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  DI Steel’s Bad Heir Day


  December 23rd


  ‘Sod...’ DI Steel stood on one leg in the doorway, nose wrinkled up on one side. ‘Thought I smelt something.’ She ground her left foot into the blue-grey carpet, then dragged it along the floor behind her as she lurched into the briefing room: a hunchless wrinkly Igor in a stain-speckled grey trouser suit. Today, her hair looked like she’d borrowed it from an angry hedgehog.


  DC Allan Guthrie chucked another spoon of coffee in a mug and drowned it with almost boiled water. Topped it up with milk, and chucked in a couple of sugars. No point asking if she wanted one. ‘Guv?’


  She stopped, mid-scrape. Standing completely still. Not looking at him.


  Half past four and the CID room was quiet, everyone off dealing with Christmas shoplifters and snow-related car crashes, leaving the little maze of chest-high cubicles and beech-Formica desks almost deserted. The whole place smelled of feet and cinnamon.


  Allan dumped the teaspoon on the draining board. DI Steel just stood there, like one of those idiots who appeared every summer outside the St. Nicholas Centre, spray-painting themselves silver and pretending to be statues. ‘Guv, is everything OK?’


  Someone’s phone rang.


  Allan cleared his throat.


  She still hadn’t moved.


  ‘Guv?’


  Not so much as a twitch.


  ‘Guv, you all right?’


  ‘If I stay really still you can’t see me.’


  Mad as a fish.


  ‘OK...’ He held out the mug. ‘Two and a coo.’


  She sighed, shoulders drooping, arms dangling at her sides. ‘See, this is what I get for no’ bunking off home after the Christmas shopping – accosted by chunky wee police constables.’


  ‘I’m not chunky. It’s a medical condition.’


  ‘It’s pies.’ She took the coffee, sniffed it, then scowled up at him. ‘I just stood in something that smells better than this.’


  He pulled the envelope from his pocket – a thick, ivory, self-sealing job with the DI’s name in spidery script on the front. ‘Courier dropped it off about ten.’


  ‘Don’t care.’ She snatched a roll of sticky-tape from the nearest desk, turned on her heel, jammed her shoe down again, and lurched back towards the door. ‘Two hours of fighting grumpy auld wifies for the last pair of kinky knickers in Markies has left me all tired and emotional. Soon as I’ve finished pinching everyone’s Sellotape, I’m offski. Taking the wee one to the panto tonight and there’s no way in hell I’m going sober.’


  Allan waggled the envelope at her. ‘Looks kinda important.’


  She stuck her fingers in her ears, singing as she scraped her shoe across the carpet tiles. ‘Jingle Bells, Finnie Smells, Rennie’s hair is gay...’


  Detective Constable Rennie stuck his head up above his purple-walled cubicle, blond mop jelled into spikes, eyebrows pinched together in a frown. ‘Hey, I heard that!’


  Steel disappeared down the corridor, still doing her Quasimodo impersonation. Then came the slam of an office door. Then silence.


  Woman was an absolute nightmare.


  Allan slipped the envelope back in his pocket. Just have to try again tomorrow when she was in a better mood. That was the thing about detective inspectors, you had to manage them like little children, or they stormed off in a huff and spent the rest of the day thinking up ways to make your life miserable.


  A thump echoed out from the other side of the CID door, then an angry voice: ‘Aw, for... Who made sharny skidmarks all over the carpet?’


  December 24th – Christmas Eve


  DI Steel’s office looked like Santa’s grotto… Assuming Santa worked in a manky wee room with greying ceiling tiles, a carpet covered in little round burn marks, and a desk festooned with teetering stacks of forms and folders. The three filing cabinets lined up along one wall were topped with stacks of presents, all wrapped in brightly coloured paper by someone who obviously favoured enthusiasm and sticky tape over skill.


  The inspector was behind her desk, fighting with a roll of dancing-penguin paper and a big cardboard box.


  Allan knocked on the doorframe. ‘Guv?’


  She peeled an inch-long strip of Sellotape from the corner of her desk, and forced down a flap of wrinkly penguins. ‘I’m no’ in.’


  ‘Got a memo from the boss.’ He pulled it out of the folder and held it up.


  Another strip of tape. ‘Well? Don’t just stand there looking like a baked tattie: read it.’


  Allan did.


  She scowled at him. ‘Out loud, you idiot.’


  ‘Oh, right. “To all members of staff – the cleaners have lodged a complaint about the state of the carpets in the CID wing. If I catch whoever it was that wiped dog—”’


  ‘Blah, blah, blah. Anything else? Only I’m up to my ears in urgent police work here.’ She tore off another length of tape.


  ‘Yeah, you’ve got a missing person.’ Allan dumped the mis-per form on the inspector’s desk, next to a bright-yellow Tonka tipper truck. ‘Mrs Griffith says her husband—’


  ‘Give it to Biohazard or Laz.’ She gave the box another lashing of sticky tape. ‘Better yet, palm it off on those shiftless layabouts in GED. No’ like they’ve got anything better to do, is it?’ She stuck out a hand. ‘Pass us the scissors.’


  Allan did. ‘DS McRae and Marshall aren’t in today – firearms refresher – and General Enquiry Division’s already passed: they say it’s a CID case.’


  ‘Typical.’ Steel’s tongue poked out of the corner of her mouth as she snipped a raggedy line through the wrapping paper, disembowelling half a dozen penguins in the process. ‘How come I’m the only one round here who ever does any work?’


  Allan just stared at her.


  She narrowed her eyes. ‘Cheeky sod.’ The parcel went on the floor, then Steel dug into a green-and-white plastic bag and produced a set of something lacy and skimpy. More paper. More sticky tape.


  He pulled out the thick ivory envelope with its spidery script. ‘There’s this too.’


  Steel held out her hand. ‘Give.’ She grabbed it off him, ripped it open, and squinted at the contents, moving the letter back and forward, as if that was going to help.


  ‘You want to borrow my glasses?’


  ‘I don’t need glasses. How come no one can write properly anymore? It’s like a spider got blootered on tequila, then threw up green ink everywhere.’


  ‘So what do you want to do about this missing person?’


  ‘You know what kind of person uses green ink? Nutters, that’s who. Nutters, freaks and weirdos.’ She chucked the letter across the desk at him. ‘Read.’


  ‘Erm…’ The whole thing was packed with almost impenetrable legalese, but it was just about understandable. ‘It’s from a law firm on Carden Place. Says you’ve been left a chunk of cash in someone’s will.’


  The inspector sat upright, a smile rearranging the wrinkles on her face. ‘How much?’


  ‘Doesn’t say. They want you to go into the office and discuss it.’


  ‘Well, whoever’s snuffed it, they better be rich.’ She picked up her phone. ‘Give us the number.’


  Allan read it out and she dialled, swivelling back and forth in her seat, singing ‘I’m in the Money’ while it rang. Then stopped, licked her lips. ‘Aye, hello, this is Detective Inspector Roberta Steel, you sent me a… Uh-huh… Uh-huh… Yeah, terrible tragedy. How much?’ Silence. Her eyes widened. ‘Really?’ The smile turned into a grin. ‘Oh, yes, aye, couldn’t agree more… Uh-huh… Yeah, one thing though: who is it? Who died?’ And the grin turned into a scowl. ‘I see. Excuse me a moment.’ Then she slammed the phone down and embarked on a marathon swearing session. Threw her Sellotape across the room. Banged her fist on the desk. Swore and swore and swore.


  Allan fiddled with the folder and waited for her to finish. ‘Good news?’


  ‘Don’t you start.’ She snatched the letter back, crumpled it up into a ball, and hurled it into the bin. Then spat on it.


  ‘So … missing person?’


  ‘All right, all right – missing person. Honestly, you’re worse than Susan. Nag, nag, nag. Go get a car, we’ll pay Mrs ... Gifford? Guildford?’


  ‘Griffith.’


  ‘Right. Get a car and we’ll pay Mrs Griffith a visit.’ Steel thumped back in her chair, face all pinched, jaw moving like she was chewing on something bitter. ‘Maybe stop off for a few messages on the way.’


  Allan sat in the driver’s seat, hands wrapped around the steering wheel, gritting his teeth every time someone blared their horn at him. They’d made it as far as the Trinity Centre before Steel had slammed her hand on the dashboard and told him to pull in for a minute. That was half an hour ago.


  The car’s hazard lights blinked and clicked, digging orange knives into his forehead.


  A loud BREEEEEEEEEP! sounded behind him, then again. And again. Then a bus grumbled past, sending up a spray of grey-brown slush to spatter against the pool car’s windows. A couple of the passengers gave him the two-finger-salute on the way past.


  Like traffic on Union Street wasn’t bad enough at the best of times. A thick rind of dirty white was piled up at the edge of the kerb, the road covered in a mix of compacted snow, ice and filthy water. Pedestrians slithered by on the pavement, bundled up in thick coats, scarves and woolly hats, fresh snow coating their shoulders like frozen dandruff. Every now and then someone would stop and stare into the car, as if it was his fault he was stuck here, holding up the rotten traffic.


  Soon as Steel got back he was going to give her a piece of his mind. Put her in her place. Let her know this wasn’t acceptable. He hadn’t joined the force just so she could go on shopping expeditions.


  Clunk. The passenger door swung open and an avalanche of plastic bags clattered into his lap.


  Steel clambered in, pulled the door shut, and shuddered. ‘Oooh, bleeding heck: brass monkeys out there.’ She frowned. ‘How come you’ve no’ got the heating on?’


  Allan glowered at her. ‘With all due respect, Inspector, you—’


  ‘Don’t be a prawn, or you’ll no’ get your present.’


  ‘Present?’ That was more like it. He turned the key in the ignition and cranked up the heater. ‘Is it good?’


  ‘Course it’s good. Has your aunty Roberta ever let you down?’ She dug into one of the plastic bags and came out with something bright red with white furry bits. ‘Here.’


  He turned it over in his hands, the smile dying on his lips. ‘Oh...’ It was one of those cheap Santa hats they flogged in the Christmas market on Belmont Street.


  ‘Well, put it on then.’


  ‘It’s ... not ... with the uniform and everything...’


  Steel poked his black stab-proof vest with a red-painted fingernail. ‘Put – it – on.’


  Brilliant. Allan hauled the hat on over his head, the bobble on the end dangling against his cheek. Like he was being tea-bagged by a Muppet.


  She peered at him for a bit. ‘It’s missing something.’ Then she leaned over and grabbed him by the lapel, hauling him towards her.


  Oh God, she wasn’t going to kiss him, was she? But there wasn’t so much as a sprig of mistletoe in the car. It wasn’t fair! You couldn’t just go about kissing people – you had to give them fair warning about stuff like that. It was sexual harassment!


  Run. Get out of the car and run. RUN!


  She grabbed the bobble on the end of his Santa hat and something inside went ‘click’. Little coloured lights winked on and off inside the fur. Like it wasn’t undignified enough in the first place.


  Then again, given the alternative...


  Steel nodded. ‘Much better.’


  A deafening HONNNNNNNNNNK! belted through the air behind them and a massive eighteen-wheeler loomed in the rear-view mirror, lights flashing.


  She peered over her shoulder. ‘Well, don’t just sit there: you’re holding up traffic.’


  Mrs Griffith scrubbed a soggy hanky under her plump red nose, getting rid of the twin lines of silver. She sat on the couch in an over-warm living room, her pale-pink twinset and pearls looking all rumpled and out of kilter. As if she’d got dressed in the dark then fallen down the stairs a couple of times. Her chocolate-brown hair was starting to go grey at the roots, watery eyes blinking behind Dame Edna glasses. A big woman who wobbled when she sniffed.


  A Christmas tree sat in the corner of the room, decorated with scarlet bows, gold dangly things, and white lights – very tasteful. A mound of presents sat on the floor, beneath a thin layer of fallen pine needles, much more professionally wrapped than the Frankenstein’s monsters in DI Steel’s office. The mantelpiece was covered in cards, and so were the sideboard and the display cabinet by the large bay windows. Popular couple.


  Allan underlined the words ‘MISSING SINCE LAST NIGHT’ in his notebook. ‘And your husband’s never gone off like this before?’


  She blinked and shook her head. Not looking at him.


  Couldn’t really blame her. When you call the police to help find your missing husband, you probably don’t expect a uniformed PC to turn up wearing a flashing Santa bobble hat.


  ‘And he didn’t mention anything that was bothering him?’


  Mrs Griffith sniffed again, blinked, then stared up at the ceiling as the sound of a toilet flushing came from the floor above. Nice house. Fancy. Three bathrooms; four bedrooms, one en-suite; dining room; living room; drawing room; kitchen bigger than Allan’s whole flat; conservatory; dirty big garden hidden under a thick blanket of snow. Had to be at least knee deep out there.


  ‘Well, it’s early days yet. Might just have got stuck in the snow, or something. Did you try his work?’


  Mrs Griffith stared down at the crumpled hankie in her thick fingers. ‘I... I phoned the hospital all night, just in case he’d ... you know, with the icy roads... An accident.’ A single drip swelled on the tip of her nose, clear and glistening in the lights from the tree. ‘Then I tried his work first thing this morning...’


  It was the most she’d said in one go since they’d got there.


  ‘I see.’ Allan made a note in his book. ‘And where does your husband work?’


  She tortured her hanky for a bit. ‘He doesn’t.’ The drip dropped, splashing down on the sleeve of her cardigan. ‘The man I spoke to, Brian, he was Charles’s boss. He said... He said Charles was made redundant three months ago. Said they couldn’t keep everyone on with the economic downturn.’ She gave a little moan in the back of her throat. ‘Why didn’t Charles tell me?’


  Clump, clump, clump, on the stairs, then the living room door opened and DI Steel shambled into the room, hauling up her trousers with one hand. ‘Sorry, went to the panto last night. Too many sweeties always go right through me. You know what they say: you don’t buy chocolate buttons, you just rent them.’ She collapsed down on the other end of the sofa, then patted Mrs Griffith on a chunky knee. ‘Went for a rummage through your bedroom while I was upstairs, knew you’d no’ mind.’


  Mrs Griffith opened her mouth, as if she was about to disagree, then closed it again. ‘What am I going to tell the children?’


  Steel wrinkled her lips and raised one shoulder in a lopsided-shrug. ‘You sure there’s nothing missing? Clothes, toothbrush, razor, stuff like that.’


  ‘He wouldn’t just run out on Jeremy and Cameron and me. He dotes on those boys, nothing’s too good for them.’ Her eyes flicked towards the pile of presents under the tree. ‘Something must have happened. Something terrible...’


  ‘Found this stuffed under the mattress.’ The inspector produced a big clear plastic envelope thing, with ‘Ho-Ho-Ho! HAPPY SANTA SUIT!’ printed in red and white on a bit of card. The hanger was stuffed inside, but there was no sign of the costume. ‘Your Charlie like to dress up for a bit of kinky fun?’


  Mrs Griffith sank back in her seat, eyes wide, one chubby hand pressing that soggy hanky to her trembling lips. ‘No! Charles would never do anything like that.’


  ‘Shame. Partial to a bit of the old “naughty nun” myself.’ Steel patted her on the knee again. ‘Any chance of a cuppa? Digging through other people’s drawers always gives us a terrible drooth.’


  A bit of flustering, then Mrs Griffith hauled herself up from the couch and lumbered off to the kitchen, sniffing and wobbling.


  Allan waited till the kitchen door clunked shut, before leaning forward. ‘You’ll never guess – the husband was made redundant—’


  ‘Three months ago, aye, I know.’


  ‘How did—’


  ‘Found a P45 in his bedside cabinet, along with two Playboys, one Big-’N-Juicy, and a stack of receipts.’


  ‘Oh.’ Allan stuck his notepad back in his pocket.


  ‘Something a wee bittie more interesting too…’ She produced a slip of yellow paper and waggled it at him. ‘It’s—’


  The door thumped open again and Mrs Griffith backed in, carrying a tray loaded down with china cups, saucers, and an ornately painted teapot.


  Steel smiled. ‘That was quick. Don’t suppose there’s any chance of…’ She peered into the tray as Mrs Griffith lowered it onto the coffee table. ‘Chocolate biscuits. Perfect.’


  ‘I didn’t know if you’d want. What with…’ Pink rushed up Griffith’s cheeks, clashing with her twinset. ‘Your digestive problems.’


  The inspector helped herself, talking with her mouth full. ‘I’ll risk it.’ Chomp, chomp, chomp. ‘Your husband ever mention someone called Matthew McFee?’ Crumbs going everywhere.


  ‘Em…’ She fussed with the teapot, eyes down, the pink in her cheeks getting darker. ‘I don’t think so…’


  Steel nodded. ‘Well, probably not important anyway.’


  Allan eased the car out onto the main road, the front wheels vwirrrring and slithering through the thick white snow, blowers going full pelt. ‘So who’s this Matthew McFee?’


  ‘You’ve no’ heard of Matt McFee? Wee Free McFee?’ Steel slouched in the passenger seat, fiddling with her bra strap. ‘Pin back your lugs and learn something for a change. Matthew McFee’s what you might call an unregulated personal finance facilitator.’


  Ah. ‘Loanshark?’


  ‘I remember there was this one woman, single mother, got into a bit of trouble with her council tax. Borrowed three hundred quid from Wee Free McFee; couldn’t pay it back. The interest was crippling, literally. He broke both her legs, then did the same to her wee boy. Gave her two weeks to come up with the cash, or he’s coming back to do their arms.’ Steel breathed on the passenger window, making it all misty, then drew an unhappy face with her fingertip. ‘Poor cow was too scared to press charges, so soon as she gets out of the hospital: that’s it.’


  Allan slowed down to let a bus out. ‘Did a runner?’


  ‘Locked herself and the kid in a car. Hosepipe from the exhaust.’ Steel gave her left breast one last hoik, then pointed at the windshield. ‘Crown Street. I fancy spreading some Christmas cheer.’


  Matthew ‘Wee Free’ McFee stood in the doorway, arms folded. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was wide, like he’d been squashed. Cold little eyes, a squint nose, and a ridiculous Magnum-PI-moustache. He was wearing an ugly jumper with a couple of deformed reindeer knitted into the pattern. ‘No, you can’t come in.’


  Steel stomped her feet, hands jammed deep into her armpits, voice streaming out on a cloud of white as thick flakes of snow spiralled down from the pale grey sky. ‘Charles Griffith.’


  ‘Never heard of him. Now, if you don’t mind…’ McFee tried to close the door, but the inspector jammed her foot into the gap. He looked down. ‘You’re dripping in my hall.’


  Inside, the house must have been huge – a big chunk of grey granite, halfway down Crown Street; iron railings out front, fencing off a little sunken courtyard with patio furniture just visible under a thick crust of snow. Allan stood on his tiptoes and peered over McFee’s head into the hallway: antique furniture, hunting prints on the wall. Looked nice and warm in there too…


  Steel pulled out the slip of yellow paper again. ‘That’s funny, cos right here it says Charles Griffith owes you four grand.’


  A shrug. ‘Overcommitted himself for Christmas, didn’t he? I offered to help him out, seeing how it’s the season of good will and that. Didn’t want to see his kiddies going without.’


  ‘Four grand down. What’s he owe now, after you’ve stuck your usual extortionate interest rate on it?’


  McFee folded his arms. ‘Extortionate interest rate? Nah, that’d be illegal. Was just Christian charity, wasn’t it? He can pay me back when he’s on his feet again.’ McFee smiled. It was all little pointy teeth, small yellow pegs set in pale-pink gums. ‘No problems.’


  Steel leaned forward. ‘Listen up, sunshine, Charles Griffith’s gone missing. And I don’t mean he’s done a bunk, I mean he’s disappeared. See if he turns up dead in a ditch, I’m coming right back here, hauling your hairy backside down the station, and pinning everything I can on you. We clear?’


  ‘You’re letting all the heat out.’


  She stepped back onto the pavement and McFee slammed the door.


  Allan cupped his hands and blew into them, making a little personal fog bank. Didn’t make his fingers any warmer though. ‘Back to the ranch? Or we could go and see those solicitors, if you like? About your inheritance?’


  She just scowled at him.


  ‘Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?’ Allan dropped a gear, the engine growling and complaining as it struggled to haul the pool car around the Denburn Roundabout, wheels shimmying through the slush. ‘You see that pile of stuff under their Christmas tree? Griffith probably spent a fortune kidding on he’s not been fired. Borrows four grand to keep up appearances, can’t pay it back.’


  ‘Mmm…’ Steel just scowled out of the passenger window.


  ‘Then last night, McFee turns up on Griffith’s doorstep, roughs him up a bit, Griffith drops everything and limps off into the sunset before McFee comes back with a pair of pliers. He’ll be halfway to Barbados by now.’


  ‘Mmm…’


  ‘Well, not if he’s flying out of Heathrow, but you know what I mean.’


  Silence.


  They were only doing fifteen miles an hour, but the car still fishtailed its way onto the Gallowgate.


  Steel thunked her head against the glass. Sighed.


  Allan feathered the clutch, finally getting the thing under control. ‘How come you’re so bent out of shape about someone leaving you loads of cash?’


  ‘None of your business.’


  ‘I mean, if someone wanted to give me a dirty big handout, you wouldn’t catch me complaining. Bet Charles Griffith wouldn’t say no either.’


  Steel hauled out a packet of Benson & Hedges and a lighter, the wheel making scratching noises against the flint as she quested for fire. Lit up. Puffed out a lungful of smoke. Then the grumble of traffic oozed into the car, riding a breath of frigid air as she buzzed the window down. ‘Get a photo and description out to all the hospitals in Scotland. If Charlie-boy has done a bunk after a visit from McFee, he’s going to need a doctor. If he’s no’ already in the mortuary.’


  ‘I mean, who couldn’t do with some more cash?’


  A cloud of smoke broke against Allan’s cheek.


  ‘I’m only—’


  ‘I’m not taking money from that…’ She puckered her lips. ‘Just shut up and drive.’


  The solicitor’s receptionist was making eyes at him. Or maybe she was making eyes at the pot plant in the corner? It was kind of hard to tell, the way that they both pointed off in different directions like that. Long curly blonde hair, little chin, heart-shaped face, scarlet lips. Cute, in a sort of Marty Feldman meets Christina Aguilera kind of way. She pulled off her glasses and polished them on the hem of her skirt, flashing an inch of milk-bottle-white thigh and the top of a hold-up stocking. A smile, squint like her eyes. ‘I’m sure they won’t be long. Would you like another cup of tea?’


  It was an old-fashioned kind of room, with wooden panelling and dark red carpets, the walls covered in framed watercolours and certificates.


  Allan shifted in his green leather armchair. ‘No, thanks. I’m good.’ Tea and coffee were just wheeching right through him today. Must be the cold. ‘So … have you worked for Emmerson and Macphail long?’ OK, not the smoothest of lines, but slightly better than, ‘Do you come here often.’


  ‘Two months. Mostly it’s just answering the phones and making tea.’ She bit her bottom lip, one eye lingering its way up his body – while the other went off for a wander on its own – coming to rest on the flashing Santa bobble hat at the very top. ‘We don’t usually get anyone as exciting as the police in here. Are you working on a case?’


  ‘Actually,’ he scooted forward, lowering his voice, ‘we’re—’


  The office door banged open and the inspector stormed out, arms going in all directions. ‘Don’t you sodding tell me to calm down, you patronising, sanctimonious, hairy-eared, old—’


  ‘But Mrs Steel,’ a baldy-headed man shuffled out after her, the front of his white shirt soaked through with what looked like tea, ‘you have to understand, we’re talking about a considerable sum of money here. At least think about it.’


  She marched straight through the reception area and out the main door, slamming it hard enough to make a wall full of pictures shudder.


  ‘Oh dear.’ He ran a hand across his forehead, then stood there, dripping on the carpet. ‘She really is quite excitable.’


  Allan stood. Pointed at the door. ‘I’d better, probably—’


  ‘Constable, can you do your inspector a favour?’ The solicitor pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his damp face. ‘Tell her the time limit contained in the behest is very precise. Mr MacDuff will be cremated at three o’clock on the twenty-seventh, whether she’s there to deliver the eulogy or not. And considering how much is at stake… Well, it would certainly be in her best interests.’


  ‘Er, exactly how much are we talking about?’


  ‘I really don’t think it would be appropriate for me to discuss that.’ He turned to the receptionist. ‘Daphne, can you be a dear and fetch me a towel? I appear to have had an accident.’


  December 27th


  Half past nine and Allan was in the canteen, piling foil-wrapped bacon butties onto a brown plastic tray. Good job he wasn’t one of those evangelical vegetarians, or he’d be spitting in every one. CID were just a bunch of lazy sods. Should be getting their own damn butties. Whatever happened to good will to all men?


  He squeezed in half a dozen assorted coffees at the other end and carried the lot down to the CID wing. Really it was just of a handful of rooms lurking at the end of a smelly corridor they still hadn’t managed to scrub the brown streaks out of, but that didn’t sound quite as impressive.


  DI Steel was lurking in her office, scowling at the phone and drumming her nails on the desktop. ‘Took your time.’


  Allan dumped a buttie and a big wax-paper cup beside her in-tray. ‘You’re welcome.’


  ‘Don’t start.’ She unwrapped the floury roll and sank her teeth into it. ‘Mmmph, mnnnnphmmm?’


  ‘Today’s the twenty-seventh.’


  ‘Stunning powers of observation there, Constable Guthrie. You’ll go far.’


  ‘What I mean is, it’s the funeral today. Of your mate, MacDuff.’


  ‘Desperate Doug MacDuff’s no sodding mate of mine.’ Another mouthful, washed down with a scoof of coffee. ‘Get a car.’


  ‘How much?’ Allan turned to stare at her.


  ‘Watch the road!’


  He snapped back just in time to see the back end of a bus. Slammed on the brakes. The pedal juddered under his foot, the ABS twitching as the car slid into the kerb. So much for the weather getting better after Christmas. The roads were like glass, and everyone drove like an idiot. ‘Stupid bus driver…’ Allan wrangled the car back out onto the road. ‘Fifty-four thousand quid, and all you have to do is deliver the guy’s eulogy?’


  ‘It’s no’ as simple as that. I’d have to be nice about him. And if his greasy lawyer thought I’d no’ been enthusiastic enough, I’d get sod all. Enthusiastic, about Desperate Doug MacDuff?’ She stared out of the window, mouth a narrow, pinched line. ‘Man worked as an enforcer for the McLeods, Wee Hamish Mowat, and Malk the Knife. Killed at least six people we know of, probably a hell of a lot more. Then there’s the beatings, abductions. Rape…’


  ‘So lie. Fifty-four grand! Say he was a great guy, a credit to his family, loved by women, admired by men. Take the money and run; who cares if he was a complete scumbag?’


  ‘I care.’


  ‘No answer.’ Allan stuffed his hands back in his pockets.


  ‘Try it again.’


  The Griffiths’ street was like Dr Zhivagoland – everything covered in rounded mounds of white. Cars, hedges, trees, the lot. Icicles made glass fangs from the guttering, twinkling in the morning light. Sky so blue it was almost painful to look at.


  He leant on the doorbell again and a deep brrrrrrrrrrrrrring sounded somewhere inside. ‘Maybe she’s gone out?’


  Steel shook her head. ‘Look at the drive.’


  Someone had dug it clear, all the way to the slippery road; a snow-blanketed Range Rover was parked in front of the garage, one of those big ugly Porsche Cayennes blocking it in. The paintwork frost-free and glistening. ‘She’s got visitors.’


  ‘Once more with feeling.’


  Allan ground his thumb into the brass bell, keeping the noise going. ‘You know, there’s still plenty time to head out to the Crem.’


  ‘I’m no’ telling you again.’


  ‘Just saying: fifty-four grand goes a long way when you’ve got a wee kid to bring up. Good nursery, maybe a private school, couple of nice holidays. Otherwise, what, the Taxman gets it?’


  ‘Where the hairy hell is…’ Steel screwed her eyes up, peering through the glass panel beside the door. ‘Here we go.’


  A muffled voice. ‘Who is it?’


  The inspector stepped forward and slammed her palm into the wood. ‘Police. Open up.’


  ‘Oh… But, I—’


  ‘Now.’


  A clunk and rattle, then the door creaked open a crack and a big pink face stared out at them. ‘Have you found Charles? Is he all right?’ Her cheeks were all flushed, a pale fringe of hair sticking to her glistening forehead.


  Steel smiled. ‘Can we come in?’


  ‘Ah… Well, I’m… It’s not really convenient, right—’


  The inspector placed a hand against the door and pushed, forcing her back into the hall. ‘Won’t take long.’


  Allan followed Steel inside, clunking the door closed behind him, shutting out the cold.


  Mrs Griffith stood in the hallway, one hand clutching the front of her silk kimono, keeping everything hidden. Thank God. ‘Look, can’t this wait till—’


  ‘Where is he?’


  The pink on her cheeks darkened. ‘I… Don’t know. That’s why I called you. He’s missing and I’m very upset.’


  ‘Oh aye. But no’ upset enough to put you off a wee bit of the old mid-morning delight, eh?’ Steel wandered over to the foot of the stairs, leaning on the polished wooden banister.


  Mrs Griffith stuck her nose in the air, stretching out the folds in her neck. ‘I think you should go.’


  ‘Come out, come out wherever you are! Game’s a bogey, the man’s in the lobby!’


  ‘I must protest, you shouldn’t—’


  Steel cupped her hands into a makeshift megaphone. ‘Come on McFee, I know you’re in here, I recognised your car! Lets be havin’ you!’


  Silence. Then a voice echoed down from upstairs. ‘Erm… I’m a little tied up at the moment. Well, handcuffed, technically…’


  The inspector grinned. ‘Bingo.’ She bounded up the stairs two at a time, Mrs Griffith lumbering after her, making little groaning noises.


  ‘It’s not what you think, really!’


  Allan followed them up to a plush bedroom that could have come straight from the pages of a swanky magazine. Oatmeal carpet, red velvet curtains, polished oak units, and a big four-poster bed with a naked man manacled to it. Wee Free McFee, wearing nothing but a smile and a couple of crocodile clips in a very sensitive location. OK, so the magazine would have to be Better Homes and Perverts, but it was the thought that counted.


  McFee tried a shrug. ‘I’d get up, but … you know.’


  Allan winced. ‘Does that not hurt?’


  Steel plonked herself down on the edge of the bed. ‘No’ interrupting anything, am I?’


  ‘What do you think?’


  Mrs Griffith grabbed the duvet and hauled it up, covering McFee’s wee hairy body. ‘I really don’t see how this is any of your business.’


  ‘What’s the deal, she paying off her husband’s debt in naughty favours? That it?’


  ‘Actually—’


  Mrs Griffith put a hand on his chest. ‘Matthew and I are deeply in love. We have been for nearly a year. When Charles gets back, I’m going to ask him for a divorce.’


  ‘Divorce?’ The inspector bounced up and down a couple of times, making the springs creak. ‘Tell you what I think: I think the pair of you decided you couldn’t be bothered with a long, drawn out legal battle, so you killed him, dumped the body somewhere, and reported him missing. Cooked up the receipt for four grand so we’d think he’d done a bunk to get out of paying his debt.’ She smiled. ‘How am I doing so far?’


  McFee looked at her for a minute, then burst out laughing. ‘We’re gonna get married. You any idea how hard it’d be for Mags to get a divorce if Charles is missing? Couldn’t even have him declared dead for what, seven, eight years? No way we’re waiting that long. Nice quickie divorce, and we can all get on with our lives.’ He winked. ‘Might even send you an invitation.’


  ‘Pull over.’ Steel scowled out of the windscreen, arms folded across her chest, jaw jutting.


  ‘You sure? It’s half two, you don’t want to be—’


  ‘I swear to God, Constable, if you don’t pull over right now I’m going to take my boot and I’m going to jam it right up your—’


  ‘OK, OK, pulling over.’ Talk about a bear with a sore bum.


  The car crunched and bumped over a moonscape of compacted snow, coming to a halt outside a wee corner shop on Queens Road. A little billboard thing was screwed to the wall: ‘ABERDEEN EXAMINER – END IN SIGHT FOR WINTER CHAOS!’ Aye, right.


  Steel unclipped her seatbelt and clambered out onto the crusty pavement, slipped, grabbed the door, wobbled for a bit, then straightened up. ‘No’ a word.’


  ‘I didn’t say anything!’


  She slammed the door and picked her way into the shop.


  How could someone be that miserable about inheriting fifty-four grand?


  Steel was back five minutes later with a white carrier-bag clutched to her chest. Buckled herself in, then pulled out a half bottle of Famous Grouse. The top came off with a single twist, then she stared at the bottle for a moment, before knocking back a mouthful. Closed her eyes and shuddered. Took another sip. ‘What you looking at?’


  ‘Just thought it was kind of … you know … on duty and…’ He swallowed. She was glowering at him.


  ‘Drive.’


  She was about a third of the way down the bottle by the time they reached the rutted driveway to the crematorium. The memorial gardens were covered in a thick layer of white, stealing the sharp edges from everything. According to the car’s temperature display, it was minus four out there.


  Allan crept along the road, making for the bulky building at the end. The place was a collection of grey and brown rectangles, bolted together into a single unappealing, ugly, lump. As if just being a crematorium wasn’t depressing enough.


  There was only one other vehicle in the car park, a frost-rimed 4x4. Allan parked a couple of spaces along and checked the clock: two fifty-eight. ‘Doesn’t look like he was all that popular.’


  Steel took another slug of Grouse. ‘I was nineteen, only been on the beat for a couple of weeks… Was doing door-to-doors for this abduction case – woman, mother of two, snatched outside the bookies she worked at.’ Steel screwed the top back on the bottle, one eye half-shut, like it wouldn’t stay in focus. ‘And then I chapped on Desperate Doug MacDuff’s door...’


  Silence.


  ‘Guv? You want me to come in with you?’


  ‘Going to go in there and tell the truth. Let everyone know what he was really like. Give that manky old git a piece of my mind. Who needs his filthy money?’ She climbed out into the snow, breath streaming around her head. Slipped the half bottle of whisky into her pocket. ‘You wait here. Might need to make a quick getaway.’


  December 31st – Hogmanay


  ‘Guv?’ Allan peered around the edge of the door into DI Steel’s office.


  She was slouched in her seat, feet up on the desk, cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth. The smoke curled out through the open window, letting in the constant drip-drip-drip of melting snow. A cup of coffee was growing a wrinkly skin, sitting next to a cardboard box with ‘FRAGILE – THIS WAY UP’ stencilled on the side.


  ‘Guv?’


  Steel blinked, then swung around. ‘What?’


  ‘Just got a call from Mrs Griffith’s next-door neighbour. Think we’ve found the missing husband.’


  Steel turned and stared back towards the road. ‘You sure you locked the car?’


  ‘Yes, I locked the car.’ Snow crunched and squelched under Allan’s boots as he picked his way along the edge of the next-door neighbour’s garden. It was horrible out here, cold and wet and soggy as the thaw ate its way through the drifts.


  The neighbour was standing by a six-foot wooden fence, clutching an umbrella, melt-water from the roof drumming on the black and white fabric. She bounced a little on her feet as they got nearer, green eyes shining, big smile on her face, Irn-Bru hair curling out from the fringes of a woolly hat. ‘He’s over there.’ She pointed through a gap in the fence. ‘Saw him when I was trying to defrost the garden hose, and I was certain it was a body, and then I thought I can’t leave it, what if it disappears like in North by Northwest and nobody believes me? Or was that Ten Little Indians? I don’t suppose it matters really, but it was something like that, so I ran inside and grabbed my mobile and came back out and it was still there, which is great.’ All delivered machine gun style in one big breath.


  Allan peered between two of the boards that made up the fence. There was a pair of legs sticking out of a drift of glistening snow: black boots; red trousers trimmed with white fur. An electrical cable was wrapped around one leg, studded with large multicoloured light bulbs. ‘Ouch. You think he’s…?’


  Steel hit him. ‘Course he’s dead. Been lying upside down in a snowdrift for a week. It’s no’ like he’s hibernating in there, is it?’


  The end of a ladder was just visible on the other side of the mound. ‘On the bright side, at least he’s not missing any more.’


  Steel sat in the passenger seat, clutching that fragile cardboard box to her chest. Allan turned up the heater, then peered through the windscreen up at the house. Mrs Griffith was standing in the bay window of the lounge, staring as the duty undertakers wrestled her husband’s remains into the back of their unmarked grey van. It wasn’t easy – he’d frozen in a pretty awkward shape, like a Santa-Claus-themed swastika… Wee Free McFee had his arms wrapped nearly all the way around her shoulders, holding her tight as she sobbed.


  Allan sniffed. ‘Still think they did it?’


  ‘The lovebirds? Nah. Silly sod was clambering about on the roof practicing his Father Christmas in the snow. Deserved all he got.’


  The funeral directors finally forced the last bit of Charles Griffith into the van, then slammed the doors shut and slithered off into the defrosting afternoon.


  Allan put the pool car in gear. ‘Back to the ranch?’


  ‘Nope. You can drop me off at home, I’m copping a sicky.’ Steel opened the top of the cardboard box and hauled out a brass urn that looked like a cross between a cocktail shaker and a thermos flask. A plaque was stuck to the dark wooden base: ‘DOUGLAS KENNEDY MACDUFF – IN LOVING MEMORY’. She opened the top and peered inside. ‘Hello again, Doug, you rancid wee scumbag. Your mate the solicitor says I’ve got to give you a dignified farewell. Something befitting your standing in the community.’


  ‘Fifty-four grand… Knew you’d see sense.’ Allan eased the car out onto the road. ‘So where you going to scatter him: Pittodrie? North Sea? Maybe out Tyrebagger or something?’


  ‘Litter tray.’ Steel grinned and screwed the top back on. ‘If we just use a little bit at a time, he should last for months.’


  Stramash


  stramash /strә’maʃ/ noun


  an uproar; a disturbance; a row; a brawl: Strong drink having been taken, the police were called to break up the stramash outside the pub.


  ‘Sodding hell.’ Logan peered out through the rain-slicked glass of what passed for a passenger lounge – a bus-stop-style shelter squeezed in at the side of the car deck. Just big enough for Logan, his wheelie case, and a stack of vegetables in wooden boxes – their paper labels bloated and peeling off in the downpour.


  The dock looked as if it’d been hacked out of a quarry: a bowl of slate-grey rock with a couple of dented pick-up trucks huddling together for warmth. No sign of an MX-5.


  Typical.


  The tiny ferry shook and rattled, lurched ... then clanged against the concrete slipway. Another gust of frigid water rattled the glass.


  She was late.


  ‘You bloody promised.’


  The ramp groaned down and a dripping wee man in a high-viz jacket waved at the rust-flecked blue Transit van taking up most of the car deck. It spluttered into life and inched forwards.


  Logan stuck out his thumb and smiled at the driver... He looked familiar. That was good right? Made him more likely to give Logan a lift? But the rotten sod didn’t even glance at him, just drove off the Port Askaig ferry and away onto Jura.


  Logan yanked out the wheelie case’s handle. ‘Thanks, mate. Thanks a bloody heap!’ And stomped off into the rain.


  The minibus bounced through yet another minefield of potholes, then purred to a halt on the grass at the side of the track.


  ‘Here we go: Inverlussa.’ The driver coughed, peering out through the windscreen as the wipers squealed across the glass. ‘Are you sure?’


  No. Not even vaguely.


  The sea was a heaving mass of granite-coloured water, white spray sparking like fireworks in the wind. A thin curve of yellow-brown sand separated the crashing waves from the land. A wee house squatted on the other side of a bridge over a river, the hills rising behind it, dark and glistening.


  The minibus rocked and whistled with each gale-force blast.


  A small table sat on the sliver of grass overhanging the beach, with a couple of chairs facing out to sea. Someone was sitting in one of them, bundled up in a heavy red padded jacket, a blue bobble hat pulled down low over their ears, a yellow Rupert-the-Bear scarf whipping out behind them.


  Logan hauled his case out into the storm, dragging the thing through the wet grass towards the table. The rain had faded to a stinging drizzle and the air had that salt-and-iron smell of the sea, the dirty-iodine whiff of churned seaweed.


  Christ it was cold, leaching through his damp trousers, making his legs ache.


  He stopped at the table. Loomed over the sod responsible.


  DI Steel sniffed. ‘About time you got here.’ She was only visible from the nose up – the bottom half of her face wrapped in the scarf, wrinkles making eagle’s feet around her narrow eyes, grey hair poking out from beneath her woolly hat. ‘Park your arse.’


  Logan stared down at her, put on a throaty cigarette-growl. ‘“Don’t worry Laz, I’ll pick you up at the ferry terminal.”’


  She shrugged. ‘Someone got out the bed on the wrong side.’


  ‘Wrong side of the...? I had to sleep in the bloody car last night!’


  A figure in bright-orange waterproofs lurched along the path towards them, carrying a tray of tea things, struggling to keep it level in the wind.


  Logan dumped his case under the table. ‘Took me six bastarding hours to drive to Tarbert yesterday: all the hotels and B&Bs were full. You got any idea what it’s like sleeping in a car in the middle of a bloody hurricane? Bloody freezing, that’s what it’s like.’


  ‘Oh don’t be so wet.’


  The figure in the waterproofs leaned into a gust of wind, took two steps to the side, then made a final dash for the table. She smiled at them from beneath the dripping brim of her sou-wester. She couldn’t have been much over eighteen. ‘Right, that’s a pot of tea for two, one lemon drizzle cake...’ She placed them on the tabletop. ‘And a toffee brownie. If you want a refill,’ she pointed at a little walkie-talkie in a clear Tupperware box, ‘just give me a buzz.’


  ‘Ta.’ Steel poured herself a china mug of tea from the stainless steel teapot as the girl headed back towards the house and sanity.


  Logan looked out at the bay – the howling wind, the breakers, the heaving dark sea, the heavy clouds. ‘You’ve gone mental, that’s it, isn’t it? You’ve finally gone stark—’


  ‘Just park your arse and have some cake.’


  He lowered himself into the folding wooden chair. Clenched his knees together. Hunched his shoulders up around his ears, stuck his dead-fish hands into his armpits. ‘Bloody freezing...’


  Steel clunked a mug down in front of him, steam whipping off the beige surface. ‘You bring that fancy fingerprint stuff?’


  ‘Catch my death. And then what? Sitting out here in the wind and the rain like a pair of idiots.’


  ‘Moan, moan, bloody moan.’ She sipped her tea; had a bite of cake, crumbs going the same way as the steam. ‘Now: where’s my fingerprint stuff?’


  ‘Not till you tell me why I drove all the way across the bloody country, slept in a car, took two ferries, tromped half a mile in the hammering rain, then sat in a bus for half an hour to watch you stuff your face with tea and cake.’ He grabbed the brownie and ripped a bite out of it, chewing and scowling. ‘I’m cold, I’m wet, and I’m pissed off.’


  ‘Jasmine doesn’t moan this much, and she’s no’ even two yet.’ Another bite of lemon drizzle. ‘We’re sitting here in a howling gale, because we’re watching someone.’ She pointed out into the storm, where a small white fishing boat with a red wheelhouse roller-coastered up-and-down and side-to-side on the angry water.


  ‘Wouldn’t have been so bad if I could’ve got the car on the Islay ferry, but every idiot in the whole—’


  ‘Can you no’ give it a rest for five minutes? Look.’


  Logan wrapped his hands around the mug, leaching the heat. ‘At what?’


  Sigh. Her voice took on the kind of high-pitched sing-song tone usually reserved for small children. ‘At the wee fishing boat, bobbity-bobbing on the ocean blue.’


  ‘I was right: you are mental. It’s a fishing boat, that’s what they do. Can we go inside now before I catch bloody pneumonia?’


  She hit him on the arm. ‘Don’t be a dick.’ Then passed him a pair of heavy black binoculars. ‘Less whinging, more looking.’


  The eyepieces were cold against his skin, the focussing knob rough beneath his fingertips as he unblurred the little boat. The wheelhouse was just big enough for a grown man to stand up in, but whoever was in charge of the boat was hunched over, wearing one of those waistcoat-style life jackets, holding a Spar carrier-bag to their mouth, shoulders heaving in time with the sea.


  Finally the man straightened and wiped a hand across his purple slash of a mouth. His skin was pale, tinged with yellow and green. Sticky-out ears, woolly hat, pug nose, puffed out cheeks... And he was vomiting again.


  ‘Not exactly the best sailor in the world.’


  ‘If you spent more time reading our beloved leader’s inter-force memos and less time moaning about everything, you’d know that was Jimmy Weasdale.’


  Logan squinted through the binoculars again. ‘Jimmy the Weasel? Thought he retired to the Costa Del Sol. Did a runner when Strathclyde CID fingered him for cutting Barney McGlashin into bite-sized chunks...’ More squinting. ‘You sure it’s him?’


  ‘What do you think the fingerprint stuff’s for? Saw him in the hotel bar last night drinking with this hairy wee bastard wearing a number seven Dundee United football shirt...’


  Logan lowered the binoculars, leaving Jimmy to puke in peace. ‘Not Badger McLean?’


  ‘The very man. Jimmy the Weasel and Badger the Tadger: together again. No’ exactly Mother Nature’s finest hour.’


  ‘So where’s Badger?’


  ‘Squeezed himself into a rubber drysuit half an hour ago. Thought he was going to get his kinky on, but nope – scuba gear. He’s down there now.’


  Logan went back to the binoculars. ‘What are they after?’


  A gust of wind rattled the stainless steel teapot on the little table.


  Steel made slurping noises. ‘Tell you what, I’ll activate my X-ray vision and take a peek below the waves, shall I? Then we can all sod off down the pub for a game of Twister and some chocolate cake.’ She hit him again. ‘How the hell am I supposed to know? That’s why we’re here – watching.’


  Fifteen minutes later an ungainly deformed seal surfaced next to the fishing boat. It thrashed its arms for a moment, before a hump of charcoal-coloured water slammed it into the hull. More thrashing.


  Logan shifted his grip on the binoculars. ‘Silly sod’s going to get himself killed.’


  Jimmy the Weasel lurched out of the wheelhouse and threw a line to the diver. More thrashing. Then some hauling – and what looked through the binoculars like swearing – and finally the seal was dragged over the boat’s railing, bum in the air, little legs kicking out. Then gone: hidden from sight by the bulwark.


  Steel poked Logan in the shoulder. ‘What’s happening? He drowned?’


  ‘Almost.’


  A couple of minutes passed, then a cloud of exhaust fumes burst from the back end of the boat before being torn away by the wind. The tiny vessel swung around and puttered away into the heaving sea, leaving behind a bright-orange buoy bobbing in the angry water.


  Logan passed the binoculars back to Steel. ‘Before you ask: no. I am not going to swim out there and find out what they’ve been up to.’


  She puffed out her cheeks, then tipped the dregs of tea from her mug. ‘Fancy a wee walk down by the beach?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘That’s the spirit.’ Steel stood, stuck her hands in her pockets and lurch-staggered through the storm along the edge of the grass verge.


  A quick shove and she probably wouldn’t wash ashore till she reached Ireland... Logan sighed, swallowed the last of his tea, and hurried after her, shivering as the gale snatched away the little body heat he had left. Hypothermia was bloody overrated.


  By the time he’d caught up she was standing beside a large rock, frowning down at a knot of liquorish-coloured seaweed – the kind that looked as if it had boils. Steel nudged it with her toe. ‘What’s that look like to you?’


  ‘Seaweed. Can we just...’ Something was tangled up in the glistening coils, something rectangular – about the size of a house brick, only wrapped in clear plastic and brown parcel tape. He squatted down, damp trousers clinging to his legs, and levered the package out of the seaweed. ‘About a kilo.’ There was another one, three or four feet further down the thin strip of sand, and another just past it. ‘Bloody hell.’


  She patted him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t know about you, but I’m gasping for a pint.’


  DI Steel froze in the doorway. Her eyes bugged, mouth pinched into a chicken’s-bum-pout as she stomped towards Logan. ‘I told you to wait outside!’


  The Jura Hotel’s bar was a sort of elongated bay-window-shape. A handful of people sat around small circular tables, eating crisps and drinking beer, while an old woman in a grey twinset hustled her grandson at pool.


  Logan paid for his pint of Eighty Shilling. ‘It’s raining.’


  ‘Go!’ She grabbed him by the arm and pulled him towards the exit. ‘Out: before Susan sees you.’


  ‘I’ve ordered food!’


  ‘I don’t care if you’ve ordered three strippers and a tub of cottage cheese – if Susan sees you she’ll chew me a new hole. Aye, and no’ in a good way. Supposed to be here on a jolly, no’ police business.’ She gave him a shove. ‘Out, out. Go sit in the car.’


  ‘I’m bloody freezing, and there’s—’


  ‘Laz: it’s her work’s team-building, OK? She thinks I’m off reading books and scratching my bumhole in quiet contemplation of nature’s island splendour. You want to upset her? That what you want? You want to ruin the only time we’ve had off together since Jasmine was born?’


  ‘You dragged me all the way across the bloody country! I’m cold, I’m wet, I’m hungry, and I’m having my bloody lunch inside in the warm, whether you like it or not.’


  DI Steel knocked on the steamed-up car window.


  Logan scowled at her from the passenger seat, then took a mouthful of Eighty from his half-empty glass. The MX-5’s cloth roof buckled and groaned, rain bouncing off the bonnet, making a noise like a thousand angry ants playing a thousand angry drums, fighting against the background drone of the engine and the roar of the blow heaters.


  Craighouse was a tiny village, strung out along a single-track road. A mini stone-walled harbour, a community hall, a restaurant, a wee Spar shop, and an old-fashioned red telephone box. A collection of whitewashed buildings loomed in the rain – opposite the hotel – ‘ISLE OF JURA’ painted in big black letters on the distillery wall. Steel’s MX-5 sat in a roped off car park marked ‘STAFF ONLY’.


  She clambered in behind the wheel and handed Logan a plate piled high with langoustines, some salad, and little curled red things that looked worryingly like oversized boiled woodlice.


  He poked one of them. ‘I ordered the steak pie.’


  ‘Seafood platter. Good for the brain. And don’t get fishy fingerprints all over my car.’ She turned off the engine and the heaters went quiet.


  ‘Hey!’


  ‘I’m no’ made of bloody petrol.’


  Logan twisted the tail off a langoustine and clicked it out of its pale pink carapace. Dipped it in the mayonnaise. ‘Did you get me a room?’


  ‘Course I did. Got you one right next door to Susan and me, that way you can bump into her and let her know I’m hunting down villains when I’m supposed to be on holiday.’ Steel pulled out a glass tumbler wrapped in a paper napkin. The smoky scent of malt whisky curled through the car. ‘Badger and Weasel are in there playing pool like good little woodland animals, so I nabbed the bugger’s glass. Where’s the fingerprint thing?’


  ‘Don’t you think Susan might just notice something’s up when she tries to get her bags back in the car and finds the boot full of drugs?’


  ‘Oh...’ Steel’s eyebrows drooped, taking the corners of her mouth with them. ‘Sod. Well ... er... Fine: we solve everything today, you bugger off back to Aberdeen with our druggie friends, and Susan never needs to know.’ A nod. ‘Right – that’s officially the plan.’ Steel pointed at the tumbler. ‘So come on, fingerprints.’


  The beer slipped down, cool and dark. ‘Don’t nag.’


  ‘You know, if it really is Jimmy Weasdale then we’ve just caught Scotland’s eighth most wanted man, and turned up a massive stash of drugs. They’ll probably want to give me an OBE.’


  Logan sooked his fingers clean, dug the plastic case from his pocket, and dumped it in her lap. The iPrint kit was about the same size as a paperback book. Steel cracked it open as Logan broke his way into one of the woodlice.


  She sniffed. ‘You got any idea how to work it?’


  ‘Instructions are inside.’ He held up a little curl of white meat. ‘What is this, exactly?’


  ‘God’s sake... Who wrote these instructions? Sodding handwriting’s appalling.’


  ‘Put your glasses on.’


  ‘I don’t need glasses. And it’s a squat lobster. Eat it, it’s good for you.’ She laid the contents of the kit out along the dashboard: a scratched iPhone; a length of curly black cable; a plastic thing – like a matchbox with a metal strip down the middle; a soft-bristled blusher brush; a little plastic tub of Aluminium powder, and one of Amido Black.


  Steel squinted at the sheet of paper for a while. ‘Nah, it’s no good – you’ll have to do it.’


  ‘I’m eating.’


  ‘Aye, and while you’re out here stuffing your face, there’s a murderer in there playing pool and...’ She stared out of the driver’s window, then scrubbed at it with her sleeve, clearing away the fog. ‘Him! There – look, look, look!’


  ‘I can’t even have lunch, can I? OK, OK: I’ll do your bloody fingerprints.’ Logan wiped his hands on a napkin, then reached into his jacket for a pair of nitrile gloves.


  ‘No, you divvy – look!’ She tapped at the window. ‘Big bloke, tartan bunnet, parking the van.’


  Couldn’t keep her mind on one thing for more than two minutes...


  Logan leaned across the car and peered through the clean patch. It was the rusty Transit van from the ferry this morning, driven by the same rotten sod who wouldn’t give him a lift.


  The man clambered out into the rain. He was wearing orange overalls, stained brown and black around the cuffs and knees. Clunky work boots. Big. Broad. Hands like dinner-plates. He pulled the tartan cap firmly down over his ears as another gust of wind shook the van, driving him back a step.


  Steel whistled. ‘Kevin McGregor. Thought he was dead...’ A frown. ‘I’m sure he’s dead.’


  ‘Doesn’t look dead.’


  McGregor grabbed a holdall from the passenger seat, and lumbered off into the bar.


  ‘Oh, he’s dead all right: burned to a crisp in a house fire five years ago. Post mortem said he’d been shot twice in the back of the head, execution-style. Had to ID him from dental records.’ She shrugged. ‘I crashed the funeral and the wake. Tried to cop off with his sister, but she was having none of it.’


  The legendary Kevin McGregor – no wonder he looked familiar.


  And was that...? Logan pointed through the clear bit at two hard-looking women with ginger crewcuts and black-rimmed glasses, struggling to origami an OS map back into shape. ‘Camper van, four o’clock. That’s the Riley Sisters: Brigid and Niamh. Belfast drug dealers. You name it, they’ll blow it up; knees capped while you wait.’


  Steel sat back in her seat. ‘What is this, a sodding conference for toerags and gangsters? Scumfest?’


  ‘Wait a minute...’ Logan stuck his plate on the dashboard. ‘Did Kevin McGregor not beat old Liam Riley to death six years ago because he tried to move in on his turf? Think they’re here to kiss and make up with the bloke who murdered their dad?’


  Steel closed her eyes, pursed her lips, then banged her forehead off the steering wheel. ‘Susan’s going to kill me.’


  ‘You got any of that sticky toffee pudding left?’ DI Steel clambered back into the little MX-5.


  ‘Bugger off – first hot thing I’ve had today.’


  ‘Ungrateful sod.’ She fidgeted with her left boob, hauling at the underwire. ‘That’s another four turned up. So far we’ve got three scheemie toe-rags from Glasgow, Badger and Weasel, a pair of scary bitches kicked out of the provisional IRA for being too violent, two Scouse wideboys, a dead gangster, four of Malk the Knife’s goons, and the spotty ginger kid that works for Wee Hamish Mowat. Sodding hotel bar’s like the United Nations for drug-dealers.’ She reached over and poked a finger into Logan’s toffee sauce.


  ‘Hey!’


  Steel sooked her finger. ‘And you want to know the weirdest thing? They’re all playing nice. Even Kevin McGregor and the Riley Sisters: in there, quietly sipping their pints. You’d think they’d at least chib each other for old time’s sake.’ Pause. ‘Give us a go of your spoon.’


  Logan turned away, shielding the pudding with his arm. ‘Get your own.’


  She stared back towards the bar. ‘Never mind a paddle: if this kicks off, we’re up shite creek without a canoe. According to the guidebook, Jura’s got two special constables and that’s it. No firearms team, no black maria, nothing.’


  ‘So call Strathclyde – get them to send a helicopter.’


  ‘And let those Weegie soap-dodgers take all the credit? No thanks.’


  ‘No, of course not – silly me. It’s much better if this lot tear the hotel apart and murder each other in the lounge bar. What was I thinking?’


  She stared at him. ‘No one likes a smart arse, you know that, don’t you?’


  Logan finished his sticky toffee pudding. Licked the bowl clean so there’d be nothing left for Steel. ‘Only one thing for it then: we pick them off one-by-one like Rambo.’


  Mid-afternoon and the sky was like boiling tar, rain battering down – bouncing off the road and a handful of parked cars. DI Steel curled her lip, buzzed down the window and spat out into the storm. ‘“We’ll pick them off one-by-one like Rambo,” he says.’


  ‘Not my fault they all go to the toilet in pairs, is it? Who knew drug dealers were like girlies on a hen night?’


  ‘Prat. They go to the bogs in pairs so the opposition doesn’t chib them in the ribs while they’re having a slash. Puts them off their aim – blood and pee everywhere.’


  Badger McLean shuffled out through the bar’s main door onto a raised stone patio with a handrail around it to keep anyone from falling into the bustling rush-hour traffic. Which probably consisted of a Post Office van and a sheep. If it was a really busy day.


  ‘Did you tell the hotel owners that their bar was full of drug dealers?’


  ‘Course I sodding didn’t. What they don’t know won’t kneecap them.’


  The wee hairy man huddled in the hotel doorway and winkled a hand-rolled cigarette out of a tin of tobacco. He lit up, shifting from foot to foot, puffing away in the torrential rain. Shivering.


  Steel sighed. ‘I miss fags.’ She pulled out a silver hip flask, twisted the top off, took a swig, then waggled it at Logan. ‘Snifter?’


  ‘You really think that’s a good idea?’


  ‘It’s no’ drink driving, it’s drink parking.’


  Over in front of the hotel, Badger fought with his lighter again. Then looked over his shoulder back into the bar, before limping down the steps and across to an ancient maroon Peugeot with a deep gouge all the way down the passenger side. He hauled open the back door and lowered himself inside with slow stiff movements, as if his spine was made of broken glass. The hot blue-and-yellow flare of a lighter. The dull orange glow of a cigarette. The pale-grey smoke drifting against the glass.


  Logan stuck his pudding bowl on the dashboard next to the iPrint kit. ‘One-by-one, just like Rambo.’


  Badger McLean squealed as Logan wrenched open the Peugeot’s door and jumped into the back seat beside him.


  ‘I didn’t—’


  Then another squeal as Steel slid in on the other side, trapping him in the middle.


  Silence.


  Outside, the wind howled.


  Steel stretched her arm along the back of the seat, behind Badger’s shoulders, as if she was about to put the first-date moves on him in a darkened cinema. ‘Aye, aye Badger. Badge. Badge the Tadge. Long time eh?’


  He licked his lips, eyes flicking from the car door to the hotel and back again.


  She pouted. ‘Badger, I’m hurt – you don’t remember me?’


  Still nothing.


  ‘Aberdeen, 2003: I did you for flogging aspirin round that nightclub down the beach, telling boozed-up teenagers it was E. Got you eighteen months, didn’t it?’


  His mouth fell open an inch. Then everything came out in a machine-gunned Fife accent, the words going up and down like the boats in the harbour. ‘Oh thank God, I thought for a minute you were— ayabugger!’ He dropped the cigarette, shaking and blowing on his fingers, sending ash spiralling through the car. ‘Ow...’


  ‘Here’s the deal, Badge my boy: you tell me what I want to know, and my associate here won’t frogmarch you back in there and let everyone know how you’ve been cooperating with the police like a good little boy.’


  He sneaked a glance at Logan.


  Logan grinned back at him.


  Badger slouched, then ran a hand across his face. ‘Aw ... shite.’


  ‘How much?’ Steel stared, mouth hanging open like an empty pink sock.


  Badger shrugged, then winced, clutching his chest on the left-hand-side – where the wave slammed him into the boat. ‘No one knows for sure, but that’s what they’re saying: nearly a ton of Afghanistan’s finest. Grade-A. Uncut. In four submersible pods.’


  ‘Bloody hell... A ton.’


  ‘Silly bastards’ yacht got caught in that big storm, had to cut the pods loose or get dragged down with them. Managed to limp into Oban three days ago. All the pods’ve got GPS, but one of them cracked open and it’s kinda ... well, you know? Like driftwood, only kilo blocks of heroin.’


  Steel pointed back at the bar. ‘And young Jimmy the Weasel?’


  ‘Turns out his son-in-law was one of the aforementioned silly bastards. The idiot got pished in Oban – you know, celebrating not being dead – and kinda let it slip... So now every dealer from Aberdeen to Belfast’s turning up to do a bit of fishing.’ Badger cleared his throat. ‘Now that I’ve cooperated, there’s no real need to tell anyone, is there? Why don’t I just get out of your hair and head back to the mainland? It’s not like you can actually do me for anything, is it? I’m not even in possession or anything.’


  ‘Funny you should say that...’ Logan dipped into his pocket, pulled out a block of heroin and tossed it at him. ‘Catch.’


  ‘Aagh...’ Badger caught the thing before it hit him in the face.


  ‘Your fingerprints are all over it now. That’s eight years for possession with intent.’


  ‘That’s not fair!’


  ‘Our word against yours.’


  Steel licked her teeth, mouth open, making sticky noises with a pale-yellow tongue. ‘Nearly a ton of uncut grade-A drugs washing up on the shores of a wee Scottish Hebridean island. It’s sodding Heroin Galore.’


  ‘Jimmy’s going to kill me. He’s going to hack me up into little pieces like poor old Barney McGlashin. He’s going to—’


  ‘If you don’t shut up, I’ll hack you into little bits.’ Logan shifted in his seat. They’d parked Badger’s dented Peugeot down the main road, in front of the Antlers restaurant, tucked in behind a soft-top Land Rover with an expired tax disk. The hotel bar was just visible through a knot of bushes.


  Two minutes later Jimmy the Weasel stormed out of the bar into the rain, head going left and right like a pasty-faced searchlight, scanning the car park.


  Logan adjusted the binoculars, focussing through the hotel windows to where DI Steel was leaning back against the pool table, grinning.


  The Weasel shook his fists at the sky. ‘THIEVING LITTLE BASTARD!’ It echoed back from the distillery buildings, before being swallowed by the downpour.


  ‘Oh, God.’ Badger buried his face in his hands. ‘That’s it: I’m dead.’


  And then the Weasel was off, running down the road towards them. But before he got there he took a sharp right, around the back of the village shop. Making for the tiny stone pier that curled around a miniature harbour.


  ‘Keep your head down.’ Logan turned the key in the ignition and the Peugeot made a high-pitched retching noise. Then clunked. He tried again. Got the same result. ‘Come on, come on, come on...’ More retching. ‘COME ON!’


  Clunk.


  ‘Bloody thing.’ Logan undid his seatbelt and jumped out into the rain, running after Jimmy the Weasel: between the shop and the village hall.


  The little white fishing boat with the tiny red wheelhouse rocked against the harbour wall. Light bloomed through the wheelhouse windows, then a cloud of pale-grey exhaust sputtered out around the stern. The boat backed out, turned, and lurched away into the waves.


  Run. Run fast. Leap. Sail through the air between the end of the pier and the fishing boat. Crash into the deck and wrestle Jimmy the Weasel into submission. Handcuff him. Say something pithy about boats and fish. Just like in the movies.


  Three, two, one...


  Bugger that. Knowing Logan’s luck he’d probably drown.


  He scrabbled to a halt at the end of the pier, sending a pair of lobster creels splashing into the iron-coloured waves.


  The wee boat puttered away, bow dipping and rearing more and more violently the further it got from shore.


  The sound of another engine roared from somewhere off to the right. Logan turned. A little concrete slipway reached down from the road – between the distillery car park and the hotel beer garden – to the rolling sea. A man in dirty orange overalls was wrestling a rigid inflatable dingy out into the swell.


  Kevin McGregor.


  So much for Plan A.


  DI Steel stared at him, rain dripping from her flattened grey fringe. ‘What do you mean, “He got away”? How could he get away? You were right sodding there!’


  ‘The car wouldn’t start.’


  ‘Well, that’s not—’


  ‘It’s not even my car!’ Logan pointed at the terminally ill Peugot, with Badger sitting in the back. ‘It’s this moron’s.’


  The wee man waved.


  Steel stuck up two fingers at him. ‘Sodding cheese-flavoured arse-monkeys... And Kevin McGregregor went after him?’


  ‘It’s not my fault the plan was rubbish.’


  ‘Hey, my bit of the plan went perfect, OK? I go in; I make a song and dance about some idiot in a dented Peugeot nearly running me off the road, grabbing a fishing boat and sodding off into the storm; and pop goes the Weasel – right out the front door. It’s your bit that went bum-shaped.’


  ‘The bloody – car – wouldn’t – start!’


  ‘Shiteholes...’ She chewed at her finger for a moment. ‘We need a boat, or something.’


  Screw that.


  ‘Could we not just drive back up the road to where we had tea? That’s where the—’


  ‘And then what? You want to swim out to the boat and arrest them? Cos I’m no’ bloody doing it. We need a boat.’


  ‘Will you hurry up?’ Steel marched up and down the pontoon attached to the tiny harbour’s wall. ‘They’ll be miles away by now!’


  Badger sat up and scowled at her from the wheelhouse of a small rust-streaked fishing boat with ‘CATRIONA’S HARVEST’ painted along the side. Creels made a smelly pyramid in the back, coils of dirty rope and scuffed pink buoys piled alongside them. ‘I’ve never hotwired one of these things before. A Ford Cortina I could do you in three minutes flat, this...’ He waved a hand. ‘This is a pain in the backside.’


  ‘My boot’ll be a pain in your backside if you don’t—’


  The engine growled and puttered into life. Badger gave himself a round of applause. ‘Ha!’


  ‘About bloody time.’ Steel scrambled aboard, then turned and waved at Logan. ‘Get a move on!’


  ‘Can’t get through.’ Logan slipped the phone back in his pocket. ‘Mobile signal keeps cutting out.’


  Badger pointed through the wheelhouse window. ‘Untie the rope thing at the pointy end and chuck it in the boat. Do the one at the back too.’


  Logan stared at him. ‘“Pointy end”? Thought you said you knew what you’re doing.’


  Steel wrapped her scarf around her head, until only her eyes and nose were visible. ‘Laz, get your arse on this boat right now, or I swear to God...’


  He untied the ‘pointy end’ then did the same with the line at the stern, before half jumping, half falling into the back of the boat. Up close the creels stank of stale fish and rotting onion.


  Badger fiddled with the controls. Nothing happened. A bit more fiddling, and the boat thumped backwards into the pontoon with a loud crunch.


  Steel grabbed the wheelhouse wall. ‘Other way, you daft sod!’


  ‘Right...’ The boat surged forwards this time, then around to the left as he twirled the wheel, heading out into the bay. ‘Like riding a bike.’


  The sea churned like a hangover – up and down, left and right, the boat making a wobbly corkscrew path through the concrete-coloured waves. Logan tightened the padded orange lifejacket he’d found in a little locker. The deck was cold and damp beneath his bum as he sat with his back to the railing, holding on with both hands as the tiny Catriona’s Harvest juddered through the storm.


  Steel sat opposite, eyes closed, legs splayed, teeth gritted. ‘Urgh...’


  He narrowed his eyes at her, having to shout over the roar of the engine. ‘You and your bloody Plan B!’


  Standing in the wheelhouse, Badger turned and grinned at them. ‘Course, you’ve got to watch these waters like a hawk. Reefs and rocks everywhere. Normal charts cover about a hundred miles – here you’re lucky if you get twenty. No wonder Jimmy’s son-in-law got into trouble. Got to keep your—’ The whole boat juddered, as if a big underwater fist had slammed into it. ‘Oops.’ And then they were going straight again.


  Steel kept her face screwed tight shut. ‘If we sink I’ll sodding kill you.’


  ‘Not much further.’


  ‘You said that twenty minutes ago!’


  And the sea raged on.


  ‘There! Told you we’d make it.’ Badger clung onto the wheel with one hand, pointing with the other. To the left, Jura rose in hilly bumps of green and brown; to the right the Sound of Jura was a heaving mass of grey water; and straight ahead was the little fishing boat with the red wheelhouse, moored just off Inverlussa beach. Kevin McGregor’s rigid inflatable was tied up alongside, bobbing and dipping.


  Jimmy the Weasel cowered in the back of the fishing boat, arms over his head, staggering as the vessel lurched from one trough to the other. Kevin McGregor clambered over the side, back into the inflatable. Raised his arm, as if he was about to give the Weasel a telling off.


  A hard pop broke across the waves.


  The back of Jimmy’s head puffed out in a cloud of bright red, shining against the dark afternoon, before the wind whipped it away.


  Badger squealed, then ducked down behind the wheel.


  Jimmy’s body rocked with the next wave, then crashed forward onto the deck.


  ‘Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit...’


  Logan hauled out the binoculars and focussed on the bobbing fishing boat. ‘Think he’s dead?’


  ‘Well...’ Steel made a little humming noise. ‘If no’ he’ll save a fortune on hats.’


  Kevin McGregor leaned over the side of his inflatable and did something with the bright-orange buoy.


  Logan cleared his throat. ‘We should board him. Ram the inflatable.’


  Badger peered out from the wheelhouse. ‘He’s got a gun!’


  ‘Don’t be such a Jessie.’ Steel fiddled with her lifejacket. ‘Long as we stay down, we’ll be OK, right?’


  Logan rapped his knuckles against the Catriona’s Harvest’s hull. Might be thick enough to stop a bullet. Probably. Maybe. ‘Erm...’


  The outboard roar of Kevin McGregor’s engine cut through the storm, and the rigid inflatable eased away from Lussa Bay. Going a lot slower than it had leaving Craighouse harbour.


  Badger knelt in the wheelhouse, peeking over the bulwark. ‘Boat’s weighted down... He’s got the two full pods. That’s why he was following Jimmy – the thieving git’s nabbed our drugs!’


  Even towing two-thirds of a ton of underwater heroin, Kevin McGregor’s inflatable was still faster than Catriona’s Harvest. When they finally puttered back into Craighouse harbour, the inflatable was abandoned on the slipway. The rust-flecked blue Transit sat in front of it, the back doors open as Kevin McDonald winched the second pod inside.


  He creaked the doors shut, dragging his left leg. The orange overalls were stained scarlet from knee to ankle.


  Logan scrambled onto the jetty, not bothering to tie the boat up.


  Steel clambered out after him, turned and pointed back into the wheelhouse. ‘You, Badger Boy: stay. If I have to come looking for you, you’ll bloody well know about it.’


  The wind whipped spray off the curling waves, throwing it in Logan’s face as he hurried ashore.


  Streetlights made golden spheres in the driving rain. The road was deserted, except for a couple of parked cars and a mob of grumpy seagulls – hunkered down on the guttering of the distillery buildings, watching the world with glittering eyes.


  Logan turned the corner of the village shop and skidded to a halt. Staring. Someone was lying face down on the road between the hotel and the distillery. Arms and legs splayed out in a broken starfish. A pair of thick-rimmed glasses lying just out of reach. Face pale and slack. A slick of dark red oozing downhill towards the sea.


  The other Riley sister was crumpled in front of the distillery shop, the back of her head gone the same way as Jimmy the Weasel’s.


  Maybe that’s why all the gulls were there – waiting for an early dinner?


  No wonder the bloody street was deserted.


  Steel puffed to a halt beside Logan. ‘What? Why have we stopped?’


  He pointed.


  ‘Oh ... arse. Do you think anyone noticed?’


  Logan stared at her. ‘Yes, I think someone might just have noticed a bloody gunfight in the middle of the street, right outside the hotel bar.’


  ‘Susan’s going to kill me...’


  Kevin McGregor hobbled around to the side of the Transit van.


  Logan took a deep breath and stepped onto the road. Pulled out his warrant card and walked towards the van. ‘Police! Put your weapon down and keep your hands where I can see them.’


  McGregor froze, halfway through hauling the driver’s door open. Then turned. ‘Sling your hook, before you get hurt.’


  ‘Come on Kevin, it’s over. You know it’s over.’


  McGregor slammed his hand on the side of the van. Logan flinched. The seagulls stirred. Probably wondering if they’d get police officer for starters.


  ‘I came back from the dead for this. It’s not over till I say so.’ He pointed at DI Steel’s little MX-5. ‘That’s your car, right? Saw you sitting in it, watching the hotel.’


  ‘Kevin McGregor, I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murders of James Weasdale, Brigid Riley, and Niamh Riley, you— Oh God!’


  McGregor’s gun barked twice and the MX-5’s front tyres exploded in shreds of black rubber. Then he turned and blew out the tyres of the Rileys’ camper van, and the Toyota pick-up parked opposite. The noise was deafening, the smell of fireworks seeping away into the rain.


  ‘Like I said: it’s not over till I say it is.’ He dragged himself up into the Transit van, heaving his leg over the seat, teeth gritted. Then slammed the door.


  Steel appeared at Logan’s shoulder. ‘My car... The... He shot my sodding car!’


  Kevin McGregor grinned, gave them a wave, then put the van in gear.


  A moment of utter silence. Then it was as if the whole world bellowed. The Transit van bucked, riding a mushroom of boiling orange flame, the cab expanding – a balloon of rusty blue metal and safety glass. And then the noise: it was like being smacked in the chest with a sledgehammer, followed by a blast of hot air that tore the ground from under Logan’s feet and sent him crashing sideways against DI Steel.


  The van clattered back to the blackened tarmac, bounced, fell onto its side, the rear doors twenty yards away.


  A pall of white dust filled the air above it, drifting in the wind as the seagulls leapt shrieking from the distillery roof. The cloud caught them above the shop. They lurched, swooped, bumped into each other, and the walls, and the slates, then tumbled to the road. Lying on their backs, legs and wings twitching as the Transit van burned. Doped out of their tiny little minds.


  Logan rolled onto his front and levered himself to his knees, ears ringing.


  Steel coughed, spluttered, groaned. ‘SODDING HELL...’


  ‘WHAT?’


  ‘THINK I BROKE MY ARSE...’ She dug a finger into her ear and jiggled it about. ‘CAN YOU HEAR THAT?’


  The Transit van’s front bumper clanged back down against the road, lying amongst the stoned seagulls.


  Logan clutched at the ancient red telephone box, pulling himself up on wobbly feet. ‘That’s what happens when you mess with a pair of paramilitary nut-jobs who’ve got a thing for explosives.’


  ‘HELP ME UP.’


  He hauled her to her feet. ‘Stop yelling at me.’


  ‘WHAT?’


  Christ. ‘Never mind.’


  ‘I CAN’T HEAR YOU.’


  The door to the hotel bar swung open and a figure in jeans and a hooded top stepped out onto the stone balcony, her caramel-coloured hair pulled back in a ponytail: Susan. She stared at the burning wreckage in the middle of the road, then at the MX-5 with its two blown-out front tyres. Then at DI Steel: standing next to Logan with her legs planted wide apart, one hand holding onto his arm, as if the tarmac was bobbing about on rough seas.


  Susan’s eyes narrowed. She stuck her fists on her hips. ‘Roberta Steel, what the bloody hell have you been up to?’
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  Read on for an exclusive preview of Close to the Bone


  Like it or not, you’re still alive.


  Saturday


  1


  She holds up the book of matches. Licks her lips. She’s practised the words a dozen times till they’re perfect. ‘Do you have anything to say before I carry out sentence?’


  The man kneeling on the floor of the warehouse stares up at her. He’s trembling, moaning behind the mask hiding his face. ‘Oh God, oh Jesus, oh God, oh Jesus...’ The chains around his wrists and ankles rattle against the metal stake. A waft of accelerant curls through the air from the tyre wedged over his head and shoulders. Black rubber and paraffin.


  ‘Too late for that.’ She smiles. ‘Thomas Leis, you—’


  ‘Please, you don’t have to do this!’


  The smile slips. He’s spoiling it. ‘Thomas Leis, you have been found guilty of witchcraft—’


  ‘I’m not a witch, it’s a mistake!’


  ‘—condemned to burn at the stake until you be dead.’


  ‘I didn’t do anything!’


  ‘Coward.’ The lights are hot on her back as she strikes the first match, then sets fire to the rest. They hiss and flare, bright and shining. Pure. Glorious.


  ‘PLEASE!’


  ‘Burn. Like you’ll burn in hell.’ She drags the smile back on. ‘It’ll be good practice for you.’ She drops the blazing matchbook onto the tyre and the accelerant catches. Whoosh – blue and yellow flames race around the rubber.


  Thomas Leis screams.


  He jerks against his chains. Thick black smoke wreaths his face, hiding the mask from view as the fire takes hold. He pleads and screams and begs...


  She throws her head back and laughs at the heavens. Spreads her arms wide. Eyes glittering like diamonds.


  The voice of God crackles through the air, making the very world vibrate: ‘And ... cut. Well done, everyone – break for lunch and we’ll go for scene two thirty-six at half one.’


  A round of applause.


  Then a man in a fluorescent-yellow waistcoat rushes into shot with a fire extinguisher. FWOOOSH – the flames disappear in a puff of carbon dioxide as the cameraman backs away, shielding his lens.


  The runner peels off the bright green mask with the yellow crosses on it from the stuntman doubling for Thomas Leis. The stuntman’s grinning, even though he knows they’re going to digitally replace his face in post. Even though he barged over her line.


  God save us from stuntmen who think they’re actors.


  She puts her head on one side and frowns. ‘I don’t know... It felt a bit over the top at the end there. Really hammy. Wouldn’t she’d be more ... you know, suppressed? Maybe even a bit sexual? Can I do it again?’


  2


  ‘I’m on my way. Tell everyone to—’ Something under his foot went crunch. Logan froze on the doorstep, mobile phone clamped to his ear. He slid his shoe to one side and curled his top lip. ‘Not again.’


  Three little bones lay on the concrete slab, tied together with a tatty piece of red ribbon.


  A hissing whisper came from the other end of the phone. ‘Seriously, Guv, Pukey Pete’s having ferrets up here, it’s—’


  ‘I said I’m on my way.’


  Logan stuck the phone against his chest and scowled out at the caravan park in the growing gloom. Bulky static caravans, the size of shipping containers, all painted a uniform institution green. A patrol car idled on the square of tarmac that acted as a turning circle, its blue-and-whites strobing in the warm late-evening air. The driver hunched forward in his seat, peering out through the windscreen at Logan, working his hands back and forth along the steering wheel – as if he was trying to feel it up.


  No sign of the little buggers.


  Logan kicked the broken bones off the step into the straggly ivy growing up the side of his home. Then took a deep breath and bellowed it out: ‘I KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE, YOU WEE SHITES!’


  Back to the phone.


  ‘I mean, he’s gone off on one before, but no’ like this. He’s—’


  ‘If he’s screwing up the scene, arrest him. If not, just hold his bloody hand till I get there.’ Logan stomped over to the patrol car and threw himself into the passenger seat. Hauled on the belt. ‘Drive.’


  The PC put his foot down.


  The sun was a scarlet smear across the horizon, filling the patch of rough ground with blood and shadow. Trees loomed around the periphery, their branches filled with clacks and caws as the rooks settled in for the night.


  Grey and black hulks dotted the clearing: burned-out cars, their paint stripped away, seats a sagging framework of rusty wire, the tyres turned into gritty vitrified puddles.


  A cordon of blue-and-white ‘Police’ tape was strung between the vehicles, making a twenty-foot no-man’s-land around the Scenes Examination Branch’s inner cordon of ‘CRIME SCENE’ yellow-and-black. Three SEB technicians knelt in the dirt, poking at something, their white Tyvek oversuits glowing pink in the twilight.


  Logan wrinkled his nose. The rancid stench of vomit fought against the greasy scent of burned meat and rendered fat. Like a barbecue with food poisoning. ‘Where’s the pathologist?’


  One of the techs – a shortarse with fogged-up safety goggles – finished scraping something dark and sticky into an evidence bag, then pointed her gloved finger at the other side of the ‘CRIME SCENE’ tape. There was another figure in the full Smurf outfit, hunched over a bucket, making retching noises, his back convulsing with every stomach-wrenching heave.


  The short tech peeled her facemask off, exposing a circle of shiny pink skin and a thin-lipped mouth. ‘Poor wee bugger. Can’t blame him, really. Nearly lost a white-pudding supper myself.’ She puffed out a breath, hauled at the elasticated hood of her suit. ‘Christ it’s hot in here...’


  ‘You call for backup?’


  A nod. ‘The Ice Queen’s en route as we speak.’ The tech pinged her facemask back into place. ‘You want to take a sneak peek? We’ve got as much as we’re going to before they move the body.’


  ‘How bad is it?’


  She peeled off her gloves and snapped on a fresh pair. ‘What, and spoil the thrill of finding out for yourself?’ Then she set off across an elevated walkway – metallic stepping stones, like upturned tea trays on tiny legs, keeping their blue plastic booties from contaminating the scene. It led away between a couple of burned-out hatchbacks, disappearing behind the blackened skeletal remains of a Renault Clio. A dark curl of smoke twisted up into the sky on the other side.


  Logan adjusted his safety goggles, zipped up his oversuit, and zwip-zwopped after her. The walkway clanged beneath his feet. The rancid barbecue smell got worse. And then they were there.


  Christ...


  His stomach lurched two steps to the right, then crashed back again. He swallowed, hard. Blinked. Cleared his throat. ‘What do we know?’


  ‘Not much: victim’s male, we think.’ Another shrug. ‘He’s been chained to what looks like a section of that modular metal shelving stuff – the kind you get in your garage? Been hammered into the ground like a stake.’


  The victim was kneeling on the hard-packed earth, his legs tucked under his bum. His bright-orange overalls were stained around the legs and waist, blackened across his chest and flecked with little glittering tears of vitrified rubber. Someone had forced his head and right arm through the middle of a tyre – so it sat across his body like a sash – then set fire to it. It was still burning: a small tongue of greasy flame licked up the side of the rubber.


  The SEB tech groaned. ‘Bloody hell...’ She hauled a fire extinguisher from a blue plastic crate, pointed the nozzle, and squeezed the handle. A whoosh of white hid the poor bastard’s face from view for a moment, but when the CO2 cleared he appeared again in all his tortured glory.


  His skin was swollen and blistered, scorched crimson; the eyes cooked to an opaque white; teeth bared, yellowed and cracked. Hair gone. Patches of skull and cheekbone poking through charred flesh...


  Don’t be sick. Don’t be sick.


  Logan cleared his throat. Looked out over the graveyard of burned-out cars. Deep breaths. The long corrugated metal roof of Thainstone Mart was just visible between the trees in the distance, what sounded like Tom Jones belting out ‘It’s not Unusual’ at a disco or corporate bash, dancing and boozing it up into the wee small hours. And when they were gone some poor sod would be up all night, clearing up all the spent party poppers and empty bottles before the next livestock auction.


  The SEB tech thumped the fire extinguisher back into the crate. ‘It’s the rubber in the tyre – once it gets up to temperature it’s almost impossible to stop the damn thing from catching again.’


  ‘Get it off him.’


  ‘The tyre?’ She gave a wee spluttering laugh. ‘Before the Ice Queen gets here?’


  ‘Doctor Forsyth—’


  ‘Pukey Pete won’t even look at the poor sod.’ She sagged a bit. ‘Shame. It was nice having a pathologist you could actually talk to...’


  Now the tyre wasn’t burning any more, other smells elbowed their way through Logan’s facemask: excrement, urine. He took a step back.


  The tech nodded. ‘Stinks, doesn’t he? Mind you, if it was me – if someone did that to me? I’d shit myself too. Must’ve been terrified.’


  A voice cut through the still evening air: one of those sing-song Highlands-and-Islands accents. ‘Inspector McRae? Hello?’


  Logan turned.


  A woman stood behind the outer cordon of blue-and-white ‘POLICE’ tape, her grey linen suit creased like an elephant’s scrotum. ‘Inspector?’ She was waving at him, as if he was headed off somewhere nice on a train, not standing on a little metal walkway beside a man who’d burned to death.


  Logan picked his way along the clanking tea trays until he was in the blue-and-white area again. Peeled back his hood, took off his safety goggles, then crumpled up his facemask and stuck it in a pocket.


  The woman squinted at him, pulled a pair of glasses from a big leather handbag and slipped them on, tucking a nest of brown curls behind her ears. ‘Inspector McRae?’


  ‘I’m sorry, miss, we’re not giving interviews to the press right now, so—’


  ‘I was First Attending Officer.’ She stuck her hand out for shaking. ‘Detective Sergeant Lorna Chalmers.’ A smile. ‘Just transferred down from Northern? I’m investigating that off-licence ram-raid in Inverurie yesterday, looking for the Range Rover they nicked to do the job?’


  Nope, no idea. But it explained the accent. Logan snapped off his purple nitrile gloves. ‘You get the cordon set up?’


  ‘And the duty doctor, the SEB – or whatever it is they’re called this week – and the pathologist too: original and replacement.’


  Cocky.


  Logan struggled out of the top half of his oversuit, then leaned back against the remains of a VW Polo. The bonnet wasn’t just warm beneath his bum, it was hot.


  DS Chalmers pulled out a police-issue notebook and flipped it open. ‘Call came in at eight twenty, anonymous – well, mobile phone, but it’s a pay-as-you-go disposable. Unidentified male said there was a “bloke on fire with a tyre round his neck and that” out by Thainstone Mart.’


  Frown. ‘Why didn’t the local station take it?’


  She grinned, showing off sharp little teeth. ‘You snooze, you lose.’


  Cocky and ambitious with it. Well, if that’s the way she wanted to play it: he swept an arm out at the collection of burned-out vehicles. ‘I need you to get every car here identified. I want names, addresses, and criminal records of the owners on my desk first thing tomorrow morning.’


  She gave him a stiff-lipped smile and a nod. I am determined, nothing will stop me. ‘I’m on it, Guv.’


  ‘Good.’ Logan pushed himself off the VW Polo. ‘And you can start with this one. Or didn’t you notice it was still warm?’


  The smile slipped. ‘It is? Ah, it’s—’


  ‘Was it burning when you got here?’


  ‘I don’t—’


  ‘Details, Sergeant, they’re important.’


  ‘Only I was... I thought the dead man... I was getting everything sorted and...’ A blush pricked across her cheeks. ‘Sorry, sir.’


  ‘Get the SEB to give it a once-over before they go. Probably won’t find anything, but it’s worth a try.’ He struggled out of the oversuit’s lower half, then swore as a tinny rendition of the ‘Imperial March’ from Star Wars blared out of his phone. Didn’t even need to check the caller ID to know who it was.


  Logan hit the button. ‘What now?’


  A pause, then Detective Chief Inspector Steel’s smoky voice rumbled in his ear. ‘Have you still got me ringing up as Darth Sodding Vader, ’cos that’s no’ funny!’


  Logan pressed mute. ‘Sergeant, I thought I asked you to get those vehicle IDs.’


  She kept her eyes on her shoes. ‘Yes, sir.’


  He smiled. Well, it wouldn’t kill him to throw her a bone. ‘You made a good FAO: keep it up.’ He pressed the mute button again. ‘Now bugger off.’


  Spluttering burst from the phone. ‘Don’t you dare tell me to bugger off! I’m head of sodding CID, no’ some—’


  ‘Not you – DS Chalmers.’ He shooed her away, then shifted his mobile to the other side, pinning it in place with his shoulder while he unzipped the rest of his oversuit. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘Oh...’ A cough. ‘Right. Where’s that bloody paperwork?’


  ‘Your in-tray. Did you even bother checking? Or did you just—’


  ‘No’ the overtime report, you divot, the budget analysis.’


  ‘Oh, I thought you meant where was my paperwork. You know, the paperwork I’m actually supposed to do, as opposed to your paperwork.’


  ‘Bad enough I’ve got all this shite to sort out without you throwing a strop every time you’re asked to do a simple wee task—’


  ‘Look, I’m at a murder scene, so can we skip through all the bollocks to the actual reason you called? Was it just to give me a hard time? Because if it was, you can—’


  ‘And what about those bloody missing teenage lovebirds? When are you planning on finding them, eh? Or are you too busy swanning about with—’


  ‘Which part of “I’m at a murder scene” do you not get?’


  ‘—poor parents worried to death!’


  ‘For God’s sake, they’re both eighteen – they’re not teenagers they’re adults.’ He shuffled his way out of the blue plastic booties. ‘They’ll be shacked up together in an Edinburgh squat by now. Bet you any money they’re at it like rabbits on a manky futon.’


  ‘That’s no excuse for dragging your heels – bloody woman’s mother’s been on the phone again. Do I look like I’ve no’ got anything better to do than run around after your scarred backside all day?’ A loud sniff rattled down the phone. ‘Pull your sodding socks up: you’ve done bugger all on that jewellery heist last night, there’s a stack of outstanding hate crimes... And while we’re on the subject: your sodding mother!’


  ‘Ah, right: here we go. The real reason.’ Logan scrunched the protective gear up into a ball and dumped it in the bin-bag taped to the remains of an Audi. ‘I’m not her keeper, OK?’


  ‘You tell that bloody woman to—’


  ‘I said don’t invite her to Jasmine’s dance recital, but would you listen to me? Noooooo.’


  ‘—sodding paisley patterned Attila the Hun! And another thing—’


  A huge mud-spattered Porsche Cayenne four-by-four growled to a halt on the rutted track, behind the SEB Transit van. Clunk and the headlights went off, leaving the driver illuminated in the glow of the dashboard. Mouth a thin grim line, nostrils flared, eyes screwed into slits. Brilliant, it was going to be one of those evenings.


  ‘—in the ear with a stick!’


  Logan held up a hand and waved at the Porsche. ‘Got to go, Pathologist number two’s up.’


  ‘Laz, I’m warning you, either—’


  He hung up.


  Dr Isobel MacAllister stuck both hands against the base of her spine and puffed. Her SOC suit swelled in front, as if she was shoplifting a floor cushion. She hauled back the elasticated hood, showing off a puffy, rose-coloured face framed by a droopy bobbed haircut that looked a lot more functional than glamorous. ‘Did you really just ask for a time of death?’


  DS Chalmers nodded, biro hovering over a blank page in her notebook.


  Isobel turned to Logan. ‘She’s new, isn’t she?’


  ‘Just transferred down from Northern.’


  ‘Lord preserve us from the Tartan Bunnet Brigade.’ Isobel unzipped the front of her suit. ‘The body appears to have been necklaced – rubber tyre placed over the head and one arm, making it impossible for the victim to remove, then the outer surface is doused with paraffin and set alight. Death is usually caused by heat and smoke inhalation, leading to shock and heart failure. That can take up to twenty minutes.’ She wiped a hand across her shiny forehead. ‘It’s a popular method of summary execution in some African states.’


  DS Chalmers scribbled something in her pad. Then looked up. ‘And Colombia too. I saw this documentary where the cartels would chain the guy up on an overpass, fill the tyre with petrol and light it. Everyone driving home would see them hanging there, burning, so they knew what would happen if they screwed with...’ She cleared her throat. ‘Why are you all staring at me?’


  Isobel shook her head. ‘Anyway, I’ve—’


  A car horn blared across the clearing.


  She stared at the sky for a moment. Gritted her teeth. Tried again: ‘As I was saying, I’ve—’


  Breeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!


  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, I can’t get five minutes to myself, can I? Not even five minutes.’ She jabbed a finger in the direction of her Porsche four-by-four, took a deep trembling breath, and let rip. ‘SEAN JOSHUA MILLER-MACALLISTER, YOU STOP THAT THIS INSTANT!’


  Silence.


  A wee face peered over the dashboard, big eyes and dirty blond hair. Then a flashing grin.


  Breeeep! Breep! Breeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!


  Isobel hauled off her gloves and hurled them onto the ground. ‘You see what happens? Do you? And will Ulrika get deported for it? Of course not: we’ll be lucky if she even gets a slap on the wrist.’ Isobel stomped off towards the car. ‘YOU’RE IN BIG TROUBLE, MISTER!’ Shedding the layers of SOC gear as she went.


  DS Chalmers shuffled her feet. ‘Well, that was...?’


  ‘They caught the au pair nicking things.’ Logan pulled out his phone. ‘And consider yourself lucky – the last person who asked for a time of death? She made them help her take the victim’s temperature. And the thermometer doesn’t go in the front end.’
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  Midges bobbed and weaved in the glow of a SEB spotlight, shining like tiny blood-thirsty diamonds. In the middle distance, Tom Jones had given way to ABBA’s ‘Dancing Queen’. Logan stuck a finger in his ear and shifted a couple of paces further away from the grumbling diesel generators. ‘What? I can’t hear you.’


  On the other end of the phone, DI Steel got a notch louder. ‘I said, what makes you think it’s drugs?’


  ‘Might not be, but it looks like an execution. We’ll know more when we get an ID on the body: my money’s on a scheemie drug runner from Manchester or Birmingham.’


  ‘Sodding hell, that’s all I need: some flash bastard knocking off rival dealers like it’s a performance art.’ Silence. Then a plastic sooking sound. ‘No way I’m carrying the bucket on this one.’


  ‘Thought that was the point of being in charge of CID?’


  ‘Sometimes shite flows uphill, Laz, and this one’s got “Assistant Chief Constable’s Oversight” written all over it in black magic marker. Let him deal with the members of the press.’


  The SEB tech who’d taken him to see the body shuffled into view, holding one corner of what looked like a crate wrapped in miles of thick blue plastic. It was big enough to take a kneeling man chained to a metal stake. She grimaced at him. ‘Budge over a bit, eh? This is bloody heavy...’


  ‘And by “members” I mean—’


  ‘Got to go, the Procurator Fiscal wants a word.’ Which was a lie – she’d left nearly half an hour ago.


  ‘Oh no you don’t: you’re no’ going nowhere till you tell me where we are with that bloody jewellery heist. You think you get to dump all your other cases just because you’ve got a juicy wee gangland execution on the cards?’


  ‘Investigations are on-going, and—’


  ‘You’ve done sod all, haven’t you?’


  ‘I’ve been at a bloody murder scene!’


  The SEB hauled their blue plastic parcel through the graveyard of burned-out cars, swearing and grunting all the way, feet kicking up a cloud of pale dust from the parched earth.


  ‘Well, whose fault is that? You’re a DI now: act like it! Park your arse behind your desk and organize things – send some other bugger off to play at the scene.’


  Rotten, stinky, wrinkled, bastarding... ‘You’re the one who told me to come out here! I wasn’t even on duty, I was having my tea.’ He pulled the mobile from his ear and glared at it. Concentrate hard enough and her head would explode like an overripe pluke on the other end of the phone. BANG! Brains and wee bits of skull all over the walls.


  ‘Er... Guv?’ DS Chalmers tapped him on the shoulder, a frown pulling one side of her face down. ‘Are you OK? Only you’ve gone kinda purple...’


  Logan gritted his teeth, put the phone back to his ear. ‘You and I are going to have words about this tomorrow.’


  ‘Sodding right we will. I’m no’—’


  He hung up. Glowered at his phone for a beat, then jabbed the ‘OFF’ button. Leave it on and she’d just call back, again and again, until he finally snapped and murdered someone. Logan took a deep breath and hissed it out through his nose. ‘I swear to God...’


  Chalmers held up her notebook, like a small shield. ‘We got chassis numbers off all the cars, and guess what: I found my Range Rover.’ Pause. ‘The Range Rover on the CCTV? The one that ram-raided the off-licence?’


  ‘What about the Golf?’


  ‘Reported stolen at half ten this morning. According to Control: the registered keeper says he drove down the Kintore chippy for his tea Friday evening, came back and parked outside his mum’s house, and when he woke up it was gone.’ She checked her notes. ‘The car, not his mum’s house.’


  ‘Go see him. Tell him sod all, just rattle his cage and see what flies out.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’ Chalmers wrote something in her notebook, then stashed it away in her jacket. ‘I was right about the Colombian drug cartel thing, by the way. Had a boyfriend who downloaded videos of them hanging there, on fire like they were these... horrible Christmas decorations. He always got really horny after watching them too.’ She wiped her hands down the front of her jacket, then rubbed the fingertips together, as if they were dirty. ‘I broke it off: way too creepy.’


  Logan just stared at her.


  ‘Ah... Too much information from the new girl. Right.’ Chalmers backed away a couple of steps. ‘I’ll go chase up that ... yes.’ And she was gone.


  ‘I know, I know, I’m sorry.’ Logan shifted the mobile from one side to the other, pinning it between his ear and his shoulder as he took the battered Fiat Punto around the Clinterty roundabout, heading back along the dual carriageway towards Aberdeen. ‘You know what she’s like.’


  Samantha sighed. ‘Logan McRae, you’re not supposed to let her walk all over you any more. You know that. We talked about this.’


  He changed gear and put his foot down. The Punto’s diesel engine coughed and rattled, struggling to haul the car up the hill. ‘I’m going to be a little late.’


  ‘Pfff... I’ll forgive you this time.’


  ‘Good. I’ll even—’


  ‘On one condition: you wash the dishes.’


  ‘Why’s it always my turn to wash the dishes?’


  ‘Because you’re too cheap to buy a dishwasher.’ There was a pause. ‘Or a decent car.’


  A Toyota iQ wheeched past in the outside lane. One-litre engine, and it was still faster than the bloody Punto.


  ‘I’m not cheap, I’m just—’


  ‘“Prudent” is another way of saying “cheap”. Why I put up with you, I have no idea.’ But it sounded as if she was smiling as she said it. ‘Don’t be too late. And stand up for yourself next time!’


  ‘Promise.’ Logan hung up and fumbled with the buttons until the words ‘DS RENNIE’ appeared on the screen.


  Ringing... Ringing... Ringing... Then, ‘Mmmph, nnnng...’ A yawn. A groan. ‘Time is it?’


  Logan checked. ‘Just gone ten.’


  ‘Urgh...’ Scuffing noises. ‘I’m not on till midnight.’


  ‘Yeah, well I was supposed to be off at five, so I think I’m winning the “Who Gets To Whinge About Their Day” game, don’t you? Jewellery heist.’


  ‘Hold on...’ A clunk, followed by what sounded like someone pouring a bottle of lemonade into a half-filled bath. ‘Unnnng...’


  For God’s sake.


  Logan grimaced. ‘You better not be in the toilet!’


  A long, suspicious-sounding pause. ‘I’m not in the toilet, I’m ... in the kitchen ... making a cup of tea.’


  Disgusting little sod.


  ‘I want a list of suspects for that jewellery heist before you clock off, understand? Go round the pawnshops, the resetters, and every other scumbag we’ve ever done for accepting stolen goods.’


  ‘But it’s the middle of the—’


  ‘I don’t care if you have to drag them out of their beds: you get me that list. Or better yet, an arrest!’


  ‘But I’m—’


  ‘And while we’re at it, what’s happening with those hate crimes?’


  ‘It’s not... I...’ His voice broke into a full-on whine. ‘What am I supposed to do? I’m on night shift!’


  ‘Rennie, you’re...’ Logan closed his mouth. Sagged a little in his seat as the Punto finally made it over the crest of the hill. It wasn’t really fair, was it: passing on the bollocking, just because Steel had had a go at him? ‘Sorry. I know. Just ... tell me where we are with it.’


  ‘No one’s talking. All the victims say they fell down the stairs and stuff. Even the guy with two broken ankles won’t blab.’


  ‘Still all Chinese?’


  ‘Latest one’s Korean. Makes it four Oriental males in the last month and a half.’


  ‘Well ... do what you can.’


  ‘You heading back to the ranch?’


  ‘Going to see a man about a drugs war.’


  ‘Yeah.’ Another yawn. Then a whoosing gurgle. ‘Oops. I just... Emma must’ve ... em ... flushed the washing machine?’


  The young woman in the nurse’s uniform scowled up at him, one hand on the door knob. ‘I don’t like this. It’s late. You shouldn’t be here.’ Her eyebrows met in the middle, drawing a thick dark line through her curdled-porridge face, as if trying to emphasize the razor-straight fringe of her bottle-blonde hair. Small, but wide with it, arms like Popeye on steroids. Hard. Shoulders brushing the tastefully striped wallpaper of the hallway.


  Logan shrugged. ‘He said it was OK, didn’t he?’


  ‘I don’t like it.’ She swung the door open, then stood to the side, face puckered around two big green eyes. Her finger waved an inch from Logan’s nose. ‘I’m warning you: if you upset Mr Mowat...’


  A thin, shaky voice came from inside: a mix of public school and Aberdonian brogue, rough as gravel. ‘Chloe, is that Logan?’


  The waggling finger poked Logan in the chest, her voice a low growl. ‘Just watch it.’ Then she turned on a smile. It would have been nice to say it transformed her face, but it didn’t. ‘He’s just arrived, Mr Mowat.’


  ‘Well, don’t just stand there, show him in.’


  The room must have been at least thirty foot long. A wall of glass looked out on a garden lurking in the darkness, the occasional bush and tree picked out by coloured spotlights. Wee Hamish Mowat nudged the joystick on the arm of his wheelchair and rolled across the huge Indian rug. His pale skin was mottled with liver spots and looked half a size too big for his skeletal frame, the hair on his head so fine that every inch of scalp was visible through the grey wisps. An IV drip was hooked onto the chair, the plastic tube disappearing into the back of his wrist. It wobbled as he reached out a trembling hand.


  Logan took it and shook. It was hot, as if something burned deep beneath the skin. ‘Hamish, how have you been?’


  ‘Like a buggered dog. You?’


  ‘Getting there.’


  A nod, setting the flaps of skin hanging under his chin rippling. Then he dug a handkerchief from the pocket of his grey cardigan and dabbed at the corner of his mouth. ‘Are you on duty, or will you take a wee dram?’ He pointed at a big glass display case, full of bottles. ‘Chloe, be a dear and fetch the Dalmore... No, the other one: the Astrum. Yes, that’s it.’


  She thumped it down on the coffee table and gave Logan another glare. ‘It’s late, and you need your sleep, Mr Mowat.’


  Wee Hamish smiled at her. ‘Now you run along, and I’ll call if I need you.’


  ‘But, Mr Mowat, I—’


  ‘Chloe.’ A glint of the old steel sharpened his voice. ‘I said, run along.’


  She nodded. Sniffed at Logan. Then turned and lumbered from the room, thumping the door behind her.


  Wee Hamish shook his head. ‘My cousin Tam’s little girl. Well, I say “little”... Her heart’s in the right place.’


  Logan took two crystal tumblers from the display case. ‘Not Tam “The Man” Slessor?’


  ‘I promised I’d look after her when he was done for that container of counterfeit cigarettes.’ Wee Hamish fumbled with the top of the whisky bottle. ‘If you want water, there’s a bottle in the fridge.’


  ‘So how is Tam the Man doing these days?’


  ‘Not too good: we buried him a month ago.’ A sigh. ‘Look, can you get the top off this? My fingers...’


  Logan did. ‘Do you know anything about the body we found out by Thainstone today?’ He poured out one generous measure and another small enough to drive after. Passed the huge one to Wee Hamish.


  ‘Thank you.’ He raised the glass, the dark-amber liquid shivering in time with his hand. ‘Here’s tae us.’


  Logan clinked his tumbler against Wee Hamish’s. ‘Fa’s like us?’


  A sigh. ‘Gie few ... and they’re a’ deid.’ He took a sip. ‘Unidentified male, chained to a stake and, I believe the term is: “necklaced”.’


  ‘We think it might be drug-related.’


  ‘Hmm... What do you make of the whisky? Forty years old, nearly a grand and a half a bottle.’ A little smile pulled at the corner of his pale lips. ‘Can’t take it with you.’


  Logan took a sip. Rolled it around his mouth until his gums went numb and everything tasted of cloves and nutmeg and burned toffee. ‘Is there another turf war kicking off?’


  ‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Well, one does, doesn’t one: when time’s running out? What’s going to be my legacy? What am I going to leave behind when I go?’


  ‘We need this to stop before it gets even worse.’


  ‘Don’t get me wrong: I’m not ashamed of the things I’ve done, the things I’ve had other people do, but ... I want ... something. Got my lawyers to set up bursaries at Aberdeen University and RGU, helped people become doctors and nurses, sponsored vaccination programmes in the Third World, paid for wells to be drilled, mosquito nets for orphans... But I don’t feel any different.’


  He sipped at his drink. Then frowned up at the ceiling. ‘Perhaps I should try a big public works project? Like Ian Wood and his Union Terrace Gardens thing, or the boy Trump and his golf course? Leave the city something to remember me by...’ A grin. ‘Other than the horror stories your colleagues tell.’


  ‘Do you know who did it? Can you find out? Because as soon as the media get hold of this it’s going to be all over the news and papers.’


  Wee Hamish stared out into the dark expanse of garden. Or perhaps he was staring at his own reflection in the glass. Difficult to tell. ‘To be honest, Logan, I’ve rather let my attention waver on that side of the business. Once upon a time I knew the operation inside out, but ... well, I get a lot more tired than I used to.’ A shrug, bony shoulders moving beneath the cardigan. ‘Reuben’s been looking after our pharmaceutical arm. Like he’s looking after many things...’


  Silence.


  ‘Logan, you know I love Reuben like a son – bless his violent little cotton socks – but he’s a foot soldier, a lieutenant. He’s not a leader.’ Another trembling sip. ‘If I leave him in charge it’ll end in war.’


  ‘I’m not taking over.’ Logan put his glass down on the coffee table.


  ‘I know, I know. But if I can’t trust Reuben to run things, what can I do? You don’t want it, he can’t handle it; do I sell up to Malcolm McLennan instead?’


  ‘Malk the Knife’s dangerous enough without handing him Aberdeen on a plate too. He’s already got everything south of Dundee.’


  The wheelchair bleeped, then whined back a few feet, before spinning around to face Logan. Wee Hamish wasn’t smiling any more, instead a frown made hills and valleys in the pale skin of his forehead. ‘I shall endeavour to find out who is responsible for your burning victim. And don’t worry, if whoever did it is on my team, they’ll be getting a ... disciplinary hearing. This isn’t the kind of legacy I want to leave behind.’


  Outside, Logan’s fifth-hand Punto was bathed in the glow of a security light. A huge man leaned back against the bonnet, tree-trunk arms folded over a great barrel of a chest. His three-piece suit looked brand new – the waistcoat straining over that vast belly. Shiny black brogues. Face a patchwork of scar tissue and fat, knitted together with a greying beard. A nose that was barely there any more.


  Logan nodded. ‘Reuben.’


  No response.


  OK... Logan took his keys out. ‘Thought you were more of an overalls and steel toecaps kind of guy.’


  Reuben just stared at him. Then slowly hauled himself off the bonnet.


  The Punto’s suspension rose about three inches.


  Logan drew his shoulders back, brought up his chin. ‘Go on then, out with it.’


  But Reuben just turned and lumbered off into the darkness, brogues scrunching on the gravel. Didn’t say a word.


  Logan stood there until the huge man disappeared, then slid in behind the wheel. The world was full of bloody weir-does.


  The windows of the caravan next door glowed pale yellow in the darkness and Logan climbed out of the Punto, engine ticking and pinging in the silence. On the other side of the River Don, the lights of the big Tesco glittered through the trees.


  A noise, behind him...


  Logan spun around, hands balling into fists.


  Nothing.


  Grove Cemetery was a mass of silhouettes, reaching up the hill to the railway line and the dual carriageway at the top. The first three rows of headstones were just visible in the orange streetlight. Beyond their reach everything was black and silent. Just the faint rumble of late-night traffic working its way through the Haudagain roundabout.


  ‘Hello?’


  Stand very still, don’t breathe, listen...


  Nope, he was on his own. Which was just as well – no one about to see him acting like something out of a cheap horror movie.


  Twit.


  Logan found his house key and— Stopped. Another knot of bones hung from the door handle. More bloody chicken bones, wrapped up in a ribbon that was stained a greeny-grey by the sodium glow.


  ‘Very funny.’ He unhooked the bundle and chucked it into the bushes that separated the tiny caravan park from the riverbank. ‘Little bastards.’


  Just because the Grampian Country Chickens factory used to be across the road, didn’t mean people had to be a dick about it.
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“You will raise money for the safe
retum of Alison and Jenny McGregor.
You have fourteen days, or Jenny

will be killed:”

Aberdeans own motherdaughter singing.
sensation are through to the semifnals
of TV smashit Brtin's Noxt Big Star
But thir reality TV dream has tumed
into a realife nightmare. The ansom
domand appears i al the papers,

on the TV, and theintemat, eling the
nation o dig decp i they vant to keep
Alson and Jenny alie. Time s running
out,but DS Logan McRae and his colleagues have nothing tgo on
the kidnapers haven'tffta singlo piece of forensic evidence and
there ae no witnesses.

It1ooks as if the price offame ust got a o higher..
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Read on to find out more about
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It's summertime in the Granite
City: the sun s shining, the sky

is blue and people are dying..

It stats ith Rosie Wiams, a
prostute,stipped naked and
beaten to death down by the docks
~ the heartof Aberdoen’ rod lght
distict. For DS Logan McRas it @
bad start o another bad day.

Rosie won't be the only one making
an unscheduled tp o the morgue.
Across the city six peopl are
buming o death i a petrolsosked
squat, the doors and windows screwed shut rom the outside

nd despite Logan's best eforts, s not long before another
prostitte tums up on the slab.

‘The Granite City's seedy side is
about to be expose

A seril rapist i leaving a sing of
tortured women behind him, butwhile
DS Logan McRae's gfiond, PC
Jackie Ball Breakar Watson, is out
actng as bait, he's thing t identty 3.
blooddrenched body dumped outside
Accidont and Emergency.

Logan's investigatons suggest
Someons i the local bondage
community has developed a taste or
vilent death, and he soon fnds himsef dragged ino the wiight
‘world of pormographers, sex-shops and SEM

Meanwhil, the prime suspect in the rape case tums out o be
‘Aberdoen FootballClub's sar tiker. Logan thinks they vo got it
horrbly wong, but Jackie is comvinced the footballers guity and she's
hakbent on a comiction at any cost.
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“The Logan McRae series is set in Aberdeen, the
Granite City, Oil Capital of Europe, perched on the
east coast of Scotland. They always say, “write what
You know" o did ~ using Aberdeen as the backdrop.
for a series of horrific crimes, murders, serial Killers,
with much eating of chips and drinking of beer.

Of these, the only ones | have any direct experience
of are beer and chips, but some nice local police
officers helped me fill in the rest.

Stuart MacBride.

mayhem and terrible weathe

1t DS Logan MRa's first day back
on thejob ater a yearoff on the
sick, and it couldn' get much worse,
Thrae yearld David Roid's body

is discouered in a ditch: suangled,
mutited and a long tme dead. And
e's only the irst. There's @ seral
Kl stalking the Granito City and
the local media aro baying for blood.

Soon the dead ar piling up n the
morgue almst a fast s the snow
on the sreets, and Logan knows time
are going missing. Moro are gong to
could end up oining them.

unving out, More chidren
Logan isn' carou, he
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Panic strikes the Granite City.
When an offshore container turns up at
Aberdosn Harbour ul of human meat, it
ks of thelargest manhunt n the
Granito City's hstory.
Tuerty years ago The Flesher’ was
butchoring pocple all over the UK -
tuming veims into oveneady oints -
until Grampian s fioest pt him vy,
But eleven years ater he was out on
appesl. Now he's missing and people

e dying again
When members of tho orginalinvestigation start t disappear,
Detective Sergeant Logan McRae realizes the case might not be
as clear cut 35 everyone thinks..
Tuentyyears of secrets and lies are being dragged into th ligh.
An the only thing that's certainis Aberdeen wil never be the same agai.

“You can't be an eyewitness
i1 cut out your eyes...”

Someane's preying on Aberdsen's
rowing Polish populaton. The patter
is alwars the same: men abandoned
on bulding sites, barcy alive, ther
eyes gouged out and the sockets
bumed,

Wit the vieims 100 scared to alk,
and the only wtness a pacdophile
Who's on the run, Grami Polce is
Getting nowhere fast. The attacks are
brutal,they koep on happening. and soon DS Logan McRao will have to
docid how farhe's prepared 1 bend the ules o get 3 resul

The Granite Gityis onthe bink of gang warfar; the investgating team
are doaged by alegatons of coruption; and Logan's about t0 come to the
attntion of Aberdesn's most notorious crime lor.
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