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1

The pain is everywhere.

It pulses through his head as if there’s a hole in his skull and someone is squeezing his brain in time to his heartbeat. It shoots through his veins like acid, burning him from the inside. It grinds in his joints even though he is motionless. It smothers him like a blanket made of fire.

He doesn’t know where he is. There is only the darkness surrounding him and the echoing roar in his ears and the all-consuming agony. Is he back in Afghanistan? Has he gone the way of Bodie and Jugs? Trodden on one of those towelhead IEDs? No. That was then. He did his tour, survived. For all the good it did him.

He remembers the city, the secret life of the street people. His people. He’d been safe there, for a while. He’d steadied himself, built a life of sorts. Something he could understand, fighting for survival, hustling for the next hit of booze.

Calm. Try to be calm. Let the training kick in. He’s been in worse situations than this, surely. Just needs to get his shit together. Easier said than done with the pounding in his head, the itching all over his skin, the sandpaper in his hips and knees and shoulders.

Slowly the panic subsides, leaving just the pain. He can cope with that. Focus beyond it. Try to work out what’s going on. He flexes his hands, grunts as the pain lances up his arms. The noise is a reassurance, something he can understand, and he feels the restraint on his left wrist give a little. Concentrate on that. Use that. Ignore the agony sapping his energy. He works at the strap like a terrier with a rat. Tenacious, stubborn, fixated.

When it gives it’s as if someone’s put a bullet through his brain. The darkness explodes in a kaleidoscope of colours, swirling and flashing even as he can feel himself going under. He grits his teeth; chokes out a short, sharp bark. Half triumph, half defeat. Lets his freed hand fall down by his side as he gathers his strength for the next battle.

The head strap first. Sweat-slick fingers struggle with a buckle pulled too tight. It seems to take hours before it finally clicks loose. He’d hoped the release of pressure would ease the pounding in his head, but if anything it worsens. Touching his forehead, the skin is rough and puckered, the point of contact exploding in fire.

He has known agony before. Training for Special Forces they did things to your body most people wouldn’t believe. This is far, far worse. It’s only the straps tied tight around his ankles that keep him from falling when he tries to sit up. The effort of untying them almost kills him. There is nothing he can do to stop himself slithering to the floor. At least it’s cold, soothing the parts of his skin that come into contact. He hugs it like a child hugs its mother, desperately clinging to that tiny relief.

It is only transient, the cooling touch inflaming his skin to new levels of torture. As if the stone has become sandpaper, rasped across flesh already raw. Salt and lime rubbed into the wounds.

He staggers to his feet. Steadies himself on the gurney. There is light here. Real light, not the fireworks that have filled his vision since he first tried to move. Soft and low, it barely illuminates the room. Still, what he sees is enough to bring the panic bubbling back up his throat like vomit.

It is a torture chamber. He is surrounded by a collection of apparatus designed only to inflict pain. Needles on long mechanical arms, boxes with wires looped around them, crocodile clips lined up on chrome rails. Bottles of coloured fluids, poisons, acids.

He pushes away from them, recoiling in horror, and as he does so he glimpses movement across the room. Glass, a mirror, an unfamiliar figure echoing his own ungainly movements. It’s too dark to see clearly, but he staggers towards it anyway. Closer and closer, not quite able to say what is wrong with the image he is seeing.

And then it is there. Glaring out at him in the half-light. The face. His face. But the face of a demon. Wild eyes staring. Black swirls curling over cheeks and nose, forehead and shaven pate. He looks down at his arms and sees the patterns writhe and snake across his body. They are in him: alien, spectral creatures under his skin, devouring him.

The panic hits full on. Adrenalin sweeps everything else away. There is only running. He crashes through doors, down empty corridors, oblivious to anything but the fear. There is no direction to his flight, no plan beyond getaway.

And then he is outside. White snow blizzarding out of a night sky. He hardly notices his nakedness as he runs from the building. Barely feels the icy cold on his feet or the ripping of low branches against his battered skin. His terror is so complete that he doesn’t even notice when the land runs out. Arms and legs pumping as momentum carries him off the cliff and down and down.
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‘Jesus wept, but it’s cold.’

Detective Inspector Tony McLean stamped his feet in the ankle-deep snow, trying desperately to get the circulation going. He stuck his red-raw hands under his armpits in search of warmth, all too aware that he’d come out without really thinking through where he was going. Roslin Glen was a wonderful spot in the summer, the River North Esk burbling through a narrow gorge cut deep into the sandstone. It widened out here, where the road to Rosehall and Dalkeith switched up the hillside, and was normally a sheltered suntrap. Not today though. Today the wind was funnelling up the river, swirling the snow in eddies that stung against any exposed skin.

‘Should’ve brought a coat with you, sir. Gets a bit parky here at times.’ Detective Sergeant Laird, Grumpy Bob to friend and foe alike, looked like someone’s grandad at Christmas. He was wrapped in a quilted jacket, heavy gloves on his hands and a bright yellow knitted bobble hat keeping his balding head warm. The cold wind had turned his cheeks and the tip of his nose red. Well, it was either that or a lifetime of drink. Or both.

‘You any idea where we’re supposed to be going?’ McLean swivelled on his feet, taking in the entirety of the car park. There were a couple of squad cars, a Scene Examination Branch Transit van and a rusty old Peugeot estate car parked close by, but no sign of any people. This time of year, and with the snow still falling out of a sky the colour of an old bruise, it was hardly surprising. You’d have to be a hardy dog walker to chance not getting lost.

‘River’s this way, I think.’ Grumpy Bob motioned past the nearest car. A path of sorts had been bashed through the snow, though it was being filled in again. Looking up, you should have been able to see the castle on its rocky promontory. Possibly even the chapel, if memory served. No chance of that today, though. McLean started to trudge along the track, but as he passed close to the SEB van, its side door slid open, releasing a blast of warmth, the unmistakable aroma of real coffee and Detective Constable Stuart MacBride.

‘You’re here, sir.’

‘That much would appear to be obvious, Constable.’ McLean peered past him into the van, and saw a couple of scene-of-crime officers huddling around what looked like a portable gas heater, something Health and Safety would no doubt frown upon if anyone brought it to their attention.

‘Don’t suppose you’ve got a spare jacket in there or anything?’

It might have been fluorescent yellow with ‘Strathclyde Water’ written across it in large blue letters, but it was warm. McLean hugged his newly acquired jacket close as he followed MacBride and Grumpy Bob down a narrow footpath away from the car park and deeper into the glen. The trees growing either side linked overhead to form a tunnel of sorts. They shielded him from the worst of the wind, but threatened to dump snow on the unwary at any moment.

‘What are we looking at, Constable?’ McLean asked, as the path opened up across a small grass field of miserable sheep.

‘Dead body in the river, sir. Must’ve fallen in somewhere upstream. There’s been a lot of water running through lately. Swept it down until it hit the rocks just a ways up ahead.’

They clambered over a broken stile and into a more forested area. Here the snow had hardly settled on the ground but was just a thin dusting, sufficient to make the going slippery. The steep slope down to the water’s edge didn’t help either. Somehow McLean managed to make it without falling over, stepping on to a flat rock that protruded out into the water. A few paces away, a couple of uniform officers were huddled into their own bright jackets, breath steaming in the Baltic air.

‘Down there?’ McLean indicated the river where it cut a narrow channel between the flat rocks. He could hear the water echoing below. The nearest uniform nodded. A couple of SOC officers were busy setting up some kind of pulley system and framework over the channel. They both wore heavy-duty wet weather gear and the kind of helmets favoured by kayakers and potholers. No doubt they’d drawn the short straw when it was decided who was going to recover the body.

‘Who found it?’ McLean asked the constable as he inched closer to the edge, wary of ending up headfirst in the North Esk.

‘Local from the village. Walks his dogs here every day. Bloody nutter if you ask me.’ The uniform officer looked slightly sheepish, before adding ‘Sir.’

McLean said nothing, just peered down into the gully. The whole of the glen had been cut from the sandstone over millennia. In places the cliffs were well over a hundred foot high. Here, the river had met harder rock, and ancient spates had pushed vast boulders up against one another to form a barrier. The narrow channel into which he was looking was just one of many routes the water took around and through this obstacle before carrying on its journey to the Firth of Forth. There was all manner of detritus deposited: fallen trees; plastic carrier bags; even the occasional shopping trolley. And now the naked body of a man.

It was difficult to see in the half-light, but McLean was fairly sure it was a man’s body. The water hadn’t been kind, tumbling it over, bending arms and legs in ways they were never meant to go. The head wasn’t visible at all, wedged hard into a jumble of rocks. He shivered from something other than cold as he contemplated the possibility that it might be missing entirely. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had tried to make their job more difficult that way, and it was never pleasant.

What struck him first about the body though was its colour. Not unusual to see a black man in a city the size of Edinburgh, of course, but there was something not quite right about the colour of this man’s skin. Or maybe it was the texture.

‘You ready for us to bring it up?’

McLean looked up into the face of one of the SOC officers, much closer than he’d been expecting. The constant roar of the water made it almost impossible to hear people moving about.

‘Can’t do anything useful with it down there. Yes. Bring it up.’

He stood back and waited while they lowered a small stretcher into the gap. One of the SOC officers played out a rope tied securely to a nearby boulder, while his colleague climbed carefully down to the water. After an age, in which McLean’s feet began to lose all feeling, the SOC officer clambered back out again and gave the thumbs up. The two together then hauled the stretcher back, swinging it over, before placing it carefully down on the flat rock surface.

‘Bugger had his head jammed right into a crack. Pain in the arse getting him out of there.’ The SOC officer was busy coiling up ropes while his colleague dismantled the frame and pulley. They had the look about them of men who wanted to get back to the Transit van and its nice little gas heater. McLean couldn’t really blame them.

He crouched down beside the body, still twisted and broken from its time in the river. He couldn’t see the man’s face without touching the body, but it was very definitely a man. That much was shrivelled and small but evident nonetheless. What was also evident was that the man wasn’t, in fact, black. There were a few traces of pale white skin visible on his body, but they were very few.

The rest was covered from head to foot, arms, hands, fingers, and yes, even his penis, in a dark swirl of tattoos.
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‘… getting reports of a shooting incident at a farmhouse in northeast Fife. A man thought to be Mr Andrew Weatherly shot and killed his wife and two daughters before turning the gun on himself. We cannot at this time confirm that the man in question was indeed the MSP for Fife West …’

McLean thumbed the button on the steering wheel that changed the channel on the radio, searching for some soothing music. He had enough troubles of his own without listening to the woes of other forces. Except of course they were all one big happy family now, Police Scotland. Or Greater Strathclyde, as the wags had it. Not far from the truth, either.

A gap appeared in the traffic ahead and he accelerated, enjoying the surge of power that took him forward a good fifty yards before he had to brake and slow again. Commuting was hell, and not for the first time he missed his old flat in Newington. Being able to walk to work had its benefits, even in this cold and snowy weather. Easier to think to the rhythm of feet on pavement than this stop-start slow-moving car park.

At least the car was working fine, and he didn’t have to worry about it dissolving in the salt spread on the roads. His old Alfa was away being restored, and he couldn’t help thinking its indisposition had been a blessing in disguise.

He was just about to take a side street, hopeful that it might cut the journey time by a couple of seconds, when his phone rang, loud through the stereo speakers. A less welcome benefit of the modern car; he tapped the button on the dashboard that activated the hands-free.

‘McLean.’

‘Where the hell are you?’

Good morning to you too, Detective Superintendent Duguid, sir. McLean glanced at the clock in front of him, orange digits showing that there were still twenty minutes to go before eight o’clock.

‘Currently, sir? I’m in my car in a traffic jam on Lothian Road. Where are you?’

‘Don’t get cheeky with me, McLean. You were meant to be at the morning briefing here, half seven.’

That was the first he’d heard of it. He’d been taken off active duty after the incident in his attic, ostensibly while his broken leg healed, but also until he’d completed a seemingly endless series of counselling sessions with his favourite hack psychiatrist, Professor Matt Hilton. The visit out to Roslin Glen the day before had been his first proper case in months. ‘Morning briefing, sir? What morning briefing?’

A short pause, as if the superintendent were thinking deep thoughts. ‘Ah, right. You’re not on that team now, are you?’

Duguid’s brief stint in charge of the running of the whole station had been mercifully cut short by the creation of Police Scotland. That was probably the only positive thing anyone in plain clothes could come up with about the whole sorry affair, though. With CID having now become the Specialist Crime Division and being split into a bewildering number of teams, each specializing in some different facet of the Scottish criminal mind, it was a full-time job just working out where you were meant to be from day to day.

‘Never mind.’ No apology for his mistake, but then that was never Duguid’s style. ‘Just come and find me as soon as you get here, OK? I’ve a job for you.’

The line went dead, the superintendent’s voice replaced with a slow fade-up of the radio, playing some chirpy modern pop song McLean didn’t recognize. He stared ahead for a moment before realizing that the car in front had begun to pull away. Dipped the clutch and dropped a gear, gunning the engine to catch up. He’d been looking forward to making a start on the investigation into the body found in Roslin Glen. As was so often the case, it looked like life had other plans.

‘I know it’s a bloody disaster. Couldn’t be worse timing either. And it’s not as if we haven’t got enough on our plates here.’

Detective Superintendent Charles Duguid had somehow managed to keep hold of the big office on the third floor in the upheavals following the creation of Police Scotland. In theory he was meant to be in charge of Divisional Crime and Public Protection for what had once been Lothian and Borders, so it made a certain kind of sense. McLean still wished its former occupant had come back to take up the new post. Alas, wishes had a habit of going unanswered in these parts.

In a small nod to his predecessor, or perhaps because he had a pathological need to know what was going on, Duguid had taken to leaving his office door open some of the time. McLean stood outside, half-listening to the phone conversation, trying to judge when it would be best to interrupt.

‘You know what this is all about?’ he asked of the secretary sitting at the desk just outside the office door.

‘Something to do with that MSP shooting his family, I think. Horrible, horrible case.’ She shook her head and went back to whatever she had been typing at her screen.

‘Well, don’t just stand there chatting up the secretaries, McLean. Get in here. And shut the door behind you.’ Duguid stood just inside the doorway, impatient as ever. He had his phone in one hand and raised it back to his ear as McLean did as he was told.

‘No. He’s here now. I’ll get it sorted, don’t you worry about that, sir.’

McLean raised an eyebrow, not really expecting Duguid to explain himself. He wasn’t disappointed; the superintendent rang off and dropped the phone on to his desk, slumping into the large leather seat with its back to the window before finally looking at him.

‘How’s the leg?’

McLean shifted his weight slightly. His hip still ached where he’d broken the bone several months earlier, but it was mending. The cold weather didn’t help, though.

‘Better, thank you. Still seeing the physio once a week, but it’s not a problem.’

Duguid’s eyes narrowed. He pulled a sheet of paper towards him, didn’t look at it.

‘Your initial psych evaluation says you’re fit for work.’ Almost as if the fact were a personal insult to him.

‘I’m glad to hear it, sir. I’ve been back at work long enough.’

‘Don’t get all sarky with me, McLean. You heard about Andrew Weatherly, I take it?’

‘The MSP? There was something on the radio this morning, but I didn’t think it had been confirmed—’

‘Oh, it’s him right enough. Stupid wee bugger.’ Duguid rubbed at his face with prehensile fingers, long and thin and with seemingly far too many joints. ‘Looks like he’s shot his wife and kids, then turned the gun on himself. Why the fuck would anyone do that?’

‘I’ve really no idea, sir. Was he under a lot of stress?’

Duguid looked up at him like he was mad. ‘What am I, his therapist? How the fuck should I know?’

McLean didn’t answer. It was always best just to stand there and let whatever Duguid had to say roll over you. Deal with the fallout later.

‘He was very well connected, was our Mr Weatherly. Sat on the Police Liaison Committee for one thing. His fingerprints are all over our beloved Police Scotland, too, so you can imagine how well this is all going down with our overlords. They want it tidied away as quickly as possible.’

‘Is it not Fife’s investigation? It happened on their patch.’

Duguid gave him a contemptuous glare. ‘There’s no “patches” any more. We’re all one big fucking happy family, remember?’

McLean flexed his feet, tried not to bounce up and down impatiently. Of course he knew about the new structures, but the old regions still existed within the Specialist Crime Division. There was no need for someone to go up to Fife and upset the locals, surely.

Duguid did the finger thing again, then slumped back in his chair. It squeaked alarmingly, tilting back as if it was going to tumble him to the floor.

‘Look. Fife are on scene right now. Yes, it’s their patch as you put it. But Weatherly’s an MSP. He has a house here in Edinburgh, his business is based here. So whether Fife like it or not, we’re involved.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘I’d have thought that was obvious, McLean. Do what you always do. Dig deeper than is really necessary. Complicate things.’

McLean frowned. This wasn’t what he expected to be told. Not by Duguid.

‘But I thought you said HQ﻿—’

Duguid leaned forward, placed his elbows on the desk in front of him. ‘Oh, this goes higher than HQ, McLean. Right up to the top. They want it tidied up nice and quickly. Tidied away like it never happened. Well, fuck that. An innocent woman and two young girls are dead. I don’t care if their murderer killed himself. I want to know why he did it, and if that means putting a few noses out of joint, then so be it.’

The CID room was its usual hive of inactivity when McLean pushed his way through the door half an hour later. His brain was still reeling from the conversation with the superintendent; the sheer neck of the man never ceased to amaze. There was the small matter of who would take the blame when it all went to buggery, too. As it inevitably would. Not the first time he’d been set up for a fall; probably not the last.

‘Morning, sir.’ The voice that piped up from behind the opened door was fresh and eager, much like the chubby, scrubbed pink face that went with it. Detective Constable Stuart MacBride looked up from his desk.

‘Morning, Constable. You the only one in?’

‘Briefing in the main incident room, sir. DCI Brooks is bringing all the DIs and sergeants up to speed on current investigations.’ Even as he said it, the constable’s face furrowed into a frown that probably matched McLean’s own.

‘I must have missed the memo.’ Still, it would explain Duguid’s earlier confusion. ‘Never mind, I’ve better things to spend my time on than listening to Brooks prattle on. You get anywhere with our mysterious tattooed man yet?’

MacBride shuffled briefly among the ordered folders on his desk, coming up with one that looked distressingly empty. At least it had the official code stencilled on the outside.

‘Nothing yet. Body’s at the mortuary waiting for a PM. I’ve had a word with Missing Persons. No one fitting the description. Can’t really do much more until we know if it’s suspicious or not.’

‘He was naked, Constable. That seems pretty suspicious to me. If he’d just fallen in upstream, I’d have expected at least a few clothes.’

‘He might’ve taken them off, sir. Isn’t that what people do sometimes, when they get really cold? The brain goes all weird and they think they’re overheating. Think I read something somewhere …’

‘Hypothermia madness. Yes, I suppose it could have been.’ McLean shook his head. ‘Well, we’ll find out soon enough. You got a time for the PM yet?’

‘No sir. I can call and find out.’ MacBride reached for his phone.

‘It can wait. I’ve another errand to attend to first. Is Ritchie about?’

‘In Brooks’s briefing along with everyone else. Anything I can help with?’ The look of hope on the young constable’s face was a sight to behold. Like a puppy desperate to be chosen from the basket. McLean could hardly bring himself to disappoint him.

‘I need her special skills,’ he said, searching for a diplomatic way of saying he’d rather not spend a couple of hours stuck in the car with MacBride when there was less eager company to be had. ‘And she’s friends with some of CID in Fife Constabulary, which might come in useful.’

‘Fife?’ MacBride’s expression went from momentary confusion to wide-eyed understanding. ‘Oh.’

‘Yes. Oh. Duguid wants me to look into that bloody mess. If you’ve any sense you’ll keep your head down here.’
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In the end it would probably have been just as easy taking MacBride. Detective Sergeant Ritchie was clearly grateful when McLean dragged her from the useless morning briefing, but she looked tired and said very little as they drove across the city towards the bridge.

‘Brooks really that bad to work for?’ he tried, as they slowed to a crawl through the endless road works at the north end, where the new crossing landed in Fife.

‘You have no idea.’ Ritchie shook her head.

‘Well, you’re back on my team now. Might come to regret that, mind.’ McLean dropped a gear and revved the engine, surging forward as the traffic finally freed up on the approach to Halbeath. There was a simple pleasure to be had in being pressed back into the seat by the power of the big V6. It sounded good, too, even if it was almost as inappropriate for his line of work as the classic that was being expensively rebuilt in a specialist workshop down in England. And quite literally a pain to get in and out of with his leg only recently out of its stookie.

Snow piled at the side of the road, grey with salt and grime; they sped past in silence. It was a long time since last he’d been out this way, but nothing much seemed to have changed. A few more modern warehouses on the outskirts of Kinross, perhaps, but what little money leached out of the capital evaporated the further north you went into the old Kingdom. Past Auchtermuchty and even the potholes felt like they’d been growing for decades.

McLean had printed out directions, but even so it took a couple of wrong turns and the helpful advice from a ruddy-faced farmer for them to finally find the place. Andrew Weatherly had not started life wealthy, if the sparse history of the man were true and not some media-spun fabrication, but he’d embraced the life of the country gentleman with great enthusiasm. His Fife residence was a large mansion, set far from the main road in a natural hollow at the end of a gentle valley. Rising up above it to the west, the largest hill in the area was swathed in deep snow, dark conifers marking out its flanks in angular blocks. It was undeniably a beautiful spot, a fact made harrowing by the terrible events that had taken place there.

A pair of uniform constables flagged him down before he could turn off the main road on to the drive. It was impossible to miss the journalists’ cars parked all around; the outside broadcast vans and television crews. McLean’s warrant card saw him through with nothing more than a raised eyebrow, but as he reached the end of the driveway, where it opened up to the front of the house, he was stopped again, this time by blue and white police tape.

‘No point pissing them off any more than we have already.’ He parked as close to the edge of the drive as he dared. Out of the warm car, the winter air hit like a slap to the face, a chill wind whistling down from the hill and going straight through him. McLean reached back into the car, dragged out his heavy woollen overcoat and pulled it on as another uniform approached.

‘You the DI from Edinburgh, aye?’

McLean nodded, showed his warrant card again. Ritchie had climbed out of the car and was checking out the scene as she pulled on a pair of black leather gloves.

‘SIO’s over in the tent.’ The officer nodded in the direction of a squat white construction a few yards away from the front door. McLean was about to head towards it, but a hand on his arm restrained him.

‘I’ll let him know you’re here. Wouldn’t want to muck up things for the forensics boys.’

McLean held the uniform’s gaze for perhaps a little longer than was polite. He was an older man, a sergeant. Perhaps the same age as Grumpy Bob. Maybe it would have been wiser to have brought him along; there weren’t many serving officers in the central region that Grumpy Bob didn’t know at least in passing.

‘You’re right,’ he said eventually. ‘No point us getting in the way. Just give us a shout when you’re ready.’

The old sergeant nodded, and wandered off at a leisurely stroll before disappearing into the tent.

‘A bit bloody rude, wasn’t he?’

McLean turned to see Ritchie leaning on the roof of the car, a scowl plastered over her freckled face. The effects of the cold wind didn’t sit well with her short-cropped red hair.

‘I seem to remember you being less than welcoming when I turned up at Donald Anderson’s burial. No one likes another force sticking their nose in.’

‘Isn’t that what Police Scotland’s meant to be all about, though? No more petty rivalries between regions. All in it together and all the other motivational bollocks I spent half of last year trying to understand.’

‘Give it time. And try not to take it too personally.’ McLean gave her what he thought was a friendly smile, got a weary one back in return. Then Ritchie’s gaze shifted to something behind him, and she pushed herself upright as if coming to attention.

‘Detective Inspector Tony McLean. Didn’t think I’d be seeing you in these parts any time soon.’

McLean turned, recognizing the voice but taking a moment to place it. A tall, thin man approached, flanked by the uniform sergeant and a white-boiler-suit-clad crime scene photographer. He was wearing a white boiler suit as well, but had undone the top half, tying the arms around his waist in a loose knot.

‘Jack?’ McLean couldn’t hide the question in his voice, even though he knew it must have sounded strange. He should have realized that a high-profile case in Fife would have had a high-ranking senior investigating officer. Detective Superintendent Jack Tennant was certainly that. And of all the people McLean could have hoped to find in charge, this was certainly his preferred option.

‘I’ve not changed that much, have I?’ The superintendent ran a hand over his forehead, chasing his receding hairline. It had been like that when McLean had first met him, must be nearly eighteen years ago. His face was a bit more lined now, thin, maybe unhealthily so. But he was undeniably the same man who’d taken a young constable on the fast track and taught him how to be a detective.

‘Sorry,’ McLean said. ‘Just didn’t expect to see you out here. I thought you were desk-bound these days.’

‘You make it sound like a painful disease, Tony. Which I suppose it is, in a way. You know as well as I do that a case like this …’ Tennant waved an arm in the general direction of the house. ‘… is way too important to be left to the people who know what they’re doing.’

‘I guess that’s why they sent me out to get in the way then.’

Tennant cocked his head to one side at the remark, then turned his attention to Ritchie. ‘And who is your new sidekick? Grumpy Bob getting too old?’

‘Detective Sergeant Kirsty Ritchie, this is Detective Superintendent Jack Tennant. It is still just superintendent, isn’t it?’

‘Ritchie. You were in Aberdeen before, weren’t you. Worked with DCI Reid.’ Tennant talked in statements, not questions, as if he were reading a résumé from inside his head.

‘Yes, sir. I transferred down about eighteen months ago.’

‘Aye. Well.’ The superintendent paused for a moment, then seemed to remember why they were all here. He turned to the uniform sergeant who had been eyeing McLean suspiciously throughout the conversation. ‘See if you can’t find us a couple more of these romper suits will you, Ben? I think it’s time we showed our Edinburgh friends the bodies.’
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They went into the house first. Whether that was on purpose, McLean wasn’t sure. He was grateful nonetheless, as the cold had begun seeping into his bones. Heavy wool might keep the worst of the wind off, but it was useless if you were wearing flimsy leather shoes and had forgotten to bring a hat.

Inside, high-powered floodlights chased away even the most tenacious of shadows. Old wooden panelling lined the walls of the hallway from floor to ceiling, shiny under the harsh glare. In the centre, an ornate chandelier hung from a beautifully moulded ceiling rose. It glittered like a starlet’s diamonds.

McLean stood in the doorway, taking in the scene as an army of white-suited forensic experts bustled around collecting evidence. Of what, he wasn’t entirely sure; there didn’t appear to be any mystery to the incident. On the other hand, Andrew Weatherly had been an important man, and other important men would be watching to see he got the treatment they felt he deserved.

‘Can we go in?’ He directed his attention to Detective Superintendent Tennant, but was answered by the nearest scene-of-crime officer, only her eyes and a stray tuft of auburn hair visible through her coveralls.

‘Stick to the marked walkways. Touch nothing.’ Brusque, and to the point.

McLean looked at the floor, a black and white chessboard of tiles scuffed by centuries of passing feet. A narrow path had been marked out with silver duct tape, leading straight towards the dark oak staircase. It was plenty wide enough to walk along without trouble, but he still felt that he might overbalance and tumble into the throng of SOC officers as he went.

Upstairs was a wide, carpeted landing not unlike the one in his own home back in Edinburgh. Doors led off to bedrooms; probably a shared bathroom as well. A couple of low dressers were piled up with the detritus of family life: a stack of clean towels waiting to go into the airing cupboard; some children’s books in a haphazard heap; a moth-eaten old teddy bear with one eye missing. There were pictures on the walls between the doors, too – modern portraits of Andrew Weatherly’s wife, mostly. She’d been a model, if memory served.

The duct-tape walkway continued, narrower up here, leading to an open door at the end of the landing. McLean sensed DS Ritchie a little too close behind him as he approached the room, almost as if she didn’t want to be left behind in the gloom. He stepped further into the room than he would have liked, in order to give her space. Then wished he really hadn’t.

It was the master bedroom; that much was obvious. Comfortably large, with two windows looking out over the front drive and the temporary forensic tent. Another pair of doors led off to the rear, probably an en-suite bathroom and dressing room. There was antique furniture, but McLean didn’t really take it in. Dominating the wall opposite the door through which he’d stepped, a vast four-poster bed held a single occupant, sitting upright, propped up by pillows once white but now stained dark crimson.

Morag Weatherly had been in bed reading when her husband had shot her; the book was still clasped lightly in her hands, nestling in her lap. He must have used a rifle, because apart from the small hole in her forehead, there was no damage to her features at all. The same could not be said for the back of her skull. By the look of the wall behind her, it had exploded, painting blood and brain matter over the flock wallpaper in a dreadful halo. At least she would have died instantly, although if the expression on her pale face was anything to go by, she’d had enough time to realize what was happening.

‘Has the pathologist been?’ McLean turned away from the grim sight, certain it would take a lot more than that for it to leave him. DS Ritchie stared past him, her face almost as pale as that of the deceased. She had a hand pressed over her face and he could see her swallowing back the urge to vomit.

‘Not here yet. Your chum Cadwallader’s on his way up from Edinburgh.’ Tennant still stood outside the bedroom, away from the view. McLean couldn’t really blame him.

‘No one nearer by?’

‘Oh, plenty. But they sent you up, and we’re not exactly short of detectives, either.’

McLean shook his head, partly at the idiocy of it all, partly in a vain attempt to dislodge the memory of Morag Weatherly’s startled face. When he looked up again, Ritchie was still transfixed.

‘Why don’t you go downstairs and wait for Angus, Sergeant?’ He reached out and touched her gently on the shoulder. The contact broke whatever spell had fallen over her with a shudder that ran through her whole body. Her gaze flicked to his face as if she’d just snapped out of a trance.

‘Sorry, sir. Don’t know what came over me. I’m not normally—’

‘There’s nothing normal about this. Not remotely.’ McLean steered Ritchie out of the room and back on to the landing. ‘Go see if you can’t find whichever SOC van’s got the kettle in it. And warn Angus what to expect when he gets here, eh?’

Tennant said nothing as DS Ritchie picked her way along the narrow duct-tape path, disappearing down the stairs into the glare of the spotlights. He waited until she was out of earshot before letting out a pent-up breath.

‘Masterfully done. Been a while since I had to extract a detective from a crime scene like that.’

‘Just didn’t want her throwing up all over the carpet. You know what forensics are like if you so much as touch anything.’

‘Still. I’d have expected better from Ritchie. Heard she was … what’s the expression?’

‘Best left unsaid.’ McLean almost looked back into the bedroom, managed to stop himself at the last moment. ‘Like I told her, not remotely normal, even for the likes of us. And I’ve a nasty feeling it’s going to get worse.’

‘I wish I could say you were wrong, Tony. I really do.’ Tennant led the way back along the landing, past the stairs and on towards the other end of the house. The parallel lines of silvery tape stopped at another open door, and once again Tennant held back.

‘That bad?’ McLean asked. The superintendent merely nodded.

This room was smaller than the master bedroom, but not by much. It had two tall windows that looked out over low outbuildings behind the house, then to trees and the snow-covered hill rising up behind. The walls were decorated with an odd mixture of childish pictures of nursery rhyme favourites and posters of the latest boy-band sensations. Or at least that’s who McLean assumed the slightly unwholesome-looking and underdressed teenagers pouting at him were.

There were two beds, side by side but far enough apart to mark out individual territories. On the right-hand bed, the covers had been turned back, as if one of Weatherly’s daughters had climbed out in the night, frightened by a noise, or a bad dream. McLean didn’t have to look far to see where she had gone for comfort. She lay alongside her twin sister, their two heads poking out from the top of the duvet, nestled in soft, white, funereal pillows. Their faces were slack, identical. At least their eyes were closed, but their stillness and perfect, pale skin were far more horrifying even than the violence that had been done to their mother.

‘How did they die?’ McLean noticed that once more Tennant had stayed outside.

‘Won’t know until the pathologist’s been. Best guess is he smothered them with a pillow. Either that or some kind of poison.’

McLean looked around the room again, and noticed the two bedside tables, each holding an empty glass smeared with the last remains of the bedtime milk they had contained. He picked one up, heard the sharp intake of breath from Tennant at the misdemeanour. Ignored it. Sniffed the glass: it smelled of milk just starting to go sour; a touch of nutmeg maybe. Nothing immediately suspicious there. He put the glass back down again exactly where it had been, and turned slowly on the spot, all the while conscious of the tiny dead bodies lying just to his left.

Judging by the indentation in the empty bed, the girls had gone to sleep separately. Had one really awoken in the night, scared enough to climb in with her sister? Maybe so. Maybe she’d been woken by the shot that had killed her mother. Angus would be able to confirm his suspicions at the autopsy.

He took one last look at the girls. At a glance you really could believe they were just sleeping. But only at a glance. The whole room screamed the wrongness of what had happened here; the whole house did. It was no wonder Ritchie felt the way she had. He felt it too. He’d seen far too many crime scenes, far too many bodies down the years, but there was something uniquely horrific about this crime and the place where it had been committed.

Carefully retracing his footsteps, McLean stepped back out of the girls’ bedroom to where Tennant waited.

‘I guess we’d better go and see Weatherly then.’

The blast of fresh air as they walked out on to the gravel driveway was almost as cold as the stare McLean had received from the SOC officer when he put an over-booted foot on to the silver duct tape crossing the hallway. It was certainly more welcoming.

DS Ritchie was leaning against the bonnet of one of the SOC Transit vans, cradling a mug in her hands. Steam curled gently from the top.

‘There’d better be more where that came from, Sergeant. Otherwise I’m going to have to pull rank on you.’

‘It’s OK, you can have it, sir. I’ve had one already.’ Ritchie held out the mug. McLean was about to take it when another hand reached past and beat him to it.

‘I believe superintendent outranks inspector?’ Tennant grinned the grin of a man who has both secured a nice hot mug of tea and escaped a terrifying ordeal. He pointed at the pop-up tent in the middle of the lawn. ‘Besides, you’re meant to be over there, giving us the benefit of your big-city criminal insight.’

McLean sighed away the retort he wanted to give, trudged across the gravel and on to the snow-covered lawn. A uniform PC stood outside the tent, looking cold and miserable. He said nothing as McLean approached, and neither did he attempt to stop him going inside.

The tent had been erected over a stone statue. Some kind of Eros-with-birdbath design as far as McLean could make out. Two white-suited technicians were fiddling with a set of spotlights, the better to illuminate the deceased, but there was plenty of light filtering through the opaque plastic of the tent to see by.

He remembered the last time he’d met Andrew Weatherly. Some police reception he’d been bullied into attending on Jayne McIntyre’s behalf. McLean knew of the man’s reputation as a ruthless businessman, and vaguely recalled someone intensely interested and focused on you for all of the five seconds it took to be introduced and for him to judge whether or not you were of any use to him. McLean, of course, had been of no use whatsoever, and so was instantly forgotten. It hadn’t bothered him at the time; he’d had run-ins with many powerful men over the years and there were plenty more worthy of contempt than Andrew Weatherly.

At least until today.

The MSP for Fife West had sat himself down in the snow, leaning his back against the statue. Shoved the rifle between his legs, the end of the barrel under his chin, and then pulled the trigger. Like his wife before him, the bullet had done most of its damage on the way out, leaving his face oddly slack but otherwise untouched. McLean walked around the edge of the tent, keeping away from the body until he was right in front of it, hunkering down for a better look. Andrew Weatherly’s lips were oddly swollen and blistered, as if he’d burned them on something not long before he died. But what was most shocking was the look of utter, abject terror in his eyes.
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‘Sorry I bugged out back there, sir. Don’t know what came over me.’

McLean risked a glance over at DS Ritchie as she sat in the passenger seat. You never got much daylight this far north in the winter, and dusk had brought with it heavy snow. Now they were crawling along the A92 in the general direction of Kirkcaldy, but they could have been closing in on the North Pole for all he could see. At least it was warm in the car, and his feet were slowly coming back to life.

‘You find out anything useful from the forensics people?’

Ritchie shook her head. ‘You know what they’re like. Don’t want to commit themselves at the best of times. Most of them thought the whole operation was a waste of time anyway.’

‘And you don’t think that’s useful to know?’

Ritchie didn’t comment. ‘What about you, sir? Did Angus have anything to say? Don’t think I’ve ever seen him looking so … I don’t know. Careworn?’

Lights flared red through the swirling mess of snow. McLean hadn’t been driving fast, but he felt the car slide a little as he dabbed the brakes. They closed on the ambulance they had been following all the way from the country residence of the late Andrew Weatherly MSP, now taking his mortal remains and those of his wife and two children back to Edinburgh City Mortuary. They really should have been going to Dundee; it was closer and had world-class facilities. But the powers that be wanted everything back in the capital. Where they could keep an eye on it.

‘Angus has a thing about children,’ he said after too long a silence. Then realized just what he’d said. ‘Christ, that makes it sound like I don’t. Like we weren’t all treading on eggshells back there. It really doesn’t help that we’re being dragged into another force’s patch, either. And don’t start on about Police Scotland and one big happy family.’

Ritchie said nothing, which only made McLean feel worse about his outburst. The snow eased off a little, and visibility improved by a couple of yards. Without thinking, he pushed down on the throttle, speeding up until they were right behind the slow-moving ambulance. He was checking his mirror and starting to pull out before he realized what he was doing, eased off and let the gap grow to a sensible distance once more.

‘That house.’ Ritchie chose to say nothing about the driving. ‘There was something very off about it.’

‘How so?’ McLean asked the question not because he didn’t agree with her, so much as it was something he’d noticed himself but not been able to put a finger on. ‘I mean, apart from the obvious, of course.’

‘Well it’s old, for starters, and that always makes a place creepy. The setting’s pretty bleak too, stuck up the end of that long drive, away from any prying eyes, under that great big hill. How the hell did anyone know Weatherly had …’ She stopped before uttering the words, as if by not saying them events might un-happen.

‘Neighbouring farmer heard gunshots in the dark. He runs the local shoot, so he knew there shouldn’t have been anyone out. Especially not at that time of the night. He called it in, and since Mr Weatherly is … was … such an important man, a squad car went straight out.’ That much McLean had learned from Jack Tennant over a mug of purloined tea. ‘I pity the poor bastard constable who found him sprawled out on the lawn like that.’

He shuddered, reached out and cranked the heater up to full. The temperature gauge on the dashboard said minus eight now, and had given up flashing. The cold that filled him was deeper still than that. A different kind of chill.

‘So what do we do next?’ Ritchie asked. ‘I take it this investigation is top priority.’

‘Until some sod decides they want it swept under the carpet, yes. We’ll need to establish a timeline, Weatherly’s movements leading up to …’ McLean found he couldn’t say the words either. ‘And we’ll have to make a stab at finding out some kind of motive, I guess. I’ll get MacBride to look into his business dealings. We’ll have to set up interviews with his secretary, agent, anyone else in daily contact, really.’

The rest of the journey back to the city was taken up with similar talk. After a while Ritchie even took out her notebook and began scribbling down actions in it. Almost as if the more distance they put between themselves and the terrible house, the less of a hold it had on them. As he pulled into the car park at the back of the station and finally switched off the engine, McLean couldn’t help wondering what that hold had been.

He was surprised and pleased to find Mrs McCutcheon’s cat waiting for him when he finally arrived home. It sat in the middle of the large kitchen table, cleaning itself in that meticulous way that cats do. Whether it was really interested in him, or only there for the takeaway curry he’d picked up on the way, he couldn’t be sure. There was plenty for the both of them anyway, and at least the cat never tried to drink his beer.

He almost dropped the bag and its precious contents when the doorbell rang, so alien was the sound.

‘Mine,’ McLean said to the cat as he headed out of the kitchen to see who had decided to pay him a visit. It took an embarrassing length of time to get the door unlocked and draw the bolts before he could open it. At least he managed to find the switch this time, bathing both porch and hall in light and revealing a short figure in a long, dark cloak standing on the threshold.

‘Inspector. I hope I’m not intruding.’

McLean dredged the depths of his memory, knowing the face but quite unable to put a name to it. It was a friendly face, female and framed with an unruly tangle of greying black hair. She wore overlarge spectacles that made it quite difficult to see any other features, but he knew the voice, too. Then he saw the white dog collar and black shirt just visible through the folds of the heavy woollen scarf draped around her neck. The last time he’d seen the local minister she had been leading carol singers about her parish, but that was two years ago. Now he thought about it, they’d not been back last year.

‘Minister … I … Do come in.’ In the circle of light cast by the open door, he could see great clumps of snow not so much floating as plummeting down outside. The back end of his car was already covered.

‘Many thanks.’ The minister stepped inside, stamped her feet a couple of times on the mat, but didn’t unbutton her cloak. ‘It’s Mary. Mary Currie. Don’t worry. I never expected you to remember.’

Except that as soon as she’d started to say it, he had remembered. ‘Sorry. I was getting there, slowly. And it’s Tony, by the way. Please, come in. I’m afraid it’s not much warmer than outside, but you can come through to the kitchen.’

‘Perhaps another time. I can’t stay long. On my way to visit old Mr Pemberton at number seven. I saw the light as I was passing the drive end, though. Thought I’d pop in. Been hoping to catch you for quite a while now.’

‘You’re not going to invite me to Sunday’s service, are you? Only I do so hate to disappoint.’

The minister smiled. Her glasses had steamed up and she took them off to clean with a white handkerchief she produced from a pocket. Without them obscuring her features, McLean saw an old face, one that had seen a lot of wear. But a welcoming, friendly face, too.

‘I know better than to preach to Esther McLean’s grandson. You want to come to church, you’re always welcome. You don’t … well, maybe sometime we can have a cup of tea and talk about your donation to the church roof repair fund.’

It made sense now. He’d seen the photocopied flyer someone had posted through his door, read the story and thought ‘why not?’ He didn’t believe in God, didn’t really think about it much. But the church itself was a central part of the local community, a building that had stood for centuries. He’d walked past it often enough in his life, had even been inside a few times back when Kirsty was still alive. So he’d dug out his chequebook and sent them a sum that was probably on the generous side.

‘How’s it coming along?’

‘Thanks to you, and old Mr Pemberton, we’ve made our target. The roofers will be in just as soon as the weather breaks. So really, thank you, Tony. And I mean it when I say you’re always welcome. You don’t have to pray.’ The minister smiled again, and obscured her face by putting her glasses back on. Then she seemed to notice that she was standing in the midst of the post, scattered around the mat where it had been shoved through the letterbox. With a nimbleness that belied the age written in her face, she crouched down and gathered it all together.

‘There you go.’ She handed the bundle over. ‘I’ll leave you be now. Goodnight, Tony. And bless you.’

McLean watched her stride through the snow, a latter-day Queen Wenceslas on her way back down the drive to her engagement with lucky old Mr Pemberton. She didn’t look back, and had long since disappeared into the darkness when he realized he was letting cold and snow in. Shaking his head, he closed, bolted and locked the door again, flicked off the light and headed back to the kitchen’s warm, curry-filled embrace.

‘I said that was mine.’

McLean glared at the cat, sniffing around the plastic carrier bag he’d dumped on the counter. It looked at him with an expression that plainly said it disagreed. He dropped the pile of post on the table and went to fetch himself a beer from the fridge. There was one left, which meant that a shopping trip was due in the near future. The thought of it filled him with a greater dread even than the prospect of investigating Andrew Weatherly’s violent end.

Drink poured, he turned his attention to the letters. They were, as expected, mostly circulars, junk and catalogues addressed to his grandmother. There were a couple of letters from his solicitor concerning the flat in Newington which he would have to pay a bit more attention to when his mind was less distracted, some bank statements, and other stuff that could be loosely categorized as paperwork. As if he didn’t get enough of that at work. Nothing of any great importance.

He transferred most of the rice and curry to a plate, spooning a healthy portion into the cat’s bowl to ensure at least a few minutes’ peace while he ate. The catalogues addressed to his grandmother were mostly plastic-wrapped and about as interesting as a talk on slugs. One was perhaps slightly better produced though: square-bound thicker card for the cover, and a glossy photograph of a middle-aged woman wearing outdoor clothes that were almost sensible. More for lack of anything better to do than any actual interest, he pulled the catalogue towards him and began leafing through the pages, spooning mouthfuls of Rogan Josh into his mouth as he went.

He nearly choked on a chunk of beef when he saw the postcard.

It must have slipped in between the pages as the postman was tipping the whole delivery through the door. The only reason he didn’t immediately think it just part of the catalogue package was that it was so cheap, so obviously a holiday postcard, that he picked it up and turned it over. Saw his address, the tight-packed writing not immediately easy to read, the tiny little scrawled signature down in the bottom corner where the limited space for words had finally run out. A loopy ‘E’ followed by ‘XXX’. Just the sight of those letters sent a shiver down his spine.

A movement to one side was the cat leaping up on to the table. It paid no heed to the remains of his curry, paced deliberately up to the card and rubbed its face against it, as if it were a person’s hand. Absentmindedly, McLean reached out and began scratching the cat behind its ears and soon the kitchen was filled with a contented purring. He squinted at the tiny, terrible handwriting and slowly pieced together what Emma had written.

Followed trail across France. We’re making good progress but it’s early days. Mostly keeping spirits up, but there are days the burden is heavy. Lots of v. helpful people – pls say thanks to Rose for the contacts when U see him next. Thought you might like to know this is where DA first found the book. He’s at peace now. No idea how long this will take. Will keep in touch. E XXX

McLean flipped over the card again, saw a series of badly taken photographs of a ruined monastery somewhere in the Pyrenees. That was something he didn’t really want to have to think about right now. Bad enough that Emma had left on her mad, strange quest. For a while, a short while, the house hadn’t been cold and empty. She’d been there, damaged but cheerful. And Jenny Nairn, too. There’d been food in the fridge and beer in the cellar. Happy days indeed.

He slumped back in the kitchen chair, let the postcard fall to the table. Mrs McCutcheon’s cat started to bat it with a paw, as if it might somehow come to life and play. Soon enough it’d knock it to the floor and then lose interest. A glance up at the clock on the wall showed it was late. He could go to bed; it would certainly be more comfortable than the chair. But bed was upstairs in the cold, silent house. At least here he had some company.

The card was just about to tip over the edge when he caught it up, earning an old-fashioned look from the cat. McLean scanned the words again, picturing Emma as he’d last seen her. He’d offered to go with her. No, he’d pleaded with her to let him come. But she’d been adamant that this was a task she needed to do alone. He couldn’t even quite understand why she needed to do it at all, or indeed what exactly it was she was doing, but the path she’d set out on was the only thing bringing her back to some semblance of sanity; of the old, bubbly and irrepressible Emma he’d fallen for. He’d let her go, reluctantly, in the hope that she’d get it out of her system, travel Europe on her own for a while. Maybe even further afield. But that was the key point; she was doing it alone.

So who were the ‘we’ she kept referring to in the postcard?

The answer was staring him in the face. Those few times in their all-too-short relationship Emma had left him a note, she’d always signed it Em. It had been another woman, a long time ago, who’d signed with the first letter of her name. Not an E at all, but a K.
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‘You know if you go digging too deep you’re going to find something nasty.’

Grumpy Bob stood at the top end of the incident room, cradling a large mug with a Bugatti logo on it. The smell wafting from the surface of the coffee suggested it hadn’t been filled anywhere in the station. McLean knew better than to ask where the sergeant had got it from.

‘I rather get the impression that’s expected of me.’ He watched as DS Ritchie handed out assignments to the gaggle of constables drafted in to the investigation. It made a change to have a lot of manpower to play with, but he wasn’t stupid enough to think it could last. He wondered how long it would be before he was called up in front of Duguid to account for his progress, or lack of it. But of course it was the superintendent who had assigned him the case, and precisely so that he would dig deeper than necessary. That would be an interesting conundrum for him.

‘Politics is a right bugger.’ Grumpy Bob put his finger on the key fact.

‘Aye, and office politics is even worse. Still. I’ll do what I always do and sod the consequences.’

Whatever Grumpy Bob’s response to that was going to be, it was cut short by the arrival of a breathless DC MacBride. He had a tablet computer of some description clutched in one hand; God alone knew where he
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