungovered, do you want to go through our new list of cases what we did inherit from the Sarge?’

‘No.’

‘Cool. We has inherited Operations Owlbear and Firedrake.’

Roberta added a two-foot willy to the graffiti collection. ‘Feel free to shut up and sod off.’ Then shoved Tufty to one side and moved on.

He followed, doing a sort of hoppity-skippity thing so his feet were in time with hers. ‘Owlbear am all the camper vans getting nicked, and Firedrake is being The Great Burger-Van Turf War. We can review all the casework when we hand this,’ pointing at the cordon, ‘over to whoever’s—’ His Airwave gave its incoming-message bleeps. ‘Oops. Hold that think.’ Pressing the button. ‘Safe to talk.’ Then the wee squit stuck a finger in his other ear and peeled away to annoy whoever had called him instead. Leaving Roberta on her own.

Thank God for that.

The smell was getting smellier. Growing as she reached the front of the Transit, where a pair of scene examiners were struggling into matching white Tyvek suits. Hopping about as they wrestled their legs in.

Shirley had dressed as a middle-aged golf bore, in a green polo-shirt and knee-length shorts. Clarks sandals and pink socks. Tartan Alice band. Looking every bit as knackered and hungover as Roberta.

Her colleague, Charlie, boasted squint teeth, large arms, stubble, smoky eye shadow, and hot-coral lipstick that was far too warming for his complexion.

Roberta jerked a thumb at the cordon. ‘What we looking at?’

Shirley wriggled into her suit’s sleeves. ‘Give us a chance.’ Zipping herself up. ‘Technically, shouldn’t be going anywhere near anything till the Fiscal or Dr Death get here. God forbid we little folk should think for ourselves!’

Typical.

‘How come none of you fudgers are any sodding help today?’

Over on the grassy buffer-zone, PC Zitzilla charged at the crows again. ‘HOY! BUGGER OFF! RRRRRRAAAAAH!’

Shirley pulled on blue plastic booties. ‘Give us a minute and we’ll see what we can see.’ Turning to her colleague. ‘Right, Charlie?’

He gave them a crooked smile, voice deep enough to quarry rocks. ‘Do our best, like.’

‘’Bout time someone did.’ Roberta got moving again. ‘And set that marquee up sharpish, before those crows nick everything!’

Next up: the police van, which had all its interior lights on, showing off the cage at the back for locking people in, the racks of equipment, rows of seats, and PC Owen Harmsworth’s hairy bumcrack – poking above the waistband of his uniform trousers as he rummaged about, looking for something he’d probably dropped. Clumsy git.

She banged on the window. ‘Cover it up! No one needs to see your furry toast-rack!’

Harmsworth snapped upright. Which exposed a sight not much better than his woolly buttocks: a middle-aged basset hound of a man, who needed to lay off the pies. They’d put a strip of plaster across the bridge of his now squint nose, which kind of drew attention to the nice pair of black eyes he was cultivating. The hair on his head hadn’t so much ‘gone into retreat’ as abandoned its post and fled for the hills.

He stuck that plastered nose in the air and let free an indignant, ‘Don’t be so rude!’

Roberta gave him a one-fingered gesture, and carried on her way.

By the time she was passing the patrol car, that manky smell had grown into a pong, then a reek, then a stench. She pulled her chin in, blinking. Eyes watering.

Wafting a hand in front of her face made sod-all difference. ‘Fruffing skunch . . . Last time I smelled something that bad, the neighbour’s dog was rolling in it!’

What she needed was something to mask the honking niff. So she dug her vape from a trouser pocket and had a good long puff of black cherry. Which made it possible to stand at the cordon without retching. Just.

That plukey PC was still fiddling with those stupid traffic cones.

Roberta cupped a hand to the side of her mouth, making a loudhailer. ‘HOY! YOU THERE: BUNNET!’

The PC barely looked. ‘I’m busy.’

Time to turn on the sweetness and light – which should’ve been a massive sodding warning sign, but some people weren’t that bright. ‘Oh, I am sorry. I’ll give you a wee mintie to finish up, shall I?’

‘Guv?’ Tufty appeared, Airwave in one hand, the other covering its microphone. Sounding all bunged-up. ‘Pathologist’s going to be late – some Trumpwit’s jack-knifed a lorry in the fog, just past Thainstone roundabout. Pickled beetroot everywhere.’

Yet more bollocks to deal with.

‘What about the PF?’

‘Unfortunately, they is miles away. Had a strangling last night in Arbroath, and all the other procurators fiscal am in bed with the ague, so we’ve only got one covering everything from Fort William to—’

‘Worry not, dear Constable; not a problem at all.’ She raised a hand, before he could say anything else. ‘After all, we’ve got all the time in the world.’

His eyes widened, chin pulling in as the gentle, zen-like tone of her voice fully sunk in. ‘Oh dear . . .’ Looking as if she’d just pointed a gun at his balls. ‘Has I did something that’s—’

Roberta plonked a finger against his lips, silencing him. Giving him a big beneficent smile. Then stuck her vape back in her pocket, replacing it with two – different – fingers to fire a shrill whistle at PC Pimples McTraffic-Cone. ‘HOY! LOTS’A-SPOTS!’

The PC stiffened. ‘I SAID, “I’M BUSY!” Christ’s sake, got enough to do without running about after some half-arsed, jumped-up—’

‘“Detective Inspector” is the word you’re looking for.’

‘Oh . . .’

Tufty lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘Don’t be mean.’

‘So, perhaps you’d like to waddle your plukey wee teuchter arse over here and answer a couple of questions? If it’s no’ too much trouble?’

‘Guv. Yes, Guv.’ The PC hurried over. ‘Sorry, Guv.’ A proper beamer making her cheeks glow and her spots throb. ‘Only it’s a green shift and we’ve been on since seven yesterday morning, cos everyone’s off with the pestilence; and that’s after getting called in to man the barricades at that riot in Aberdeen, Saturday; and there’s only so much Red Bull and petrol-station espresso one person can drink; and—’

‘All right, Jeffrey Archer; don’t need your life story.’ Roberta hooked a thumb at the cordon. ‘Give us the headlines.’

‘Ma’am.’ Snapping to attention. ‘Mr Baird and Ms Moncrief discovered the remains and called 999 at quarter to seven this morning. PC Stratford and I responded to the call, cos we were closest. We secured the locus and called for backup.’

‘That it?’

‘Ma’am?’

‘What about this Baird and Moncrief: they see-or-say anything useful?’

‘Nah. Moving up to Huntly for a new job, left Dundee at three this morning, she’s desperate for a wee, they pull over – bish-bash-bosh – and here we are.’

‘You check they’re telling the truth?’

‘Ah . . .’ Those spots went radioactive. ‘I’ll get on that, right now. Ma’am. Sorry.’ Whipping out her Airwave and hurrying off.

Roberta shook her head. ‘Unbelievable.’ Then ducked under the cordon and snapped on a pair of blue nitrile gloves.

‘Er . . . Guv?’ The wee loon clutched at the yellow-and-black tape. ‘No. No adventuring!’

See, that was the trouble with today’s officers: no initiative.

She stalked across the potholed tarmac, to about six foot from the upright bin. Which was A: keeping a safe-ish distance, for forensic purposes, and B: about as close as she could get without the not-so-dry heaves. Cos the smell was minging.

Out came the vape again, puffing away as she clicked her fingers. ‘Nerdboy: heel!’

Because why should she be the only one suffering?

‘Yeah . . .’ Tufty stayed where he was. ‘Maybe best if we leave it for the pathologist, Guv? We’re not even wearing SOC suits. Don’t want to—’

‘Tufty, I swear on Mr Rumpole’s fuzzy tummy, if you don’t march your bony wee backside over here this instant . . .’

‘Eeek . . . But—’

‘The remains are in an advanced state of decomposition. Which means they’ve been here for a while. Last week it was baking hot. The week before that, it was pissing down. There’s bugger-all left to contaminate!’ She snapped her fingers again. ‘Now: heel.’

A wee, mumbled, ‘Oh noes . . .’ But he did as he was told – treading very carefully in her footsteps, following an imaginary approach path. ‘And you does now owe two pounds to the swear jar.’

Oh in the name of . . . spudge.

That . . . flipping swear jar.

What snidge-for-brains thought a swear jar was a good idea?

Anyway.

One extra-large puff of cherry, then Roberta inched closer for a better view. But the stench won, and she had to retreat again. Spluttering. Wafting a hand at the horror-filled reek. ‘Frunching heck!’

The wee loon nodded. ‘It’s the fog.’ Pointing at it, as if she couldn’t see the sodding stuff. ‘When you’ve got all this water vapour in suspension it acts as an insulator. Imagine there’s a smoke alarm going off in your living room, and it’s loud everywhere, right? So you wrap the detector in a layer of cotton wool. Only that doesn’t make a lot of difference, so you wrap some more around the thing – and you keep wrapping and wrapping until you can’t hear it anymore. You might think it’s gone silent, but deep inside the cotton-wool cocoon it’s still deafening.’ He cupped his hands, then moved them out a little, then a little more, miming concentric circles. ‘The fog’s like that, only with smells. And sound. And light. Up close: really stinky. Not so far away: everything’s fine.’ Grin. ‘That’s why I did takes precautions.’

Course he sodding did.

‘I’ll “precaution” you in a minute.’

‘See?’ He tilted his head back, showing off a pair of yellow blobs – one in each nostril. ‘Got a set of those foam earplugs and rolled them into little cones, then,’ more miming, ‘poink.’

‘You’re disgusting.’

‘Disgusting like a fox!’

Everywhere she looked: idiots.

Puffing hard on the cherry vape, Roberta picked her way around the outside of that plastic coffin – which turned out to be a second wheelie bin, tipped over onto its side, with the lid lying open on the rutted tarmac – staying far enough back to keep breakfast down: two aspirin, two paracetamol, and half a pack of Rennies.

But it was close enough to get a good look at what had spilled out of the fallen bin.

That was definitely a skull, and there were some ribs, and two shoulder blades, a pelvis, lots of vertebrae, and all of the long bones.

Hmm . . . Didn’t seem to be nearly enough phalanges. Ten fingers, ten toes, with three bones each. Should’ve been heaps of them.

Mind you, they could still be in the bin, couldn’t they. Lurking away at the bottom.

The teeth too, because there were none out here. The lower jaw lay separate from the skull, split into three bits, and there wasn’t a single tooth in any of them. None in the rest of the head, either – just cracked bone and empty sockets.

Roberta hunched down and frowned at the stinking mess. ‘You seeing what I’m seeing?’

Tufty squinted. ‘Yes . . .?’

That pair of crows settled on the upright bin, eyes shiny, beaks sharp and ready. Watching.

‘There’s no clothes.’ She pointed at the remains. ‘Even if they were wearing all natural fibres, there’d still be zips, buttons. Body was stripped: no identifying tags or labels. Someone’s taken a hammer to the face, so no teeth for forensic dental ID. Can’t see any fingers – that means no prints.’ A frown, as she pointed at the crows. ‘Assuming those beaky bastards haven’t nicked them.’

Tufty shrugged. ‘Yeah, but the body’s a skeleton. There’d be no prints anyway.’

‘Killer couldn’t know it’d take this long to find the remains.’ She stood, brushing the smell from her hands. ‘He’s covering his tracks.’

‘Wow. That’s . . . not good.’ Eyebrows up. ‘Professional hit?’

A faint pwing-twong-pwang rang through the mist, as if someone was tuning-up a vast, strange, musical instrument.

‘Ooh.’ Tufty meerkatted onto his tiptoes. ‘Did you hear that?’

PC Pimples appeared at the cordon, fixing the Airwave handset back on her stabproof’s clip. ‘It’s the railway lines. Must be the Inverness train. Aberdeen one went south about . . . quarter hour ago?’

Oh no . . .

Roberta stared at her. ‘A bloody train?’

The twanging grew louder.

Off in the middle distance, Shirley and Charlie – dressed as ghosts in their SOC suits – struggled under the awkward, lumpy, dead-body-in-a-bag weight of their crime-scene marquee. Hauling it across the lay-by, making for the bins.

‘Sodding . . .’ Roberta waved both arms. ‘GET A BLOODY MOVE ON, THERE’S A TRAIN COMING!’

And just like that, it was on them: thundering out of the fog, all lights blazing, casting spotlights that raked across the lay-by.

The buggers onboard must’ve seen the flickering police lights approaching through the murk, because a whole bunch of them were standing with their phones pressed against the carriage windows, filming. Probably hoping that something exciting/juicy/horrible was going on so they could record it in HD and share it on their socials.

Rattly-clack, rattly-clack, rattly-clack . . . 

Roberta rushed forward, putting herself between the train and the bones, arms out, blocking as much of the scene as possible. ‘DON’T JUST SODDING STAND THERE!’

Rattly-clack, rattly-clack, rattly-clack . . . 

Tufty scurried over to help, keeping his head down as he struck a blocking-starfish pose next to her.

Rattly-clack, rattly-clack, rattly-clack . . . 

And then the train was past, growl-grumbling away into the fog.

‘Great.’ Roberta slumped, massaging her aching brain again, because God knew how much footage the ghoulish bastards had got. Not to mention the train before them. ‘That’s all we need.’
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Just after eight, and the not-so-rush hour was in full crawl as a near-solid line of cars crept by in the fog, heading south for Inverurie and Aberdeen beyond. Headlights glowing white, taillights red.

Every so often, a motorcyclist risked this being their last morning on earth by overtaking the funereal procession, but everyone else was sensible enough to tortoise past the lay-by. Especially with a patrol car parked at either end, their blue-and-whites spinning.

Shirley and Charlie had finally managed to wrestle an SOC marquee over the remains – pretty much filling the cordon of yellow-and-black tape – but instead of the traditional parking-their-bums-in-the-Scenes-Transit-to-enjoy-a-sneaky-thermos-of-tea-and-some-crime-scene-custard-creams, they’d been forced to lumber back and forth, humping blue plastic evidence crates.

Muttering and grumbling.

Casting dark glances at the big black Range Rover that had joined the party, parked on the long grass between the main road and the lay-by.

But at least they didn’t have to deal with Chief Superintendent Bloody Pine. Because the woman was one of nature’s haemorrhoids on the Great Hoop Of Life.

Roberta worked her way along the cordon’s edge, putting one heel in front of the other toe, pacing it out in a wobbly fashion. Vape in one hand, phone in the other. ‘Well, what am I supposed to do about it? No’ my fault these scumbags loaded all that rubbish up to YouTube and the like. Don’t remember them asking my permission.’

‘Really?’ Pine had one of those cut-glass I-went-to-a-posh-school accents that almost managed to cover up the razor-gang Weegie-Glaswegian beneath. ‘You could at least’ve blocked their view! Honestly.’

‘What do you think I was doing, auditioning for Strictly?’ A sniff. ‘Doesn’t matter anyway – it’s out there now. No point getting your perky wee bum in a twist.’

Roberta kicked a tangled clump of unmown grass to emphasise the point, only there must’ve been a wee stone hiding in there, because it flew off the toe of her Doc Marten, soared through the air . . . and clunked against that black Range Rover’s immaculate flank.

Oops . . .

‘I’m still clearing up after the weekend’s brouhaha, do you really think I need another dead body to deal with?’

Quick left and right: scanning the fog to make sure no one saw that. ‘Oh, I am sorry. If you like, I can ask the Ice Queen to stuff all those bones back in the bin and stick it out for collection? We’ll forget aaaaall about it.’

‘You know exactly what I meant.’

Roberta wandered towards the probably completely uninjured vehicle. ‘And “brouhaha”? Who says “brouhaha”?’

‘Half the force was already off sick, and now another chunk are too injured to work! How am I supposed to run A Division with no officers?’

Oh poor Chief Superintendent Pine.

‘Let’s no’ forget all the brave souls, like me, who came in on their rest day to help out.’ In horrible itchy trousers.

With blistering hangovers.

Though it was probably best not to mention that bit.

Or the fact that all the cool kids called it ‘NE Division’ these days, cos ‘A Division’ was for oldies and wankers.

Soon as she got to the Range Rover, Roberta had another quick check to make sure no one was watching, before examining the paintwork for damage.

‘Yes, well . . . The important thing is to keep the public safe.’ Pine cleared her throat. ‘Are we sure this is a murder?’

‘Unless you think someone got naked, smashed their own teeth out with a claw-hammer, chopped their fingers off, then clambered into a lay-by bin to die? Yeah, probably.’

Oooh. There it was: a knuckle-sized dent, with a curved scratch leading off from it.

She licked her thumb and rubbed at the tortured paint.

Yeah . . . that wasn’t going anywhere.

‘I wouldn’t normally assign a case like this to anyone under the rank of DCI.’

Time to vacate the scene of the crime.

‘But . . .?’ Sneaking away.

‘Needs must, when the Devil dances. However, if you don’t feel up to the task, I’m sure DI Beattie—’

‘Oh no you bloody don’t! That glaikit beardy jobbie couldn’t investigate his bum for arse-berries; you’re no’ giving him my murder.’

That pwong-twang noise grew again, followed by the diesel growl of the 08:02 from Insch station, heading Aberdeenward. The train emerged from the fog – every single carriage window was packed with silhouettes, and they all had their phones out, filming.

Kind of hard not to give the buggers a middle finger, but she resisted. Cos let’s face it: things were bad enough.

A suspicious tone slithered into Pine’s voice. ‘What was that noise?’

‘Noise, Boss? I didn’t hear anything . . .’ The train dissolved into the gloom again. ‘Besides, I’ve been a DCI. Fatty McFart-Face couldn’t—’

‘Then it’s settled. The media’s already frottaged itself into a frenzy over the protest; a decomposed, naked body, stuffed in a wheelie bin will have them in orgasmic wanks of outrage.’

Oh aye?

‘I love it when you talk dirty.’ Roberta headed for the police van. ‘If I say yes to this, I get a proper-sized team, right?’

No answer.

‘Right?’

‘Sorry, got to go: Chief Constable’s on the other line. I want updates on my desk every hour on the hour, understand? Good. Bye.’ Then silence.

Roberta pursed her lips, squinting at her phone as it glowed the words ‘CALL ENDED’.

‘Aye, thought as much.’ She stuffed it back in her pocket and struck one of those superhero poses – legs akimbo, shoulders back, fists on hips. ‘Well, Roberta: looks like solving this one’s down to you, the boy, and your trusty Queen Street Irregulars!’

Sniff.

What could possibly go wrong?

Her stomach replied with a gurgling snarl. It’d been a long time since it last saw solid food: two hotdogs; two cheeseburgers; some ribs; chicken wings; and a glollop of tattie salad, because it was important to have your five-a-day. Washed down with a wee sherry or two, in the blistering sunshine of Logan McRae’s back garden. Joined by all the other reprobates who’d survived Saturday’s ‘protest-cum-riot’.

Speaking of reprobates and idiots: Tufty emerged from the milky mist, hands tucked into the armpits of his stabproof, frowning at the Airwave handset clipped to his chest. ‘Guv.’

‘Where’ve you been?’

The wee loon shrugged. ‘Still nothing from Harmsworth and Gifford.’ He turned, looking out over the rosebay willowherb at the woods behind the railway line. ‘Sure they’re OK?’

‘This is officially my case now.’

‘Maybe we should go after them?’

‘They’ll be fine.’ She lowered her voice to a near whisper, leaning in, all conspiratorial like. ‘Besides, I’ve got a special, top-secret, super-important mission for you . . .’

[image: Paragraph break image]

Steel slouched in one of the police van’s bench seats – sitting sideways, with her feet up, scowling at the bollocks passing for journalism in that morning’s Aberdeen Examiner.

Headline: ‘RIOT CHAOS GRIPS CITY CENTRE’, above a photo of the running battle down Union Street, featuring a small group of police officers in full riot gear – hunkered behind their shields as projectiles and fireworks rained down and smoke bombs turned the air blue and red.

She gave the front page a snort, shook the paper, then opened it halfway through, at an article titled, ‘MURDOCH IRVINE’S FUNERAL KICKS OFF BY-ELECTION’ with a picture of a spud-faced tosser who thought big sideburns compensated for an oversized baldy head that made him look like an infected thumb. ‘POLITICAL PARTIES SCRAMBLE AS CAMPAIGN TO REPLACE MP FOR GORDON AND BUCHAN HOTS UP’.

As if anyone cared.

Roberta pulled out a biro and drew a big willy growing out of the dear departed Mr Irvine’s forehead. Then blacked out a couple of his teeth. And added a bolt through his neck, for good luck.

Pfff . . .

She sat up, peering over the seats and out through the van’s windows.

The fog was finally beginning to thin as the sun baked its way through the outer layers. Making the lay-by glow a brighter shade of horrible grey.

Like being inside a big stinky cloud.

Still no sign of Harmsworth, though. Or anyone else. The lay-by was deserted.

Next article: ‘CITY COUNCILLOR “CAUGHT STD OFF RENTBOY” CLAIMS’ and another infected-thumb-head. What was it with politicians and their—

The van door clunked open and in clambered Tufty. A little red in the face and shiny of cheek. As if he’d actually been working hard for a change. ‘Flipping, blipping thingummy.’

He undid his high-vis waistcoat and flapped the edges – as if that was going to do any good through a stabproof vest. Twit.

Steel gave the dirty councillor a few biro scars and a twirly moustache. Then held her hand out. ‘Give.’

‘“Top-secret mission”, my bunghole.’ Tufty sagged into the seat opposite. ‘And the Pitstop doesn’t open on a Monday, thank you very much. It am officially an Food-Free Zone.’

‘Oh for God’s . . .’ She scrunched her face up and covered it with the paper. ‘Could today get any worse?’

‘There I was, standing outside the Party Bus, all bereft and so forlorn—’

‘Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!’ Roberta slumped back. ‘The universe hates me.’

‘When a mannie does arrived to check something inside, and he tells me,’ putting on a deep manlier voice for: ‘“We don’t open Monday–Tuesday.”’

‘I should’ve copped a sickie and stayed in bed.’

Weren’t a hangover and a murder enough to deal with?

‘“Oh noes!” cried I, with dejected hopelessness.’ Tufty did the voice again: ‘“You’ll have to come back Wednesday,” he replied.’

‘Wasn’t even supposed to be in today. Should be at home right now, snoring it up.’

‘“Lackaday, woe is me,” thinks I, “whatever shall I do? For the Guv will shout at me in a totally unreasonable fashion for this unfortunate happenstance what am completely not my fault.”’

She crumpled the paper into her lap. ‘If those bumlumping shunts had turned up when they were supposed to, we would’ve had a working sauna by now, instead of a sodding building site! Could’ve steamed the hangover right out of me . . .’

All naked and sweaty.

Tufty grinned. Pervert. ‘But then I did work my devious charms, and telled him: “We is poor hungry police officers in dire need of sustenance, jolly innkeep!” Well, buskeep, but you get the drift. And . . .’ Whipping out a large-ish paper bag. ‘TA-DAAAAAAAAAH! He fired-up the grill, just for us.’

Roberta stuck both hands out this time. ‘Gimme, gimme, gimme, gimme!’

Tufty dipped into the big paper bag, producing a collection of smaller paper bags, all of which were promisingly spotted with grease. ‘Got bacon; bacon and egg; sausage, egg, and egg; sausage, bacon, and egg; and a Neptune’s delight.’

She grabbed the bag marked ‘SB&E’, scrabbling it open to reveal a well-fired and well-filled morning roll. Stomach rumbling in anticipation. ‘Sauce?’

He ferreted about in his pocket and presented her with a big handful of multicoloured sachets – slithering them onto the seat between her boots. Then dipped into the bag again for a wax-paper cup of something and handed that over too.

Oooh, coffee.

She cricked off the lid and took a soul-restoring sip. Sighed. Let her shoulders sink. ‘I take it all back.’

Roberta ripped open some sachets of English mustard, tomato ketchup, and brown sauce, liberally dosing the contents of her roll, while Tufty squirted tartare sauce onto his fish-finger-and-fried-egg butty.

The pair of them sat there, slurping and munching.

And maybe the world wasn’t a massive fondue-pot full of jobbies after all?

The wee loon nodded towards the lay-by. Munchity crunchity. ‘Still no pathologist?’

‘In the tent, foostering about with our remains.’ Bite. Chewing the words and a chunk of sausage at the same time: ‘Apparently I was “not helping” with my probing questions and insightful suggestions. Tell you, that woman could—’

Roberta’s phone launched into Scissor Sisters’ ‘Take Your Mama’. She sooked tomato sauce from the fingers of one hand and answered it: ‘What?’

A male voice, knackered, local: ‘Steel? It’s me, Davey.’

Eh?

Didn’t sound like him, so clearly laying on the ‘I’m so sick’ routine.

‘Barrett! Where the hell are you? Should’ve been here hours ago.’ Munch, munch, munch. Mouth full and mumbly. ‘We’re no’ saving you any butties!’

‘Butties? Wait, what?’

‘And the auld-mannie voice is fooling nobody.’ Bite, munch. ‘Lund said you were faking a cold, but you sound about ninety, you skiving wee git. No one goes off with the plague ’less I say so!’

‘No, it’s Davey. Davey McLeod? We used to work together, back when it was still Grampian Police? Before the suits and Weegie wankers buggered everything up with this “one country one force” bollocks?’

She sat back, eyes wide. ‘Detective Sergeant Wee Davey McLeod? Buggering hell; thought you were dead!’

Tufty chewed fishfinger butty at her. ‘Pound in the swear jar.’

She flipped him the Vs and went back to her phone. ‘You’re no’ dead, are you?’

‘Might as well be . . .’ A huffed breath. ‘Listen, don’t suppose you could do me a teeny wee favour?’

Cos that didn’t sound dodgy. ‘Oh aye?’

‘Normally, I wouldn’t ask, but everyone I know’s off with this bug that’s going round. . . . See, there’s a—’

‘Well, look what the cat coughed up.’ Roberta lowered her phone as Harmsworth staggered into view – beetroot of cheek, shiny with sweat, and breathing as if he’d just run a marathon. When the pie-stuffed snudge could barely run a bath.

He was clarted in pine needles, sticky Geordies, rosebay willowherb, and other assorted bits of undergrowth. Both shoulders spattered with what looked like splots of yoghurt. But probably weren’t.

She slapped her phone against her chest, covering the mic. ‘Might’ve known. You snidgers can smell a bacon butty at six hundred yards!’

Harmsworth collapsed into a spare seat. ‘Had to . . . get across . . . railway line . . . before the eight twenty-three  . . .  Aberdeen to . . . to Inverness.’ Wiping at his sweaty face. Then a sniff. Chin and eyebrows raised in hopeful expectation. ‘Did you say something about butties?’

Tufty tossed him a paper bag.

He caught it, read the wobbly Sharpie letters – ‘B&E’ – then drooped. ‘No sausages?’

Whining git.

Tufty rolled his eyes and reached for the one marked ‘SE&E’, but Roberta shook her head.

‘No sausages for you, Bumcrack Boy. They’re spoken for.’ Ripping out another meaty eggy mouthful. ‘Whnnnnrzz mmmgh vawannnnzeeeg?’

‘What?’

Chew, chew, chew. ‘Where’s my phalanges?’

A martyred sigh, then he opened his paper bag. ‘We searched and searched and searched . . .’

‘Did you find the crows’ nest, or didn’t you?’

His face soured as he ripped open a tomato sauce. ‘Oh we found the nest all right.’ A shudder; squirting blood red all over his bacon and egg. ‘Rotten flipping crows.’ Biting into the butty and chewing as if it was a bitter chore. ‘Pigeons aren’t the rats of the air, crows are. Rottweilers with wings!’

‘Did you find my missing phalanges or no’?’

‘I got dive-bombed!’ Hunching his pooped-on shoulders. ‘Could’ve put my eye out.’

‘Oh for . . .’ What was the point? Useless sods were always going to uselessly sod, because that’s what useless sods always did. And Harmsworth had to be the uselessiest and soddiest of them all.

Roberta was chewing at him in a disapproving manner, when a tiny, muffled, tinny voice squeaked into her right boob:

‘Hello? Can you hear me? Hello?’ Ex-Detective Sergeant Davey ‘I Need A Favour’ McLeod.

She popped the last chunk of butty in her gob. ‘Davey? Yeah, I’ve got stuff on the boil here, so it’s been lovely catching up, but—’

‘I’m not asking much! Just run a couple number plates, that’s all. I wouldn’t ask, but I’m dying here.’

‘Haven’t heard from you in over a decade, Davey, and you call up asking for favours?’

Silence.

She sooked her fingers.

Crumpled the empty butty bag.

Tossed it into the back of the van.

‘Jenny’s cancer’s not responding anymore. We’re . . .’ Deep breath. ‘I want to do something special, but . . . It’s . . . I need help, OK?’

Jenny.

Who the hell was Jenny? Davey’s Labrador? Wife? Child . . .?

Yeah.

Roberta sagged. ‘Maybe. Text the buggers over and we’ll see. I’m no’ promising anything, mind.’

‘Thanks! Thank you, that’s great! That’s—’

‘Aye, I’m a sodding saint.’ Or a soft touch, one of the two.

She hung up.

And there was Harmsworth, polishing off the last corner of his bacon-and-egg butty – already reaching for the sausage-and-double-egg.

‘Oh no you don’t.’ Snatching the paper bag before he could get there. Unwrapping it as she jerked her chin at Tufty. ‘You:’ then at Harmsworth, ‘as Fart Boy here is sod-all use, you’re on crow duty.’

‘Guv.’ The wee loon crammed the last morsel of Neptune’s delight into his gob, chewing as Roberta searched through the sauce sachets for more mustard. But while she was distracted by a rogue portion of raspberry jam, the thieving snudge plucked the butty from her fingers.

‘Hey!’

Could barely make out a word over the fish-fingery mouthful: ‘Need to extract the corvid tax.’ Tufty plucked the two sausages from her bun and dropped them, naked, back into the paper bag. Then returned the eviscerated, meatless corpse of her butty. As if that was any sodding consolation.

‘Gimme back my sausages!’

‘Nope.’ And off he scarpered, both hands held high above his head. ‘Woo, woo, woo, woo, woo!’

Harmsworth watched Tufty go. ‘Told you: we should’ve had him tested.’
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The sausage-thieving twunt-wad was waiting for her by the fence that ran along the back of the lay-by. He’d got himself some backup, in the person of that spotty PC from before, who sported the same underbrush accessories as Harmsworth. Only with more bird poop.

She was munching on the last bacon butty, presumably by way of compensation for being shat on.

Roberta marched over there, hauling her trousers up with one hand, disembowelled butty clutched in the other. And yes, it still had two eggs in it, but that wasn’t the point. She let go of her trousers and shook a fist at the culprit. ‘Sausages, now, you skunk-faced . . . pridge!’

PC Spots curled her top lip. ‘Eh?’

Tufty hid behind her. ‘We’re not allowed to swear, because of reasons, so everyone has to make up their own naughty words.’

Harmsworth lumbered over, picking bits of bracken out of his stabproof. ‘Maybe everyone should just calm—’

‘HE STOLE MY SAUSAGES!’

‘For the greater good, Guv.’ Tufty eyed the unsausaged roll in her hand. ‘You know, we should donate that one to PC Stratford. Only fair, as he hasn’t . . .’

Roberta took a big spiteful bite. Getting yolk all down her chin – a double-booby-trap butty being hard to control.

He pursed his lips. ‘Fair enough.’ Then checked his watch. ‘Any minute now . . .’

She shook that fist again. ‘You’re asking for a boot, right up the Farage!’

Silence.

Tufty looked at her, as if she’d just crapped on a kitten. ‘Someone’s dead, Guv.’

She opened her mouth to rip the scrawny wee tit a new bumhole . . . then frowned and shut it again.

Sodding hell.

He might be a scrawny wee tit, but he was right.

Roberta drooped, hiding the bitten butty behind her back. ‘I know.’ Turned to frown at the marquee. ‘But . . . when it’s a fresh body it’s still a person, you know? When you’ve got nothing left but sludge and bones . . . When it happened a long, long time ago . . .’ A big sigh. ‘Somehow, doesn’t feel as real.’

Urgh . . .

Way to go, Roberta. Way to be an absolute prize prick. An insensitive arsehole. A rancid wank-numptie.

That pre-chewed butty hung heavy in her hand, like it was made of concrete and buttered with shame.

‘Sorry.’ She held it out to Harmsworth. ‘Here. Give it to Constable Whatshisface.’

Harmsworth accepted the proffered butty. Paused. Licked his lips – clearly contemplating just wolfing it himself. Then puffed out his cheeks and wandered off. Hopefully looking for PC Stratford, rather than a safe spot to gorge.

Tufty beamed. ‘Thanks, Guv.’ He checked his watch again. ‘Here we go . . .’

Those familiar twing-spwong-twanggggg noises rang out, getting louder, before a three-carriage train rattle-clacked past – going the other way this time, heading south to Inverurie.

It was standing-room only onboard, and the windows were full of commuters – staring at the lay-by as they passed. Phones out. Looking disappointed that there was nothing gory on show.

Then the fog swallowed the train again, and the noise faded. Till nothing but the whispering grey blanket remained.

Tufty pointed over the fence, towards the woods. ‘Operation Find-Crows’-Nest-And-Not-Get-Pooped-On is go!’ He hopped over the chain-link, followed by PC McAcne. Then held a hand out for Roberta.

Yeah, because there was nothing she wanted more than to go wading through the sodding forest underbrush looking for crows that must have diarrhoea – going by the amount of crap on Harmsworth and the spotty PC’s shoulders.

But it was a murder investigation.

More importantly, it was her murder investigation.

Groan . . .

‘Fine.’

The pair of them helped her clamber over the waist-high fence, and off they set across the train tracks . . .

[image: Paragraph break image]

Fog turned the woods into a horror-film mass of spooky silence and ominous gloom. The trees weren’t in regimented Forestry Commission rows, but a mixed jumble, stretching uphill and fading away like ghosts. Filled with a sort of . . . expectant hush, only broken by the snap and crackle of twigs beneath their feet as Roberta and Tufty followed Police Constable Acne through damp bracken and grumpy blaeberry bushes.

Which was kind of mean.

Sure the PC had an actual name.

Had she said what it was?

Must’ve.

Bet Tufty knew.

The unnamed PC had her phone out – swinging it around as she looked up at the trees, consulting the map on her screen every few paces.

Probably suffered from acne her whole life.

Wasn’t fair to make fun of it.

Well, it was, but that didn’t make it right.

PC Lots’A-Spots did a three-sixty, eyes raking the ghostly canopy. ‘Not far now.’

Roberta struggled through a waist-high curl of bracken. ‘You said you were closest: when the call came in?’

‘Yeah. Me and Shaky – I mean, PC Stratford – we were over Oldmeldrum way. Attempted rape.’

‘“Attempted”?’

A nod. ‘Local tosser snuck in through the garage when the victim’s husband headed off to work. Nips upstairs while she’s in the shower. Hides. Then jumps her as she’s getting ready.’ A huge grin ripped across the PC’s face. ‘Did you know you can circumcise someone with hair straighteners?’

Tufty winced. ‘Oooh . . .’

‘Yup, that ironed out his short-and-curlies. Was still screaming when the ambulance took him off.’ Shrug. ‘So we were only twenty minutes away.’ Swinging her phone about again. ‘Would’ve been ten, if it weren’t for the fog. . . . Aha! Here we go.’

They stopped at the base of a big pine tree, that disappeared up into the grey murk. A couple of branches were distinctly lopsided and bent on one side of the trunk, with a broken limb at the bottom – directly above a big flattened oval of bracken.

Looked as if Harmsworth might’ve got down the fast way.

Everyone peered overhead, into the pine’s spiky canopy. Not doing anything.

So Roberta poked Tufty. ‘Up you go.’

‘Pfff . . .’ A nod. Then he took off his hat and handed it to her. ‘That’s
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Move over, Miss Marple . . . 

The great and the not-so-good are gathered at Skirivour Castle Hotel, in the heart of the Highlands, for the wedding of the year – but they weren’t expecting Detective Sergeant Roberta Steel to crash their party. And get horribly, horribly drunk.

The whole valley’s been cut off by a massive thunderstorm and the phone lines are down, so when the father-of-the-bride’s body is discovered – decoratively impaled on a stag’s head in the hotel lobby – it’s up to DS Steel to find out whodunit. Which isn’t easy when you’ve got a monstrous hangover and only a world-weary sergeant and a halfwit police constable for backup.

With no witnesses and every wedding guest a suspect, Roberta will need to use every one of her little grey cells if she’s going to catch the killer and get out of there alive.




Discover the world of Stuart MacBride with This House of Burning Bones . . . 
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The Granite City is ready to burn and all it takes is a single spark . . . 

In the heat of a blistering summer, Aberdeen’s police are struggling: half the force is off sick, leave has been cancelled, someone’s firebombed a hotel full of migrants, and there’s a massive protest march happening this Saturday.

With officers dropping like flies, Detective Inspector Logan McRae is forced to juggle cases and run a major murder investigation with a skeleton staff of misfits, idiots, and malingerers until the top brass can arrange backup from other divisions.

It doesn’t help that the Aberdeen Examiner has just been bought by Natasha Agapova, a tabloid media tycoon hell-bent on blaming local police for everything. And she’s more than happy to fan the flames.

But, as bad as everything seems, 
it’s all about to get much, much worse . . . 



OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Dedication page



		— warning —



		carrion, crows

		it begins with a scream . . .



		10



		9



		8



		7



		6



		5



		4



		3



		2



		1



		0



		In Which Tufty Has A Close Call With A Banana And DI Steel Has A Lie Down







		bedpans and broomsticks

		2.01



		2.02



		2.03



		2.04



		2.05



		2.06



		2.07



		2.08



		2.09



		2.10



		2.11



		2.12



		2.13



		2.14



		2.15



		2.16



		2.17



		2.18



		2.19







		just before the wheels come off

		3.01







		Five Weeks Later

		3.02



		Chapter Three-point-Zero-Three



		3.04



		3.05



		3.06



		3.07



		3.08



		3.09



		3.10



		3.11



		3.12



		3.13



		3.14



		3.15



		3.16



		3.17



		3.18



		3.19



		3.20







		because things can always get much, much worse . . .

		4.01



		4.02



		4.03



		4.04



		4.05



		4.06



		4.07



		4.08







		the graveside

		5.01



		5.02







		With Thanks



		By Stuart MacBride



		Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents



			Start













		iii



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_003.jpg
T

“Ciraf (=
MacBr I(IC






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
s

Retirement
is a killer

uart

MaéBrlde

The No.1 Sunday Times Bestseller

B1.OOD,
RUST, AND
STEEL






OEBPS/images/img_002.jpg
CORDSE.
A WORE ~ /
\TARTAN, s





