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About the Book

FOR OUR SINS

The wages of sin is death.

The gripping new thriller in the Sunday Times-bestselling phenomenon that is the Inspector McLean series, from one of Scotland’s most celebrated crime writers

The partial collapse of a disused Edinburgh church reveals a dead body in the rubble, his head badly smashed by falling masonry. Soon identified as an old ex-con - Kenny Morgan - his death is put down to a heart attack and deemed non-suspicious.

Tony McLean is approached by a notorious crime lord who suggests the police should be looking into Morgan’s death more closely. Despite struggling with his recent retirement, he is reluctant to involve himself.

But when a second man is found dead in another disused church, his forehead branded with a cross, this time it is clearly murder.

There’s a killer stalking the streets of Edinburgh. Is it time for McLean to get back to doing what he does best?




This one’s for the booksellers,

who don’t get nearly enough praise.
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January 8th 1983 – Saturday

He can still feel the heat of the priest’s breath on his face, smell the stink of whisky, hear the harshly whispered words echo in his head.

‘Stay there and don’t make a sound. You know what will happen if you do.’

It’s dark here in the closet, warm as he is surrounded by the cassocks so recently removed by the other altar boys. He still wears his. Knows it will be worse for him if he takes it off before he’s told to. It will be worse for him whatever he does. The interruption feels like a small blessing. But soon enough the distraction will be done, the special ministrations begin.

God’s love, visited through him. That’s what Father O’Connell says, and isn’t he God’s voice? What he says, what he does, can’t be wrong. A priest cannot sin. Can he?

Footsteps on the stone floor, and he shrinks back into the closet, wraps the cassocks around himself, breath stopped, eyes squeezed tight. He does not want him to come back, even as he knows it is a sin to refuse God’s grace.

A noise of the closet door being yanked open. He can only hold still as a growing warmth spreads from his crotch and down his leg. Fear smells like piss.

An eternity passes as he waits for the hand to reach in and grab him. And then the closet door slams. He trembles with relief as he hears new noises. The clink and thud of silver against silver. Another crash, the familiar sound of the vestry door as it slams shut. And then a silence falls so total he wonders if he has gone deaf. Only his heart, and the soft bubbling of snot from his nose reassure him he has not.

How long does he wait there, unable to move? An hour? Five minutes? He cannot say. And then another sound, low like the sad keening of an injured beast. It rises and falls until he can’t know whether it is real or his imagination. He reaches for the door, black in front of him. Father O’Connell had latched it closed, but now it swings open to his touch. Slowly, wincing at the dampness in his trousers, he steps out of the closet.

Across the small vestry, the door to the outside hangs ajar. The censer, chalice and candlesticks are gone from where they had been left for him to polish for Sunday mass. Chairs lie on the floor, hymnals scattered and ripped. The priest is nowhere to be seen.

He should flee, he knows. Run all the way home. But he knows, too, the hell that awaits those who disobey God’s will. And who knows God’s will better than a priest? Slowly, reluctantly, he walks a squelching path to the other door and the nave beyond.

‘Father?’

His voice trembles and squeaks, he knows it will annoy the priest. But there is no answer from the gloom. No light from the dirty, stained-glass windows. Only fat candles on the altar to cast any illumination.

‘Father?’

He takes the two stone steps down, passes the pews and into the aisle. A nod of the head, the instinctive sign of the cross as he turns to face the altar. And that’s when he sees.

Father O’Connell lies on his front, arms wide as if he’s genuflecting. But he is still, so still. No sound of murmured prayer. A step towards the altar, uncertain. Then another, and a third. He cannot see the priest’s face, his lank black hair splayed out around his head like a fan. Longer than it should be, it spreads past his shoulders, down the steps to the chancel.

Not hair. Blood.

He crouches by the still form, unsure what to do. There is so much blood. Is the priest dead? Before the thought has faded, a hand reaches out and grabs his wrist. That same hand that has touched him too many times before, administered God’s special grace. He tries to pull away, but the grip is too strong, the weight of it heavy as the priest pulls himself slowly around. Bloodshot eyes, crazy and wide with something that looks like fear. Flecks of bloody spittle cover his lips, spot the rough stubble on his chin as the priest croaks in a voice laced with panic and despair and utter, utter terror.

‘Help. Me.’
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She’d seen the church before, too many times to recall. If she thought about it, Detective Sergeant Janie Harrison could probably remember a time when it was still being used, but she’d be hard pushed to say exactly when the windows had been boarded up, and the graffiti had started climbing the old sandstone walls like colourful mould. It was all but impossible to tell how long ago, what with the pandemic losing everyone a couple of years, but a while back the scaffolding had gone up at one end. Not building work, so much as an effort to stop the whole place from falling down. It hadn’t worked; a section of roof caving in after the heavy winter snow. And now that spring was on the way, and the weather was improving, someone had finally signed off on a proper demolition.

‘Sad when these old buildings are left to rot.’

Beside her in the driving seat, Detective Constable Cass Mitchell guided their pool car slowly under the police cordon tape hastily strung across the road and lifted up for them by a bored uniform. Janie thought she might have recognised him from her old station, before she moved into plain clothes and one of the city’s Major Incident Teams, but before she could get a proper look, Mitchell had moved on towards a suitable parking space.

‘I guess there’s not enough people believe in God these days. All too busy worshipping in the St James Quarter of a Sunday.’

Mitchell glanced across at Janie as she switched off the engine, an expression of mock horror on her face. ‘That’s a bit cynical for this time of the morning.’

‘Well, it’s true isn’t it, Cass. No congregation means no collection.’ Janie climbed out of the car and felt the cool morning air on her face, the slight scent of the Forth on the air all but obliterated by the exhaust fumes spilling over from nearby Ferry Road. She waved a hand at the derelict church. ‘Place like this would cost a fortune to heat, and that’s even before fuel prices went mental. I’m surprised it’s taken them this long to turn it into flats.’

‘Not exactly the best part of town for a trendy church conversion though, is it?’ Mitchell gestured at the drab grey housing that made up most of the street. They weren’t all that far from Trinity, with its large mansion houses and posh boutique shops, but that was the way of it with Edinburgh. A few hundred yards could be the difference between old-moneyed affluence and grinding poverty. ‘Place could use a youth centre or some kind of community hub. Guess there’s never enough money to go around.’

‘Aye, well. Let’s go see what all the fuss is about.’ Janie scanned the cars already parked, noting the battered forensics van alongside a mud-spattered old Land Rover she recognised. The pathologist was already here, then. And probably Janie’s flatmate too.

Half of the street had already been fenced off, a Portakabin and some heavy demolition machinery squeezed into too small a space alongside what must have been the kirk’s rear entrance. Had there been a manse here once? If so, Janie could see no sign of it any more among the ranks of council semis.

‘Detective Sergeant Harrison?’ The uniform officer who’d let them in approached with a weary tread, no doubt at the end of his shift and wondering when his relief would arrive.

‘That’s me.’ Janie almost pulled out her warrant card, but instead nodded towards her colleague. ‘DC Mitchell.’

‘Aye, Cass’n me go back a-ways.’ The young officer grinned for a moment, then stopped himself. ‘You’ll be wanting to see the body then.’

Janie looked up at the kirk, its roofline jagged where rafters had given way and slates had fallen through. ‘It safe in there?’

‘All shored up proper, like. Least that’s what the building site manager tells us.’

‘Where’s the CSM? We’d better sign in and grab some overalls before we do anything else.’

The constable directed them to the Portakabin, his step lighter as he moved away from the building and out into the street. It didn’t fill Janie with much confidence, and neither did the addition of hard hats to their white paper overalls. Forensics had already laid out a clear path to the body though, which made her hope they’d at least checked out enough of the area.

‘You want me to wait outside?’ Mitchell asked as they approached the open door. ‘Might be a bit crowded in there.’

Janie peered into the gloom, making out a fairly intact space. If there had been pews, they were long gone, and the wooden floorboards looked suspiciously rotten in places.

‘Aye, OK. Go speak to the builders or whatever. Find out who found the body and how. Pathologist’s already here so the duty doctor must have been and gone. We’ll need to know who had access, when it was last checked over before today, what their schedule is, and who actually owns the place.’ Janie stopped talking as she could see from Mitchell’s face the detective constable already knew all this. Unlike Janie, she hadn’t put her hard hat on, and was twirling it nervously between her hands. Not a fan of enclosed spaces, Janie remembered.

‘Meet you back at the car when we’re done,’ Mitchell said, then flicked her gaze upwards to take in the kirk and its perilous roof. ‘Be careful in there, aye?’

‘Always.’ Janie turned away, took a deep breath, and stepped inside.

Across the threshold it was as if she had entered another world. The dull roar of the Ferry Road and the lower rumble of the city were both muted to almost nothing, despite the gaping hole in the roof. Janie stopped for a moment, taking in the whole scene before she had to focus on the particular. As she’d seen from outside, the interior had been stripped bare already. No pews lined up for the faithful to rest their arses upon, no pulpit or lectern for the priest to admonish them from. Even the few memorials that must have adorned the walls had been ripped away, the gaps in the plaster too regular to be collapsed from mould.

Most of the roof looked to be in reasonable condition, with only the altar end rotted and fallen in, and that only on one side. The light flooding through the gap had a grey quality, like used bathwater, illuminating a tumble of broken rafters and cracked slates piled up against the end wall. That was where the support scaffolding had been erected on the outside, and Janie could see the cracks and bowing where the whole altar end threatened to fall down. More light filtered in from the corner, a tumble of collapsed masonry and plaster reaching to a point in front of the altar where a small group of people clustered around something.

She approached the scene with care, sticking to the marked path, both because she didn’t want to be shouted at by any of the forensics technicians and because the floor looked like it might collapse at any moment. There might not be anything underneath but hard-packed dirt, of course, but Janie didn’t want to chance her luck with there being an extensive and deep crypt of some form. As she neared the group, she began to make out the body, thinking at first that it seemed rather short. At the same time as she realised why it was short, one of the forensic technicians noticed her. Manda Parsons gave her a wicked grin.

‘Ah, Janie. You’re here. Glad they sent you and not Sandy. She’s awfy squeamish when it comes to this sort of thing.’

Janie had last seen Manda only a few hours earlier as they both ate a swift breakfast in the kitchen of the flat they shared across the city, in Bruntsfield. She’d not expected to see her again until late evening when she’d been hoping they might share a bottle of wine and a pizza while desperately trying not to talk shop. But wasn’t that supposed to be the joy of the job? That you never knew what each new day would throw at you?

Squeamish, though. It was true that Detective Sergeant Sandy Gregg didn’t have the strongest of stomachs. She was the best when it came to organising an investigation, not so good when it got dirty. Or bloody. Janie inched her way into the circle of people, looked down and understood what her flatmate meant.

It was a man’s body. She could tell that much from the clothes, the overall build, the heavy scuffed leather boots and most of all the hands. They lay at his sides, clenched into loose fists that showed off the badly-done tattoos across his fingers. His stomach strained against his jacket, and he’d probably complain that his trousers had shrunk in the wash if he weren’t dead. And if he had a mouth to speak with.

The best she could tell, he had been lying on the floor in front of the altar when the wall had fallen in from outside. The rubble had engulfed his head and shoulders, crushing them entirely if the pooled blood and flecks of brain matter were any indication. Not much blood though, Janie saw. Chances were he’d been dead beforehand.

‘Did nobody check the place was empty before they started?’ She looked from person to person, but aside from Manda there was only another forensic technician, the pathologist and his assistant. None of them were likely to know.

‘Sorry. Stupid question.’ Janie turned her attention to the only man in the group, apart from the deceased. ‘What can you tell me, Tom?’

The pathologist crouched down beside the body and shone a hand torch over the more gruesome bits. Tom MacPhail had been taking on a more leading role of late, as Angus Cadwallader eased himself into a long-overdue retirement. Janie missed the old man, but Tom was a good second choice. He knew his job and didn’t let himself get too annoyed at her sometimes inane questions.

‘Not a lot here, I’m afraid. You can see as well as I can that his head’s been stoved in, but the lack of blood suggests he was dead before that happened. Core temperature’s close enough to ambient that he must have died late last night or very early this morning. Long before the workmen started at least.’

‘Did he die here?’

MacPhail raised a greying eyebrow. ‘Strange you should ask that first. Most people want to know what the victim died of. Except Tony, of course. He always wants a time of death even though he knows we can’t give anything accurate. I think it’s his little joke, you know?’

Janie did. She also noted the pathologist still referred to retired Detective Inspector McLean in the present tense, as if not yet accepting that the man would never grace a crime scene again. She hoped that too, but wasn’t going to hold her breath waiting. It had been months since McLean had handed in his resignation, after all.

‘But it’s a good question all the same.’ MacPhail eased himself upright with a minimum of groaning and not a click from either of his knees to be heard. ‘If he hadn’t been so badly damaged, I’d have been able to say with certainty one way or the other. As it is, the area’s too badly contaminated to be sure. We’ll have to get him out of here and back to the mortuary before I can give you any more detail. On that or what killed him.’

Janie stared down at the corpse, her thoughts branching out in swift possibilities until, with a conscious effort, she reeled them all back in again. ‘Do we have any idea who he is?’

‘That I can help you with.’ Manda Parsons crouched down beside the body and came back up clutching a clear plastic evidence bag. Unlike the pathologist, her knees made a horrible popping noise that echoed in the empty church, and she gave a little grimace of pain.

‘This was in his jacket pocket.’ She held out the bag to reveal a wallet inside. Old leather, shiny in places, scuffed in others. ‘Might not be his, of course. Might be planted to throw you off the scent. But if it is his, then he’s Kenneth Morgan. Lives up Granton way. Not far. And by the look of his boots, he’s not afraid of walking.’

The name meant nothing to Janie, but it was somewhere to start. She opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by an ominous creaking groan. Not from her flatmate this time. By the way all heads turned towards the back wall, it was clear she’d not imagined it either.

‘Bodybag. I think we need to get him moved now.’ MacPhail spoke to Manda Parsons, but it was the other forensic technician who knelt down and rolled out the black plastic. Janie stepped back to give everyone room to work, letting those that knew what they were doing get on with their jobs as swiftly as they could. As the bag was zipped up, another groan issued from the back wall, followed by a crack like thunder as something important gave way.
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‘Everybody out. Now.’ Janie backed away towards the door, fully expecting them to leave the body behind. It wasn’t like the man was going to get any more dead. To her frustration, MacPhail shoved his case at his assistant and then stooped to pick up the bodybag at one end. He almost dropped it as another thunderous crack boomed in the nave. A beam of dusty light speared through a new split in the altar wall. Everyone else had already scarpered, and he looked up at her with a mixture of fear and confusion on his face.

‘Oh for God’s sake.’ She hurried back, grabbed the other end of the bag. The body was surprisingly light, or was it fear that lent her strength? Janie shook the thought away as together they manhandled their prize along the marked path and out the door, a lot less carefully than when she had entered the building.

As they crossed the threshold, a deep rumble erupted from the rear of the building, like some mythical beast awakening. Over the pathologist’s shoulder, Janie saw the wall cave in on itself, the area where the body had been lying mere moments earlier engulfed in a landslide of rocks and plaster dust. The already weak roof collapsed in on top of it, taking out the last of the forensic tech’s lights. A blast of air exploded through the doorway, as if someone had thrown a grenade into the kirk. Stumbling down the steps towards the pavement and the road beyond, the two of them lost their footing and fell in a heap along with the body.

‘Well, that was a bit bloody stupid.’ Janie struggled out from under the mess, her fear escaping from her as anger. The rage died as quickly as it had come when she saw the looks on the faces of everyone else. Wide-eyed, dazed, shocked. She knew how they all felt.

‘Anybody hurt?’ she asked as she climbed to her feet before helping MacPhail up, too. That nobody answered seemed indication enough, but a quick head count assured her everyone had escaped the collapse with nothing more than bruised egos and scuffed trousers. The forensic technician stared open-mouthed at the doorway, still spilling out fine plaster dust, no doubt mourning the loss of her lights and clear path markers. The site manager, who’d assured them the building was safe enough for now, was nowhere to be seen.

‘Right then. I guess we’d better be getting this poor fellow to the mortuary.’ MacPhail bent down and gently eased the bodybag into something less crumpled than it had been. His assistant looked from the church to her boss and then to Janie, raised a single eyebrow. She swept off her plastic hard hat and tugged the hood of her paper overalls down to reveal spiky dyed red hair. In the gloom of the church, Janie had thought she was the pathologist’s usual assistant, but she didn’t recognise this woman at all.

‘I don’t suppose we’ll be needing all this protective clothing any more,’ she said in an accent that was unmistakably Welsh. ‘Not going to get much in the way of forensics from in there now, are we.’

As if to emphasise her point, another low rumble and clatter of rocks signalled yet further collapse of the building. A single round stone rolled slowly out through the open door and came to a halt right on the edge of the first step.

‘Please tell me we at least got some photographs.’ Janie pulled her own hard hat off and loosened the neck of her boiler suit as she spoke.

‘Not as many as I’d like, but it’s better than nothing.’ Manda Parsons held up a digital camera that hung from a strap around her neck. ‘Shame about the lights, mind you. That’s going to come out of someone’s budget, and I don’t think it should be mine.’

Janie heard the fear in her friend’s voice, and the anger. Same as she felt herself. They were all on the edge of shock, which was understandable. She looked around to see where DC Mitchell had got to, saw her standing a good bit further from the unstable building than the rest of them. Halfway across the road, to be precise.

‘Perhaps we should all move, aye? Don’t much fancy my chances if any more of that wall comes down.’

She stooped to pick up the feet end of the bodybag, but the pathologist’s assistant stepped in. ‘Here, let me. Not sure it’s either of our jobs, really. But needs must, eh?’

‘Cheers. I’m Detective Sergeant Harrison by the way. Janie. Don’t think we’ve met before.’

‘Cerys. Cerys Powell. And no, we’ve not. Tom’s told me a bit about you, though.’

Janie glanced at the man, but all she could see was the top of his head, a small bald spot beginning to form in the middle of his unruly greying black hair.

She was about to ask what exactly the pathologist had said, but he glanced up then, gaze fixed on his assistant. ‘OK, Cerys. Let’s get him into the van, shall we. On three. Two three.’

Janie stepped aside as the two of them lifted the bodybag and carried it carefully out to the pavement where a mortuary van waited, wheeled gurney pulled out from its open rear doors. Manda and her assistant were busy putting their remaining equipment into the boxes they’d sensibly left outside. She’d catch up with them later, she decided. Time to see what Cass Mitchell had found out. Maybe track down the site manager and give him a piece of her mind too.

‘Glad I didn’t go in there with you,’ the detective constable said as Janie approached her, jutting her chin out in the direction of the kirk as if there was any doubt as to what she had meant by ‘in there’.

‘Aye. Don’t know how everyone else is feeling, but I nearly shat myself.’ Janie held up one hand, unsurprised to see it still shaking slightly. Maybe not a good time to chew off the site manager’s ear after all. ‘Think I need a sit down and a coffee.’

‘Sweet tea’s meant to be better for shock,’ Mitchell said without a hint of irony.

‘I’m no . . .’ Janie started to protest, then stopped herself. ‘Aye, you’re probably right enough.’

‘There’s a kettle in the Portakabin there. Sure they’ll have teabags on a building site.’

Janie followed Mitchell’s gaze in the direction of the site office. The glass of its single window reflected too much of the sky to see anything inside, but she couldn’t help thinking it was closer to the decidedly unsafe building than she wanted to get right now. Judging by the way all of the uniform officers had retreated to their squad cars across the road, they didn’t want to be too near the kirk either. She found herself unable to blame them, and in much of the same mind.

‘Let’s see if we can’t find a nice, safe cafe nearby. Something that’s not likely to collapse on us when we’re no’ looking. Then you can tell me what you found out while I was almost crushed to death.’

They ended up in the corner of a rather weary-looking self-service cafe in the nearby supermarket. Despite Mitchell’s advice, Janie went for a large latte, dispensed from a machine that whirred and hummed but didn’t seem to make any grinding noises. In deference to her colleague, she poured rather more sachets of sugar into it than were healthy, then regretted it when she tasted the result.

‘According to the site manager, the place was locked up tight last night. No sign of forced entry when he arrived at six this morning.’ Mitchell sipped at her paper cup of suspiciously green fizzy pop and made a face.

‘Six? Seems a bit early, doesn’t it?’

‘He wouldn’t have been there at all if someone hadn’t called in about the wall collapsing.’ Mitchell pulled out her notebook and flipped pages until she found what she was looking for. ‘Irene Canter. Lives up the road a bit. Works nights. Apparently, she heard a ruckus about half four and went to see what it was all about. There’s a number on the side of the Portakabin for the contractors, so she gave it a call.’

‘We got her details? Probably ought to have a wee chat to confirm it all.’

Mitchell nodded, flipped another page. ‘Bernie. That’s the site manager. He came over soon as he heard. They’ve monitors on the walls to detect movement apparently. Something to do with how they plan on demolishing it safely. But they’re all on the back, not the corner where it caved in. He was a bit evasive about that, but I think it’s just professional embarrassment, you know? He was checking the sensors when he spotted the body. Called it in straight away.’

Janie took another sip of her coffee. It wasn’t so bad once your tastebuds had been battered into submission by the sweetness, and she needed the caffeine to sharpen up her brain after the shock.

‘Did he go in?’

Mitchell shook her head. ‘Said he wanted to do a full visual check on the outside before declaring it safe enough. By the time he’d done that our lot had turned up.’

‘And he was sure it was safe for us to go in?’

‘That’s what he said. Showed me the computer readout and everything. You going to lodge a complaint?’

‘No, no. That’s not it. I know builders. One of my brothers works in the trade. I know what folk say about cutting corners and all, but they really don’t when safety’s at stake. It’s just no’ worth the risk.’

‘Well, he got it wrong this time, didn’t he.’ Mitchell spoke as if it had been her nearly crushed by a collapsing church wall. Janie gripped both sides of her mug, suppressed the shudder that ran through her at the memory. Had they really been in danger? They’d moved out swiftly enough after the first crack. Well, apart from bloody Tom MacPhail. In the end, nobody had been hurt, and chances were they’d not need much in the way of forensics from the scene anyway. Probably the old man had wandered in for one last look at his local kirk before it was demolished, had a heart attack and . . .

‘How do you suppose he got in there?’ The thought that had been niggling away at the back of her mind worked its way through the jumble that Janie knew was delayed shock. ‘I mean, the place was locked, wasn’t it? All the windows were boarded up too.’

‘I asked him that.’ Mitchell took another sip of her drink, did another grimace. ‘He said the only ways in were the door you all used and the big doors at the front. Main doors were locked, but the side door wasn’t.’

‘Someone forgot to check when they left last night?’

‘Seems likely. I’ve asked for a list of everyone working there, in case we need to talk to them all. D’you think that’ll be necessary, though? We don’t even know if the death’s suspicious.’

Janie took another sip of oversweet coffee, the taste of powdered milk made even worse by too much sugar. Why had she come here rather than heading straight back to the station? Even the canteen coffee was better than this.

‘You’re right, Cass. We’re overthinking this. There’s no point worrying about anything until Tom’s given us a cause of death. We’ve a name and address for the old boy. Might as well stop by on the way back to the station, see if there’s anyone home. Speak to the neighbours if not.’

Mitchell raised a razor thin eyebrow, her smooth-shaved dark skin wrinkling over the top of her head. ‘You have a name?’

‘Did I not say?’ Without thinking, Janie reached into her coat pocket and pulled out the evidence bag with the contents of the dead man’s pockets still inside. Her hand had known it was there, even though she had only a vague memory of scooping it up off the ground before she’d grabbed the bodybag and helped Tom MacPhail to haul it out of the collapsing kirk. Technically, it should have been logged. It was a serious breach of protocol to take evidence away without telling the crime scene manager. ‘Shit. I knew I was shaken up. Didn’t think it was that bad. Ah well. I’ll have a word. Make sure it’s sorted.’

‘So who is he then?’ Mitchell asked, clearly less concerned about chain of evidence.

‘Kenneth Morgan, apparently.’ Janie eased the wallet out of the bag and opened it up. Inside were a couple of twenty pound notes, some old receipts and a pair of bank cards. Shoved in a side pocket, a photo ID driver’s licence showed a gruff-looking man, jowly where the fat of middle age had melted away and left the skin behind. There was no way to tell if this was the man they had found, since his head had been crushed by falling masonry. Nevertheless, it was a fair assumption.

‘Lives up on the Granton Road. One of the old tenements, by the look of the address.’ Janie slipped the licence back where it had come from and returned the wallet to the evidence bag. She looked at her latte, still only half drunk. Decided she didn’t need any more caffeine, certainly no more sugar. ‘Shall we go have a look?’
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As suspected, the address was one of a short row of stone tenements at the eastern end of Lower Granton Road. A line of three-storey buildings in dirty sandstone, their windows grimed with salt spray from the Firth of Forth. Janie didn’t know the area well, but the view across the water to Fife must have been spectacular on a good day. Whether that was enough to make up for the rain and wind she had no idea. Both were making life miserable by the time they arrived. Heavy squalls fizzed the choppy water before spattering against the road, the cars and then the stonework.

‘Always wondered what it would be like to live out this way,’ Mitchell said as she guided the pool car into a space somewhat further away from the door they wanted than Janie would have liked.

‘Wet.’

‘Aye, I get that, now.’

They waited for a gap in the showers, as a break in the clouds let sunlight briefly turn the scene into glittering diamonds. Janie hadn’t thought it that cold at the kirk, but here on the very edge of the firth the wind cut them like a knife as they hurried along the narrow pavement to the tenement door. An ancient electronic entry phone system suggested six flats, although none of the names read Morgan. Janie was reaching for one at random when Mitchell pushed the door with her foot, neither of them particularly surprised to see it swing open.

Inside, a narrow passage led to the back of the tenement and a stone stair poorly illuminated by grubby windows at the upper landings. Doors for the ground-floor flats led off to either side. The address in Morgan’s wallet had been 2Fl, top floor, although which side of the building that meant was anyone’s guess. As Janie was lifting her foot to the first stone step, the door to one of the ground-floor flats opened a crack, and an eye stared out at them. In the gloom of the unlit passageway, at first she thought it was a child, but as her vision adjusted so Janie saw the eye belonged to an elderly woman perhaps no more than four feet tall.

‘Who’re youse?’ The voice cracked with suspicion and fear.

‘Sorry to disturb you, ma’am.’ Janie pulled out her warrant card and held it up, aware that it would be all but impossible to see in the semi-darkness. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Harrison. This is my colleague Detective Constable Mitchell. We’re looking for a Mr Kenneth Morgan?’

‘He’s no’ here.’

‘Do you know him, Ms . . .?’ Janie left an opening for the woman to introduce herself, which was ignored.

‘Went oot last night. Never came back.’

Well, at least they were at the right address.

‘Do you know him well?’

‘Youse sure you’re polis?’ A pause, and Janie saw the old woman’s gaze flick past her to where Mitchell stood. ‘Youse don’t look like polis.’

Janie heard Mitchell’s weary sigh, knowing she probably suffered this kind of thoughtless racism every day. She took a step closer to the door, held out her card. ‘That’s my ID, ma’am. I’m a detective with Police Scotland, as is my colleague here. We’re investigating an incident at St Andrew’s church. Do you know if he might have gone there last night?’

‘St Andrew’s? Auld Kenny?’ The woman’s laugh sounded like the waking cough of a forty a day smoker. For a moment Janie thought she might actually be having a fit, but then she stopped as suddenly as she had begun. ‘Aye, right enough. He’s away to mass every Sunday. But no’ St Andrew’s. That’s the wrong team, ken? An’ anyway it’s all boarded up, is it no?’

‘So you do know Mr Morgan, then. Have you known him long?’

The door closed on Janie’s question, and she wondered if she’d said something wrong. A rattle of the chain being unhitched assured her otherwise. A bare bulb clicked on, low-wattage and yellow through the fanlight. Then the door swung open again. Any thought she might have had about being invited in for a wee chat and maybe a cup of tea died in the instant Janie saw the tiny woman fully. She might have been small, but she somehow managed to fill the entrance all the same. The arms crossed tightly over her chest only served to emphasise the lack of welcome. A quick glance into the dim and slightly musty hall behind her convinced Janie this was no great loss.

‘Mr Morgan, you’ve known him long?’ she asked again.

‘No’ well, y’ken. He’s lived here, what? Must be ten year now, easy. My Jack helped him move his stuff up there, an’ he passed six years back now.’

‘And you said he went out last night. Mr Morgan, that is. Do you know what time that might have been?’

‘Would have been half ten, mebbe? Eleven o’clock.’

‘You saw him?’

A scowl flitted across the old woman’s face at Janie’s question, her whole body tensing for a moment. ‘Naw, heard him go, didn’t I? He was muttering something. Couldnae make oot what. Did that a lot, mind. Talkin’ tae hisself.’

Janie stifled the sigh she wanted to let out. Nothing was ever easy. Sometimes people fell over themselves to be helpful, giving way too much information and clouding the picture she needed to paint of what had happened. Other times you got tiny old women who were both nosey and suspicious to their core. This one would need a proper interview, and Janie really didn’t look forward to doing that. For now, she’d got as much as she could expect. And there was always the hope that this would turn out to be an accidental but unsuspicious death requiring no further investigation. Aye, chance would be a fine thing.

She shoved a hand in her coat pocket, felt the plastic evidence bag in there alongside the bundle of business cards she kept for occasions such as these.

‘Well, thank you for your help, Mrs . . .’ She presented a card to the old woman. ‘I’m sorry, I never did catch your name.’

‘Forbes.’ The old woman took the card but didn’t look at it.

‘Thank you, Mrs Forbes. That’s got my contact details on it. Give us a call if you remember anything else about Mr Morgan.’

Mrs Forbes glared at Janie in a manner that reminded the detective sergeant of her maternal grandmother. They’d likely be of an age, the two of them. Different as chalk and cheese though. With a shrug and a smile, she turned to walk away.

‘He’s deid, in’t he?’ the old woman said.

‘We don’t know that yet. But it’s possible, yes.’

‘Bloody typical. Bugger owes me money.’

Janie couldn’t stop herself from smiling at that. The idea that a man might seek death rather than repay this woman a debt. ‘Does he have any family? Is there anyone else living in his flat?’

‘Naw. Just him. Crabbit auld bastard. You’ll be wanting in to have a nosey I take it?’ Mrs Forbes leaned to one side, stretching for something Janie could probably have picked up without reaching. When she stood up straight again, she clutched a single key in her small hand.

Rain spattered against the skylight as they reached the top of the stairs and the narrow landing that separated the doors to the two flats. It had taken all of Janie’s considerable powers of persuasion to stop Mrs Forbes from coming with them, the old woman only reluctantly handing over the spare key her tenement neighbour had entrusted her with once she’d had time to thoroughly inspect the detective sergeant’s warrant card. It helped that Mitchell had backed away down the front passage and out of sight. One less thing for the tiny woman to be suspicious about.

‘Left or right?’ the detective constable asked. Neither door had any kind of name plate, although one of them had a polished brass bell pull beside it. The space in the ornate door frame where the other one would have been had been crudely infilled with a square block of wood and painted over in heavy gloss.

‘Left.’ Janie pointed at the bad repair. ‘Least that’s what Mrs Forbes said. Sorry you had to put up with her, by the way.’

Mitchell shrugged as if dealing with that kind of attitude was just part of the job. ‘I’ve had worse. Football matches were always fun. One of the reasons I moved to Specialist Crime.’

‘Still not nice though. I’ll get Jessica to come with me next time. Or maybe Jay.’

‘You think we’ll need to talk to her again?’

‘Maybe. Let’s see what the post mortem says. I’m getting a nasty feeling in my gut about all this though.’

Mitchell raised an eyebrow but said nothing more. Janie knocked on the door, listened for movement inside. After a few moments of silence, she slipped the key into the lock and turned. It was a little stiff, but gave with a bit of effort, and the door swung open onto a small hallway.

‘Hello? Mr Morgan? Anyone home?’

Again, Janie waited for a response, even though she was certain none would be coming. More rain rattled on the window briefly, she heard the rumble of a lorry in the road outside, and then the silence descended once more.

‘Guess we go and have a look, then.’

The first thing she noticed as she stepped over the threshold was the smell. Janie was once again reminded of her grandmother and the tiny little council flat she had lived in until they’d finally persuaded her to move into a care home. A strange mixture of medicated soap, dust and mildew that said ‘old person’ to her before her eyes had managed to take in much. To one side of the door, a narrow table held a phone and a small bowl with a few sweets, an old biro and a couple of keys in it. Above, hanging from the wall, was a wooden cross, complete with dying thorn-crowned Jesus. Well, Mrs Forbes had said St Andrew’s was the wrong team, which meant Morgan had to be Catholic, and reasonably devout about it, too.

‘Are we looking for anything in particular?’ Mitchell stood in the doorway, hesitant.

‘Not really. Maybe confirmation he’s the man we found in the kirk. Might be a photograph or something.’ Janie recalled the body, the crude tattoos on its hands. ‘It’s going to be tricky without a face to match. See if we can’t find an address book or something. We’ll have to track down a next of kin, if it is him.’

Mitchell nodded, squeezed past and on through to the living room. Janie took a deep breath and pushed open what she assumed was Kenneth Morgan’s bedroom door.

The smell of old person intensified; a mixture of mothballs and Brylcreem, talcum powder and something slightly rotten she couldn’t immediately identify. Nor particularly wanted to. The curtains were closed, leaving the room in gloom, but enough light filtered around the edges and through the thin material to reveal a queen size bed, neatly made. A cheap flat-pack wardrobe stood in one far corner, chest of drawers in the other. There was only one bedside table, which had been obscured by the open door until Janie stepped inside. An old-fashioned alarm clock with bell and hammer on top ticked far too loudly to make sleeping easy. Beside the clock, a pair of reading glasses had been neatly folded on top of an old paperback book. A small lamp and empty glass were the only other items.

Picking up the glass, Janie held it to her nose and caught a scent not of water but whisky. The book had come from the local library, judging by the label stuck to its spine. A much-borrowed copy of The Wasp Factory by Iain Banks. She flicked through the pages until she reached the bookmark, which turned out to be a folded printout from the chemist, detailing a list of prescription medicines that made her raise an eyebrow. Kenneth Morgan was certainly getting his money’s worth from NHS Scotland, but if that was his body in the kirk, he wasn’t going to find out how the story ended. A shame, really. Janie had enjoyed the book herself.

A quick glance at the walls revealed no photographs, only a couple of cheap prints in cheaper frames that might well have been in the flat when Morgan moved in and another wooden cross, although this one was unoccupied. Janie opened the wardrobe to reveal an unremarkable selection of jackets, trousers and shirts, all neatly pressed and hung. Beneath them, a couple of pairs of well-polished brogues lined up with a more scuffed pair of walking boots. They looked to be the same size as the ones on the corpse, and were the same brand. She’d need to get that checked. Probably.

The chest of drawers held no more surprises than the wardrobe; this was a place an old man lived on his own. Or had lived. In the left-hand top drawer, nestling among folded handkerchiefs, Janie found a small leather box filled with a random assortment of cufflinks, tie pins and a few rings. Nothing struck her as particularly valuable or even remarkable. Instinct told her that this was almost certainly the home of the man they had found dead not a mile from here, which only left the question of what he had been doing in the old church in the first place.

‘You find anything interesting?’ Mitchell asked from the doorway. Janie shrugged, shook her head and pushed the drawer closed. Fixed to the wall above the unit, a tarnished mirror reflected back at her. Beneath it, strands of greying hair tangled around the heads of a pair of brushes.

‘Pretty sure he’s our man. Might have to confirm it with DNA, though.’ Janie rummaged in her pocket for an evidence bag, turned it inside out and then wrapped it around one of the brushes. If she was wrong, and Kenny Morgan had merely gone away for a couple of days, she’d apologise and give it back.
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Janie let Mitchell drive again. It seemed only right, since the detective constable was a good head taller than her and much longer in the leg. Resetting the seat and mirrors would have been far too much effort, although it might have wasted a little time. The rain squalls from earlier had merged into something lighter but more persistent, and the quiet swish-squeak of the windscreen wipers dragged at her thoughts as she tried to concentrate. The morning hadn’t started well, but at least it had been dry.

‘You want to swing past the church on the way, aye?’ Janie stared at the line of traffic ahead, two buses holding everyone up as they competed with each other in the world’s slowest race.

‘Sure,’ Mitchell said. ‘Anything in particular you wanted to see there?’

Janie shrugged, for all that Mitchell wouldn’t be able to see her do it, concentrating as she was on the road. ‘Not sure, really. Just thought there might have been something I’d forgotten. Not noticed in all the excitement, you know?’

‘So it wouldn’t be anything to do with trying to avoid the station for as long as possible then.’

‘Am I that obvious?’

Janie didn’t turn to face Mitchell, but through the corner of her eye she could see the detective constable waggle her head in a manner that suggested she probably was.

‘This morning, right? Soon as this call came in you were off. Grab the nearest constable and go. You could have just sent me and Jessica. No real need for a sergeant to do all this legwork.’

‘I know. An’ it’s not like I don’t trust you all to do a good job. It’s just . . .’ Janie let the reason hang in the air. Either because she didn’t really know what it was, or didn’t want to admit that she did. Truth was, the dynamic in the station had changed over the past few months, and not just because DI McLean had left so abruptly.

She’d hoped he would come back, turn his resignation into extended leave due to injuries. When Chief Superintendent Elmwood had taken early retirement, Janie had been sure McLean would relent. But now the chief super had been gone over a month, and he was still holed up in his mansion house.

‘You know if you keep mooning after him, the whole station will keep on believing the two of you were having an affair.’

Mitchell’s words brought Janie’s thoughts to a shuddering halt. The laugh that escaped her sounded perhaps a little too hysterical in the confines of the pool car.

‘God’s sake. There’s nothing like a copper for idle gossip is there. You know I—’

‘I know it’s nonsense. Everyone who knows you knows it’s nonsense. Doesn’t stop folk from talking nonsense though.’

Mitchell indicated, checked her mirror, pulled in to the side of the road. For a moment Janie thought she was going to get a serious talking to, but then she realised they’d arrived back at the church. In their absence, two scaffold trucks had arrived, one loaded with tall metal security fencing.

‘It’s not To—DI McLean anyway. Sure, I’d like to see him back. Reckon most of us would. I’d far rather that than we get some new DI parachuted in from God knows where.’

Mitchell undid her seat belt, but didn’t move to open her door. Given the rain, it was probably a wise move. She said nothing for a while, then slowly nodded her head. ‘Ah. I see. Detective Superintendent Nelson. Aye, that makes sense.’

‘Is it just me he’s got a problem with?’ Janie was glad she didn’t have to say who, embarrassed that it seemed everyone else already knew. Mitchell nodded her head again, once, then turned to face her.

‘It’s not that he’s got a problem with you, Janie. Quite the opposite.’

‘I . . . What?’

‘Please tell me you’d figured that out. Smart cookie like you. I’d have thought it was obvious. But then again, I’m not the one he’s picking on all the time.’

Janie felt her ears warm, knew that a blush was creeping up her neck and over her cheeks. Not in embarrassment now so much as outrage. If she was being honest with herself, she had known from his first approach that their newly arrived detective superintendent had taken more than a professional interest in her. What she couldn’t understand was why.

‘But he’s, what? Forty-five or something? And not exactly god’s gift, if you know what I mean.’

It was Mitchell’s turn to laugh, a joyful bark of a thing that was a little too loud to be polite. ‘You’re not wrong there. Maybe when he was thirty? The DCI says he was quite the ladies’ man when she knew him back in her Aberdeen days. Still. Eww. No thanks.’

Janie stared out the windscreen as a gang of men in fluorescent jackets and waterproof trousers hauled scaffold posts and security gates off the trucks and began the job of making the church both safe from falling down and near enough impossible to enter. There was no good reason to be here at all, she simply didn’t want to have to talk to her boss. And the longer she left it, the greater the chance he’d be away to some strategy meeting or another. But how childish was that? Not the behaviour of a seasoned detective sergeant.

‘OK, Cass. Point taken. Let’s just get it over with then.’

The Edinburgh Major Investigation Team office – or CID room, as Inspector McLean had always insisted on calling it – was on the second floor of the station, close to the back stairs. Janie had sent Mitchell down to the canteen in search of a half-decent cup of coffee for them both, hoping she would find some of the other detective constables and set them to finding out about Kenneth Morgan before anyone more senior noticed she was back. No such luck.

‘Ah, Janie. There you are. Little birdy tells me there was some trouble at the kirk.’

Detective Superintendent Peter Nelson half sat on the edge of one of the empty desks. He’d been talking to Detective Constable Lofty Blane, but looked up as soon as he saw the door open. A man of averages, he was average height, average build, his face . . . average. The only thing about him above the median line was his ego, as far as Janie could tell. He’d arrived a few weeks ago, transferred down from Aberdeen to fill the space left by Jayne McIntyre, who had finally risen to the rank of chief superintendent when Gail Elmwood had retired due to ill health. Or been forced to retire depending on which of the station’s gossips you listened to. While Janie was pleased for McIntyre, she had serious reservations about her replacement.

‘There was a wee bit of a collapse, sir, aye. But we saw the body in situ and got it out before the wall caved in. Doctor MacPhail will let me know when he’s ready to do the PM.’

‘That must have been terrifying.’ Nelson pushed himself upright and crossed the room to where Janie stood. Before she could move, he had grabbed both her arms around the bicep. Not hard, but an oddly possessive gesture and as inappropriate as it was unwelcome. ‘You’re sure you’re OK? Do you need some time off to settle your nerves?’

Janie shrugged his grip away as best she could, ignoring the patronising tone in the detective superintendent’s voice. The carefully constructed look of concern on his face momentarily darkened towards anger, but he managed to control himself.

‘I’m fine, sir. Just need to run the name and address we got from the dead man’s wallet.’ She almost put her hand in her pocket to fetch it out, but managed to stop herself. Nelson didn’t need to know about her lapse in protocol.

‘You should really be delegating that kind of work to the detective constables, you know, Janie.’ The patronising tone was back again, and the man stood far too close for comfort. Did he do that with the other detectives? Or was it just her?

‘That’s exactly what I came in here to do, sir.’ She looked past him towards Lofty, whose expression was a mixture of fear and sympathy.

‘Excellent.’ The detective superintendent patted her on the arm this time, which was better than being grabbed, but still one touch too many. Utterly oblivious both to her boundaries and discomfort, he checked his watch, grimaced. ‘Got to run. I’ve a meeting over at HQ. Get this all squared away, and we can go over it at the evening briefing, OK?’

Before Janie could answer, Nelson had given her another gentle pat on the arm and fled the room. She found she could forgive him the first because of the second, but she was more unsettled by the brief encounter than she had been when an entire church wall had almost crushed her to death. DC Mitchell’s words in the car afterwards still echoed in her mind, bringing with them an involuntary shudder.

‘I ran the name already. You’re going to want to see this.’ DC Blane’s gentle voice was a welcome relief. Janie navigated a path through the many empty desks until she could look over his shoulder at the screen he’d been working from. He spoke the words out loud, even though she could read them fine herself.

‘Kenneth John Morgan. Born fifth March, 1952, so he’s seventy-one years old. Was, I should say. Grew up in Broxburn. That’s your old stomping ground, isn’t it?’ Lofty scrolled down a detailed list of records. ‘Seems he was in and out of social care until he turned sixteen and graduated to adult crime. Reckon he’s spent more of his life behind bars than out.’

Janie scanned the list of records. No need to dig deep into the details, the sheer volume spoke of a life of crime. That would explain the poor-quality tattoos on his hands. Prison tatts. ‘When did he get out from his last stretch?’

DC Blane scrolled down to the very bottom of the page, clicked the highlighted link. ‘Ten years ago. Released early for good behaviour, two years into a five-year sentence for hamesucken. Not often you see that on a charge sheet, right enough. Seems he turned over a new leaf in the end. Either that or he was getting too old for it.’

Janie peered over the big detective’s shoulder, scanning the few details entered into the system. She could pull out the full records if she wanted, but it was probably unnecessary. At the top of the screen, a set of mugshots leered out at her. A younger man than the driver’s licence image, and leaner than the body they had found, but then they’d been taken twelve years ago, when she’d have still been in school.

‘This is a complication we could really do without.’ She put her hand into her pocket and pulled out the wallet in its evidence bag. If the body was Morgan, and Morgan had a lot of form, then his death moved a notch or two up the suspicious list. No longer just an old man wandering into a derelict church and having a heart attack.

‘You want me to pull together a list of known associates?’

‘Please. Let’s hope we don’t need it, but better to be prepared.’ Janie reached past Lofty and guided the mouse so that she could scroll to the bottom of the page, unsure why she wanted to know until she saw the name of the arresting officer. Detective Sergeant Anthony McLean.

‘Well, there’s a thing. Think I might have to give the old boss a call.’
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