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    The woman walked, at a steady unhurried pace, down the middle of the village road.
  


  
    She was wearing the wig and gown of one of Her Majesty’s Counsel, a formal, enveloping uniform which served to emphasise, rather than mask, her advanced years. She was small, and bird-like in her features, with a few grey whiskers sprouting among her wrinkles; clearly, she was very old.
  


  
    Yet for all that, she walked straight-backed and steadily in front of the hearse, and its burden, as she led it down the main street, down the short distance from the great grey castellated house to Aberlady’s churchyard, and to the grave which awaited. As she approached, in the doorway of the church a lone piper played a lament.
  


  
    ‘Who is she?’ asked Pamela Masters.
  


  
    Beside her, at the wheel of the white BMW as they sat at the head of the queue of waiting traffic, Deputy Chief Constable Bob Skinner smiled.
  


  
    ‘Don’t you know, Sergeant?’ He paused. ‘But then I don’t suppose you would. It’s been a long time since even I’ve seen her in action.
  


  
    ‘She is Christabel Innes Dawson, QC; in her heyday, the only woman silk in Scotland, and one of the very finest too.’
  


  
    ‘And who’s . . .’
  


  
    ‘Who’s in the chest? That is Lord Orlach, Senator of the College of Justice, and Lord Justice Clerk for what seemed like about a hundred years. Old Orlach was the last of the Supreme Court judges not to be subject to compulsory retirement. He finally did step down though, last year.’
  


  
    ‘And Christabel’s his widow?’
  


  
    Skinner drew in his breath, and shook his head. ‘Christ no! Orlach’s wife died donkeys’ years ago, but he and she never married. He had his town house in Heriot Row, and latterly his country seat out here, while she had her establishment in India Street, with the brass plate on the door saying “Miss Dawson, Advocate”. They had a relationship though, that lasted fifty years, until the old boy died last week.
  


  
    ‘When he was plain John Stevenson KC . . .’
  


  
    ‘KC?’ Pamela interrupted.
  


  
    ‘Aye, King’s Counsel; it was that far back . . . and she was a junior, admitted to the Faculty of Advocates almost over the dead body of the Dean of the time; he took her on to assist him in a capital murder trial. Their affair began back then.’
  


  
    He glanced across at the pretty, dark-haired woman in the passenger seat. ‘It was never admitted, or discussed, though.’ He smiled at a memory. ‘They really did think they were being discreet, too. There’s a story about Orlach, that once, in the New Club, an Outer House judge asked him how Christabel was . . . as innocently as that. Orlach froze him with a look, and afterwards, every time one of that judge’s decisions came before him on appeal, the old boy would reverse it.’
  


  
    ‘Why didn’t they marry?’ she asked him.
  


  
    Skinner laughed again, softly. ‘Well at first, Mrs Stevenson wouldn’t have approved. Then, by the time of her death, Orlach was on the Bench. It was never said of course, but the feeling was that if they had got hitched, Christabel would have had to leave the Bar. The rules were such that you could never have been sure that she wouldn’t have wound up pleading a case before her husband, and that wouldn’t have done at all.’
  


  
    He smiled at the black-gowned figure as she drew nearer, then suddenly and spontaneously stepped out of the car and stood beside it. As she turned to lead the hearse into the churchyard, Christabel Innes Dawson, QC, glanced sideways and gave him the briefest nod of recognition.
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ he said as he folded himself back into the driver’s seat, ‘the fact that they didn’t marry meant that she could and did appear before him without restraint.’ He laughed again, out loud this time. ‘I remember she cross-examined me once in a criminal trial, with Orlach as presiding judge. Andy Martin too. He was raw at the time and she knew it. At the end she was screaming at him like a banshee, and old Orlach let her get on with it.’
  


  
    ‘Did she try it on with you too?’ Pamela asked.
  


  
    ‘No, fortunately. She had a degree of respect for DI rank and above, but detective constables and sergeants . . . she chewed ’em up and spat out the bits.’
  


  
    He looked at her mischievously. ‘She still appears, you know. A few times a year she’ll take on the defence in a High Court trial. More often than not she gets an acquittal. Maybe we can fix it for you to be a police witness in one of them.’
  


  
    She snorted, and flounced her dark hair. ‘No thank you!’
  


  
    As the hearse passed through the churchyard gates, the uniformed police officer who had stopped the traffic turned to Skinner, saluted and waved him on. The DCC nodded an acknowledgement and slipped the car into gear.
  


  
    He glanced to his left as he passed the church, as the old lady moved to join the congregation inside.
  


  
    ‘All these years maintaining their discreet front,’ he murmured, ‘yet when the time comes she leads him to the grave. There’s a nobility about that, though, Pam, is there not?’
  


  
    She looked at him, as the BMW snaked though the chicane exit from Aberlady, heading for Gullane. ‘Maybe there is. What I can see though is a situation that’s a bit close to home. I’m as big a secret as old Christabel there . . . or so you think.’
  


  
    ‘What d’you mean . . . so I think? I haven’t told anyone, not even Andy. So who would know?’
  


  
    ‘Ruth McConnell, your secretary, for a start. D’you think she hasn’t guessed? DCI Rose for another. God, her eyebrows went up when you made me your Exec six months ago!’
  


  
    Skinner shrugged his shoulders. ‘But I replaced you with Neil McIlhenney after two months.’
  


  
    ‘Sure, and DCS Martin was delighted to have me added to his personal staff, wasn’t he?’ she said ironically.
  


  
    He raised his eyebrows. ‘He never said a word to me. I told him that we had agreed you’d be better working for him and he accepted that at face value.’
  


  
    She twisted in her seat to look at him. ‘Okay, so tell me why, when she called into the office two days ago to see Mr Martin, your daughter . . . his fiancée . . . froze me like a block of ice with a single look. Not, I suggest, because she thinks I fancy Andy.’
  


  
    Skinner frowned at her. ‘You don’t think Ruth’s been talking, do you?’ He sounded genuinely shocked.
  


  
    ‘Of course not,’ she said at once. ‘DCS Martin’s figured it out, and told Alex. He’d do that, wouldn’t he?’
  


  
    Her companion sighed. ‘Well they live together, so I guess so. Those two have no secrets from each other. But, hold on. Even if Andy and Alex have guessed, they wouldn’t let on to anyone else.’
  


  
    ‘Mmm,’ said Pamela, demurely. ‘But are you as confident of Sergeant Boyd, from the Haddington nick, who stopped the traffic back there in Aberlady, and recognised both you and me: in casual clothes heading towards Gullane, where you have a cottage . . . and on a Friday afternoon to boot? Even a plonker like him will have put two and two together from that. Jesus, he’s probably been on the radio to HQ already.’
  


  
    He nodded. ‘Touché. You’ve got me there.’ He fell silent as he swung the car round a long left-handed bend, and drove them past the small stone cairn, marking the entrance to Luffness Golf Club, settling deep into brooding thought, until long after he had closed the door of the cottage behind them.
  


  
    Finally, as they sat on wooden chairs in the secluded garden, enjoying the warm summer sun, he turned to her.
  


  
    ‘So,’ he said, with the beginning of a frown, ‘are you giving me the message, Pam, love? Do you want me to put us on an official footing? Or do you just want out?’
  


  
    She shook her head. ‘No, out is certainly not what I want . . . unless you’ve decided you want your wife back. If that’s the case then I’m off like a shot. To tell you the truth, when you went off to the States in May for your wee boy’s first birthday, I was more than half expecting you to bring them back with you.’
  


  
    Bob frowned more heavily, and fell silent once more. ‘To be as honest with you,’ he said at last, ‘I thought that might have happened too, despite what you and I have together. Coming home and leaving the wee fella behind was one of the toughest things I’ve ever had to do. But there’s a wall between Sarah and me that we couldn’t break down. I guess she’s gone native again, gone back to being an American. Somehow she isn’t the woman I met and married.’
  


  
    Pamela laughed, suddenly and with a trace of mockery. ‘Nonsense!’ she said. ‘Of course she is. It’s just that you’ve never seen her in her native environment before. Also, for the first time in your lives you’re seeing her take up a position which isn’t exactly in support of yours. You can add to that the fact that she’s probably never seen you on the defensive before.’
  


  
    ‘Well okay,’ he said, wearily. ‘So we’ve both seen each other in a new light, and neither of us could handle it. Whatever the case, I won’t get back together with her just for the baby’s sake. That wouldn’t be right for any of us. Anyway, she’s made it clear where she wants to be. Remember what she said in her goodbye note about not wanting to be stuck in Edinburgh for the rest of her life. She has a hospital job in the States now, and she’s doing scene-of-crime work for the local police.’
  


  
    ‘Is she seeing anyone, do you think?’ she asked, softly.
  


  
    The question took him by surprise, so much that he was unable to keep the hurt from showing in his eyes. ‘Possibly,’ he said, quietly. ‘I’m not sure, but I think she could be.’
  


  
    ‘But you didn’t tell her about us?’
  


  
    ‘No. Like I said, I didn’t. I thought it was maybe too soon for that.’
  


  
    ‘You mean you thought you’d keep your options open?’
  


  
    ‘No! I didn’t want to kick her in the teeth, that’s all.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘Or maybe I was just chicken.’
  


  
    She raised an eyebrow, a gesture denoting scepticism. ‘Chicken? The great Bob Skinner was chicken?’
  


  
    He shrugged his shoulders. ‘We all run from something,’ he said quietly. ‘Come on, what are you saying to me, Pamela? Like I asked you before. Is all this too heavy for you? Do you want us to chuck it?’
  


  
    She pushed herself out of her chair, knelt on the concrete paving, at his feet, and laid her head in his lap for a few seconds, rubbing her face from side to side against his thighs. Finally she looked up at him, still shaking her head. ‘No I don’t want that . . . although God knows I should. You’re the DCC; I’m a sergeant. You’re married, even if you are legally separated. Madness, sheer madness.
  


  
    ‘But no, what I am saying is that you and I don’t have the option of being like Old Christabel and Lord So and So. We can’t keep that sort of secret.’
  


  
    He frowned at her again, knitting his brows heavily, accentuating the deep vertical line above the bridge of his nose, and the scar which ran alongside it. ‘Why not? I always tell my troops that their private lives are their own as long as it’s consistent with duty and discipline. We’re not working together any more, so why are we different?’
  


  
    She squeezed his thighs, hard. ‘Because we are, man! Look, are you or are you not the Secretary of State’s security adviser? Were you or were you not a candidate for the top job in the Met until Sir Derrick Raymond agreed to do another two years? Do you or do you not want Chief Constable rank somewhere? Three Yes’s: don’t you tell me differently.
  


  
    ‘Bob, you’ve got that ambition, and that potential, and here you are, sleeping with a detective sergeant under your command!’
  


  
    ‘Not in the office, I ain’t,’ he said doggedly. He almost added, ‘Besides, maybe I care more about you than about all that stuff,’ but something held him back.
  


  
    She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Fine. So why haven’t you told your daughter about me? Or Andy Martin? Or the Chief? Or am I wrong? Have you briefed the Command Corridor, off the record?’
  


  
    He threw up his hands. ‘Okay! Okay! Okay!’
  


  
    ‘Well!’ She sighed, and paused. ‘Look, I’m not asking for a public declaration of undying love. I like it the way it is, as long as you’re completely and genuinely separated from Sarah. I love being with you. You excite me more than anyone I’ve ever known. But your companionship . . . and great sex, of course . . . for now that’s enough for me. As long as it doesn’t do you harm, and as long as it doesn’t compromise your future career. So think about it, eh?’
  


  
    Skinner sighed. ‘Okay sweetheart. I know you’re right, and I’ll do something about it. I’ll tell the Chief, Andy and Alex . . . probably in reverse order. But in my own time . . .’ He pointed a finger at her, suddenly, ‘. . . and mind, I won’t be seeking their advice or approval.’
  


  
    ‘What if Andy Martin wants me off his staff once you’ve told him?’ she asked him.
  


  
    ‘I’ll deal with that if it happens.’ Abruptly he stood up, gathering her in his arms. ‘Meantime . . . what was that you were saying about great sex?’
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    The telephone rang four times, before the automatic answering machine picked up the call. As she heard Bob’s recorded voice giving the response, Pamela sat up in bed, a sheen of perspiration glistening lightly on her back.
  


  
    A few seconds later, the caller left the invited message. Neither she nor Bob could hear what was said, but both recognised the inflections of Detective Chief Superintendent Andy Martin’s even, steady baritone.
  


  
    She nodded in the direction of the bedside telephone. ‘Go on, pick it up,’ she urged him.
  


  
    He grinned at her, tugging at her arm to draw her back down beside him. ‘Later. Chances are it’s work. If it is, I’m not letting it in here.’
  


  
    She pulled herself free from his light grasp, shaking her head. ‘No! It’s as if he’s in the house with us. If you don’t answer it, I will.’ As the muffled voice continued to float through to them from the living room, she twisted and threw herself across the recumbent Skinner, reaching out with her left hand. She was smiling, but he took her threat seriously enough to grab her and pull her neat little body back down towards him, holding her away from the phone.
  


  
    ‘All right,’ he said. ‘But you keep quiet. I’ve said I’ll tell him, but in my own time.’ He reached behind him with his free hand and picked up the telephone.
  


  
    ‘I’ll try the mobile,’ he heard Andy Martin say, ‘but if you get this first, call me . . .’
  


  
    ‘Andy! Sorry, mate. I was in the garden. What can I do for you?’
  


  
    ‘Did you get any of that?’
  


  
    Involuntarily, Skinner shook his head. ‘No, not a bit of it.’ The coiled-spring tension in Martin’s voice grasped him at once. Releasing Pam from his grasp, he swung his legs from beneath the duvet and sat on the edge of the bed. ‘What’s up?’ he growled.
  


  
    ‘Bob, you’re going to hate this. I’m at Leona McGrath’s place, down in Trinity.’ There was a pause. ‘Leona’s dead. She’s been raped, battered and strangled.’
  


  
    ‘Jesus!’ Skinner shuddered, so suddenly and violently that, to Pamela, the bed seemed to shake. He ran his fingers through his tousled, steel-grey hair, grasping a clump as he fought to control his shock. Behind him, the mattress squeaked as Pam sat up once more. He waved her to silence over his shoulder.
  


  
    ‘When?’ he asked, hoarsely.
  


  
    ‘She was found about an hour ago. She’d been due to attend a constituency event. When she didn’t turn up, the local party chairwoman called round to ask why. There was no reply to the bell, but the back door had been forced. The woman had a look around, and found Mrs McGrath upstairs.’
  


  
    Skinner sat stunned. As she looked at him, wondering and fearful, Pamela saw that the battle scars on his back and thigh were standing out vivid purple, and realised that he had gone pale. She gripped his arm again, squeezing.
  


  
    ‘And her son?’ the DCC asked at last. ‘Wee Mark. What about him?’
  


  
    ‘There’s no-one else here, Bob. Neil McIlhenney, Sammy Pye and I have been over the place ourselves. We’ve been everywhere. There’s no sign of the kid.’
  


  
    ‘Mark!’ said Skinner sharply. ‘His name is Mark.’
  


  
    He squeezed his eyes tight shut, partly to stem the hot tears which he felt springing up, and partly to try to stop himself shaking with tension.
  


  
    ‘After what that woman’s endured, and done,’ he murmured, when he had calmed himself. ‘For it to end like this . . .’
  


  
    He stood up, still holding the phone and turned to face Pam, his back to the muslin-draped window. ‘You say Neil and Sammy are there?’
  


  
    ‘That’s right. Sammy was with me when the call came in. And I thought you’d want the big fella here.
  


  
    ‘I tried to raise Sergeant Masters, but she’s on a day off.’ Skinner searched for an undertone in his friend’s remark, but found none.
  


  
    ‘Forget Pam,’ he said. ‘She doesn’t need to be there. I’ll be with you in Edinburgh inside an hour. Meantime, I suggest you contact the grandparents. Mark’s very close to Roland’s father. Let’s pray that he’s with him.’
  


  
    He replaced the phone in its cradle and looked down at Pamela.
  


  
    ‘What . . .’ she began, before Skinner forestalled her question.
  


  
    ‘A very good friend,’ he said. ‘Leona McGrath. The MP for Edinburgh Dean. You must remember her. Her husband was killed in the plane crash last year. She fought the seat, and won it.’ Pam nodded.
  


  
    ‘Well, now it’s her time to die. She’s been murdered.’
  


  
    He stood there before her, naked, and heaved a huge sigh. ‘Oh my girl,’ he said, ‘when you live with me, you find that some terrible things force their way into your life. Even in the quietest moments, you’re never safe from them.
  


  
    ‘Think you can cope with it?’ He reached for his clothes and began to dress.
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    The house was so familiar to him. He walked past the uniformed officers who stood guard at the head of the driveway, his sandals crunching their way up the narrow gravel path which led from the gate.
  


  
    The front door was open. He stepped into the hall, pulling on a white scene-of-crime tunic and overshoes before venturing further.
  


  
    Properly clad now and knowing exactly where he was going, he strode into the drawing room, then through to the wooden conservatory. Around him, specialist technicians were bent over their work, dusting down doors, windows and furniture for fingerprints, in the hope that one – even a fragment of one – would have been left by the intruder rather than by Leona or her son. Skinner nodded approval of the team’s tenacity, even though experience told him that the chances of their work being rewarded were around one in five.
  


  
    As he stepped back into the hall he collided with another white-suited figure, three or four inches shorter in height than his own six foot two, but distinctive, with his shock of red hair.
  


  
    ‘Hello Inspector,’ he said grimly. ‘How’s it going?’
  


  
    ‘All the mess is upstairs, sir. It looks clean as a whistle down here,’ said Arthur Dorward, confirming Skinner’s pessimism. ‘The back door’s been jemmied, but other than that, nothing’s disturbed. Mrs McGrath’s in the front bedroom, top of the stairs.
  


  
    ‘That’s where you’ll find Mr Martin.’
  


  
    The DCC nodded. ‘Come with me then. I’ll welcome your insight. ME still here, is he?’
  


  
    Inspector Dorward nodded. ‘Aye, sir. Dr Banks as usual.’ He paused. ‘He’s not a patch on his predecessor, if you don’t mind my saying so.’
  


  
    He did mind, very much, but he let it pass. There was no point in taking his bitterness out on an honest soldier like the scene-of-crime Inspector, especially when he knew that he was speaking no more than the truth. Dr Sarah Grace Skinner was the best murder-scene examiner he had ever encountered, gifted with an uncanny ability to paint compelling pictures of events from the very slightest of clues. As he and Dorward climbed the stair a huge pang of regret shot through him.
  


  
    Detective Chief Superintendent Andy Martin, Head of CID, was standing in the doorway of the bedroom as they reached the upper landing, leaning against its upright, his broad back to them in its white suit.
  


  
    Skinner stepped up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder, drawing him out into the hall. ‘Hi, son,’ he said quietly. ‘Is Banks nearly finished?’
  


  
    Martin nodded. ‘You know him. He’s taken forever, but he’s just about done now.’
  


  
    ‘Mmm,’ said the DCC. ‘I suppose I’d better take a look then.’ He made a conscious effort to brace himself as he stepped into the room.
  


  
    Skinner believed deeply that every good police officer had a tolerance limit when it came to viewing the bodies of murder victims. He knew that he had passed his own a long time before. One of the benefits of Chief Officer rank was the ability to delegate, to opt out personally from the messy end, where once he would have attended automatically.
  


  
    Yet some circumstances, like the murder of a public figure, and this, the murder of a woman who had come to be a very close friend, still demanded his presence. And of course, once there, on view himself, he could show no weakness.
  


  
    He thought that he had prepared himself mentally for what he would see, but a moan still escaped his lips as he looked at the body of Leona McGrath.
  


  
    ‘Oh, no,’ said Bob Skinner, out loud for all to hear. ‘You poor wee lass. What bastard did that to you?’
  


  
    And then the rage – cold, blind, savage rage – took over. ‘When I lay hands on you, whoever you may be . . .’ he hissed.
  


  
    ‘I think we all feel like that, sir,’ said Martin, his green eyes narrowed slightly and his shoulders bunched.
  


  
    Skinner knelt beside the body. The little woman . . . she had been not much over five feet tall . . . lay on her back. Her arms were twisted under her and the policeman knew without looking that the wrists were bound together. She was naked, save for a brassière, still fastened, but forced up above her breasts. She was covered in blood. From her vagina, it was matted in her thick growth of pubic hair, and smeared across her thighs and belly. From her nose and mouth, it was spread across her face, shoulders and chest, staining the white bra. From her left ear ran a single crimson line. Before her heart had stopped pumping, it had flowed into a puddle, congealed now on the fawn-coloured carpet.
  


  
    Great vivid bruises and welts showed all over her pallid, yellowish skin. The most vivid were on her face, and on her side, just below her left breast, as if a fist had pounded on her, time and time again.
  


  
    Her face was swollen grotesquely, from the beating and from the white garments – panties, he guessed, possibly more than one pair – which had been stuffed into her mouth. A single black nylon stocking had been wound around her neck, more than once, as a strangling ligature, then tied off, ferociously tight. The flesh around it was blue and puffed.
  


  
    Finally, when he could avoid them no longer, Skinner looked at her eyes. They were bulging, staring up at him, and so full of anger and remonstration that he winced and looked away for a second, before closing them, almost reverently, with his right hand.
  


  
    Gently, he turned her on to her side. Her wrists were indeed bound, with the electric cord of a black hair-dryer. Just above the blood which was caked on her buttocks, there were vivid red marks where its plug had been crushed into her flesh. He leaned closer, to look at her hands. Her fingernails were long, and appeared to be painted with a hard clear varnish. On the tips of three, on her right hand, he could see what appeared to be blood.
  


  
    He glanced up at Martin. ‘Andy,’ he said. ‘Untie her hands, while I hold her, would you.’ Without a word, the grim-faced Head of CID did as he was asked.
  


  
    ‘Plastic bags on the hands please, Doctor,’ said Skinner to the Medical Examiner, who stood a few feet away. ‘There’s blood on her nails, and it might not be hers.’ He rolled the body over, and laid her face down, partly to help Banks cover her fingers and partly to hide her poor battered features from the others in the room. Almost without thinking, he unfastened the bra.
  


  
    The doctor set the clear plastic covers in place over the dead fingers, securing them with elastic bands, snapped into place around the weals left in the wrists by the binding cable. He stood up, beside the DCC.
  


  
    ‘Well?’ asked Skinner.
  


  
    ‘Whoever did this wasn’t messing about,’ said Banks. ‘She was raped, and sodomised, pretty savagely, thumped around a bit, then strangled. Don’t worry about fingernail scrapings,’ he said dismissively. ‘You’ll find all the DNA you need in other places.’ Astonishingly, he smiled at the detectives, from one to the other. ‘The press’ll have a field day with this. I expect I’ll be all over the telly when I come to give evidence at the trial.’
  


  
    Skinner felt himself come to boiling point, but it was the normally unflappable Andy Martin who exploded first. ‘Are you enjoying this, Banks?’ he shouted. The DCC stared at him in surprise, unable to remember ever having heard his friend raise his voice in anger.
  


  
    ‘You know something, you little shit,’ barked the Head of CID. ‘I’ve never liked you; nor has anyone else on our team. You turn up late at crime scenes, then you give us half-arsed reports which don’t usually help us one bit. But the worst thing about you is your total lack of respect.
  


  
    ‘We knew that lady lying there, Mr Skinner and I. This is a personal tragedy for us. She was worth a dozen of you, and in death she                         will











 be treated with honour, not as a vehicle to advance your personal reputation.’
  


  
    He stepped close to the doctor and prodded him in the chest with his broad right index finger. ‘You can bet on this, Banks. You will not be called as a witness in the trial of Leona’s killer. The pathologist’s evidence will be enough. And you can bet on this also. You’re at your last crime scene in this city, and with this force.
  


  
    ‘First thing tomorrow, I will see to it personally that your name is removed from our list of medical examiners. Now, I think you’d better leave . . . before you make me lose my temper.’
  


  
    Doctor Banks’ face went from white to red in a couple of seconds. ‘You can’t do that,’ he spluttered.
  


  
    Skinner leaned forward, took him by the arm, and led him towards the door, past an astonished Inspector Dorward. ‘Too fucking right he can, mate,’ he said. ‘Too fucking right.’ He eased the doctor out on to the landing. ‘Send the mortuary people up as you leave,’ he ordered, and closed the door in his face. His mouth was set, tight and grim, as he turned back to Martin. ‘Good for you, son,’ he said, softly. ‘Couldn’t have done better myself.’
  


  
    He glanced across at the red-haired Inspector. ‘Right, Arthur. Let’s have your observations.’ A sudden thought struck him. ‘No, before that. Where are McIlhenney and Pye?’
  


  
    ‘I sent them off to see the grandparents,’ said Martin, ‘to check whether Mark’s with them.’
  


  
    Skinner nodded. ‘Good. You could hardly have telephoned, right enough. Okay, Arthur, sorry. Carry on.’
  


  
    Dorward coughed, clearing his throat. As he did so, the door opened, and two dark-uniformed mortuary workers, a man and a woman, entered, carrying a brown plastic coffin.
  


  
    The three policemen stood aside. As the bloody, naked body of Leona McGrath was lifted and placed gently in its makeshift container Skinner turned away and looked out of the bedroom window into the street, lit by the summer evening sun, which shone on a small crowd of around a dozen onlookers, and on a larger number of reporters, photographers and television cameramen. Their number had doubled since his arrival. He guessed that the tip-off industry had done its stuff once again. As he watched them he saw a camera raised and trained upon him. Quickly he reached across and pulled the curtains closed.
  


  
    When he turned back the coffin was gone. ‘Arthur,’ he said. ‘At last.’
  


  
    ‘Yes sir,’ said Dorward. He paused for a few seconds, then went on. ‘The only relevant comment I have to make is that Mrs McGrath must have been surprised in this room. Look over there.’ He pointed to a wardrobe door, which lay open. ‘And there.’ He pointed to a dressing-table drawer from which items of underwear hung. ‘And there.’ He pointed to a chair, across which denim jeans and a white blouse had been laid neatly.
  


  
    ‘There are no signs of a struggle downstairs,’ said Dorward, ‘and precious few in here. No torn clothes, nothing like that. If you look in the                         en suite











 bathroom, you’ll find a damp towel. I’d guess that Mrs McGrath was getting ready to go out when she was attacked.
  


  
    ‘Her assailant burst in on her and found her virtually naked. Maybe rape wasn’t on his mind till then.’
  


  
    ‘Or their minds,’ Martin interrupted.
  


  
    ‘That’s true, sir,’ Dorward agreed. ‘But semen testing will tell us whether there was more than one rapist.’
  


  
    ‘So what was on the killer’s mind . . . singular or plural?’ asked Skinner. ‘Robbery?’
  


  
    Dorward shrugged. ‘It doesn’t look like it, boss. There’s a handbag downstairs, in plain view on the kitchen table, so that the intruder must have walked past it. There’s about a hundred and fifty quid in there, in cash. There’s an antique clock on the mantelpiece in the living room that’s worth a couple of grand. There was a diamond engagement ring still on her finger, and more jewellery on the dressing table. There’s a briefcase in her study, but no papers seem to have been disturbed.
  


  
    ‘No sir. Not robbery. That’s pretty certain.’
  


  
    ‘Then what?’ Skinner barked the question, not at Dorward, but at the ceiling, feeling an uncomfortable nagging knot forming in the pit of his stomach as one possible answer grew larger in his mind.
  


  
    He glanced across at Martin. ‘Who was it found her?’
  


  
    ‘Her constituency chair, a woman called Marks. She was just babbling nonsense when I got here. Banks gave her a sedative, and I had her taken home. With luck we’ll get sense out of her tomorrow.’
  


  
    ‘Let’s hope so. We’ve got people interviewing neighbours, yes?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. Dan Pringle’s people are doing that.’ Skinner nodded approval. Detective Superintendent Dan Pringle was Divisional Head of CID for the greater part of the City of Edinburgh. With him in charge there would be no chance of sloppiness.
  


  
    ‘Where will you base the investigation?’
  


  
    The DCS shrugged. ‘Headquarters, I thought, rather than the Divisional Office. We’ve got everything we need at Fettes, plus we have more room to handle the press. With the political involvement, this will be no ordinary murder enquiry.’
  


  
    ‘I can’t argue with that,’ said Skinner. ‘When are you going to see the press?’
  


  
    ‘I’ve told Alan Royston to set up a briefing for seven thirty. Do you want to take it?’
  


  
    The older man shook his head. ‘No. You’re Head of CID. That’s your job.’
  


  
    ‘They’ll expect you,’ said Martin doubtfully.
  


  
    ‘Well they’re not fucking having me, and that’s an end of it. You take the first press conference, then leave the later briefings to Royston. That’s what he’s paid for.’
  


  
    ‘Okay.’ The DCS paused. ‘Here,’ he asked, casually, ‘d’you know if Royston’s still involved with Pam Masters? I know he was for a while. Did she mention anything when she worked for you?’
  


  
    Inwardly, Skinner gulped. He stared at Martin, looking for anything devious in his eyes, yet seeing nothing. ‘That finished a long time ago,’ he said at last. ‘What made you bring that up?’
  


  
    Martin smiled. ‘Plain old-fashioned curiosity, that’s all. I’ve never known an officer who keeps her private life as private as she does.’
  


  
    ‘                        So much for Pam’s notions about Alex and Andy’s shared conclusion











,’ he thought. He might have told his friend the truth there and then had not Neil McIlhenney’s shout drifted up from the hallway. ‘Sir? You still up there?’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ Skinner called out in reply, suddenly relieved by the interruption. ‘We’re on our way down though.’
  


  
    Leaving Dorward to carry on his painstaking work in the bedroom, the two senior officers descended the staircase. Detective Sergeant McIlhenney, Skinner’s personal assistant, stood waiting in the hall with Detective Constable Sammy Pye, one of Martin’s staff officers. The two flanked a tall man in his seventies, silver hair, pale and shaking.
  


  
    ‘Hello, Mr McGrath,’ said the DCC, advancing on him with hand outstretched. The two had met for the first time at the scene of the death of the old man’s son. On that occasion he had been dignified and purposeful. Skinner guessed that this would prove one bereavement too many. Harold McGrath seemed overwhelmed. Gently the tall policeman slid an arm around his shoulders and led him into the living room.
  


  
    ‘Neil,’ he said quietly, over his shoulder. ‘Whisky. Over there, on the sideboard.’ As the heavily built sergeant picked up decanter and glass, the dead woman’s father-in-law lowered himself carefully into an armchair.
  


  
    ‘Sergeant McIlhenney has obviously told you what happened,’ said Skinner, glancing across at his assistant as he spoke and noticing for the first time the strain in his normally jolly eyes.
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ the old man whispered.
  


  
    ‘There’s nothing I can say to lessen the shock, or the horror of it,’ said the detective. ‘We all knew your daughter-in-law; we admired her tremendously. We’re stunned too. But believe me, we will catch whoever did this, and we will put him away for the rest of his miserable life.’
  


  
    ‘It was a man then?’ asked old McGrath, bewildered, seeming to age before their very eyes.
  


  
    Skinner guessed that McIlhenney had spared much of the detail. ‘Beyond a doubt,’ he replied, gently.
  


  
    ‘Where’s my grandson?’ said the old man suddenly, urgently.
  


  
    A sudden desperation hit the DCC, the earlier pang of concern gripping him now with a fierce certainty. ‘He’s not with you, then?’
  


  
    The silver head shook. ‘No. Leona said she would bring him over before she went to her constituency meeting. When she didn’t turn up, my wife and I assumed that she had taken him with her after all. She did sometimes, like a sort of mascot.
  


  
    ‘So where is he?’
  


  
    ‘That’s just the thing, Mr McGrath. We don’t know.’ The old man looked up at him, his mouth slightly open.
  


  
    ‘Look,’ said Skinner. ‘Does he have any pals around here? Could Leona have taken him somewhere else, before she was attacked?’
  


  
    ‘No,’ said the grandfather. ‘I don’t think so. All Mark’s friends are away on holiday just now. We were supposed to be going too, on Sunday, now that the House of Commons has risen.’
  


  
    ‘You’re sure there’s no-one still at home, no pal where he could have gone?’
  


  
    ‘Quite sure. Leona remarked on the fact just last night, on the telephone.’
  


  
    ‘How about Leona’s parents?’ asked Martin. ‘Are they still alive?’
  


  
    Mr McGrath looked round at him, over his shoulder, clutching the whisky which McIlhenney had pressed into his shaking hand. ‘Her mother is. Her name’s Mrs Baillie, Mary Baillie. She lives in Broughty Ferry. But she’s on holiday as well, in Greece with a friend. They left last Sunday, from Glasgow Airport.’
  


  
    Skinner turned to his assistant. ‘Neil,’ he said. ‘Fast as you can, get on to the tour operators and trace Mrs Baillie. This is going to break very fast through satellite television. I don’t want the poor woman to hear of her daughter’s death from a Sky newscaster.
  


  
    ‘Andy,’ he said quickly to Martin. ‘You’d better postpone your briefing till we’ve contacted the mother. Meantime, we’d better mobilise every available officer, CID and uniformed. I want an inch-by-inch search of the surrounding area. If Mark escaped from the house he could be hiding out somewhere. Whatever, if he’s anywhere around here, we’ve got to find him!’
  


  
    He stabbed the air with a finger. ‘Every available officer remember, whether they’re off duty or not. I’ll even call the Chief and ACC Elder. You turn out all your team.’ He paused, then added as a seeming afterthought, ‘Try and raise Pam Masters again. You never know. She might be home by now.’
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    ‘At this moment,’ said Andy Martin, surveying a hushed gathering of reporters and cameramen in the main briefing room of the police headquarters building in Fettes Avenue, ‘every available police officer in the City of Edinburgh is involved in an intensive search of an area within a three-mile radius of Mrs McGrath’s home.
  


  
    ‘That amounts to over a thousand officers, including Chief Constable Sir James Proud, Deputy Chief Constable Bob Skinner and Assistant Chief Constable Jim Elder. We’re searching public parks, railway embankments, unoccupied houses and other properties. Everywhere.’
  


  
    ‘Are you asking for volunteers to help widen the search area, Chief Superintendent?’ The question came from a reporter in the front row of the audience, representing the city’s cable television channel.
  


  
    ‘No,’ he told the woman, ‘because we have to keep things under control. But you and all the other broadcast media can help us by asking your viewing and listening audiences to search their own premises right away, just in case a very frightened wee boy might be hiding there.’
  


  
    ‘What can you tell us about Mark, Andy?’ asked John Hunter, a freelance, and the senior member of the Scottish Capital’s media corps.
  


  
    ‘Well for a start, you can all collect his photograph on the way out, although I suspect that most of you will have him on file from the time of his father’s funeral.’
  


  
    He paused. ‘Mark is six years old, and beyond doubt he’s the most remarkable wee boy I have ever met. As you all know, undoubtedly, by a miracle he survived the plane crash in which his father was killed. Not only that, he was instrumental in helping us catch the man whose bomb brought the aircraft down.’
  


  
    Roger Quick, of Radio Forth, raised a hand. ‘Mr Martin, do you suspect any link between the murder of Mrs McGrath, and her husband’s death?’
  


  
    The Detective Chief Superintendent looked at the reporter for a moment, then shook his blond head. ‘No, none at all. We said at the time that we were satisfied that the bomber had acted alone, and that we knew what his motive was. As the man was shot dead at the scene of his subsequent crime, we have to regard the fact that both of Mark’s parents were murdered as no more than a particularly brutal coincidence.’
  


  
    ‘So,’ asked Hunter once more. ‘Do you see any motive for Mrs McGrath’s killing?’
  


  
    Martin shrugged his shoulders, rippling the cloth of his navy blue blazer.
  


  
    ‘John,’ he said, slowly, speaking clearly for the microphones massed around him, ‘I’ve told you all we know for sure at this moment. I’m not going to speculate on anything else, nor would you expect me to. Motive – if there is one – is anyone’s guess. I have to deal with established fact. Our thinking might crystallise once we trace Mark, but until then we’re throwing everything into the search.’
  


  
    ‘D’you think the boy’s been kidnapped?’ asked the old reporter, bluntly.
  


  
    ‘Possibly, but I don’t know,’ snapped the detective. ‘What I do know is that we are involved in the biggest search this city has ever seen. If it proves fruitless, then that possibility would harden into a probability.’ He picked up the notes on the table before him. ‘Now, let’s get on with it, shall we?’
  


  
    As Martin stood up, a hand was raised at the back of the room. The policeman’s eyes narrowed as he recognised Noel Salmon, a tabloid journalist recently declared                         persona non grata











 by Skinner.
  


  
    ‘Chief Superintendent . . .’
  


  
    The Head of CID turned to Alan Royston, the force’s civilian media relations manager, who was seated at the table beside him. ‘How did he get in here?’ he growled, with unaccustomed menace.
  


  
    ‘I had to let him in,’ Royston whispered. ‘He’s been accredited by that sleazy new Sunday, the                         Spotlight











 – you know, the rag they sell through supermarkets.’
  


  
    ‘Chief Superintendent,’ Salmon called out once more, a shout this time. ‘On behalf of the                         Spotlight











, I have a personal question about DCC Skinner. Is it true that his wife has filed for divorce?’
  


  
    Every head in the room turned towards the untidy little journalist; then most swivelled back towards Martin, waiting for his reaction. The detective’s green eyes were like ice as he stared at the reporter.
  


  
    ‘Not to my knowledge,’ he said loudly and clearly. ‘Congratulations, Mr Salmon,’ he went on. ‘You’ve just been barred from this building yet again. You and your paper.’
  


  
    ‘Do you expect her to?’ the man shouted across the room.
  


  
    ‘No,’ Martin barked, losing his temper for the second time that day, just as a photographer rose from the seat next to Salmon and snapped off a series of motor-driven shots. ‘Now get out of here, before I run you through the door myself!’
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    ‘Royston did                         what











?’
  


  
    Skinner roared his incredulous, rhetorical question across the floor of the Chief Constable’s office in the Fettes Command Corridor. ‘I’ll have the stupid bastard’s balls for paperweights! I personally banned that little shite Salmon from this office. For life, I said, yet our press officer lets him back in – and to represent that bloody downmarket rag at that!’
  


  
    He turned from Martin to Neil McIlhenney. ‘Sergeant, first thing tomorrow morning, I want you to find out for me all about the procedure for firing a civilian employee. Meantime, Royston’s suspended. By the time I’m done with him, he’ll be glad of a job on the fucking                         Spotlight











 himself.’
  


  
    It was fifteen minutes after midnight. Skinner, Chief Constable Sir James Proud, ACC Jim Elder, Martin and McIlhenney had gathered in the Chief’s room to review progress – or lack of it – in the fruitless search for any trace of Mark McGrath, or of his mother’s murderer. There had been no easy way for Martin to break the news of Salmon’s intervention in the press briefing. Even so, he had anticipated his friend’s reaction, and with the Chief’s support had told Royston to stay away from the office until further notice.
  


  
    ‘Bob,’ said Sir James, as Martin had guessed he would, ‘don’t you think you should pause for thought, before taking action?’
  


  
    Skinner looked at him, a thick vein standing out on his right temple. ‘Jimmy, Royston reports directly to me. Right?’
  


  
    The Chief nodded, waiting as his deputy took a deep breath. ‘Okay,’ Skinner said at last. ‘In deference to you, I’ll think about it. Once I have, chances are I’ll still sack him, but at least I won’t have done it in the heat of the moment.’
  


  
    Proud Jimmy grunted. ‘That’ll be some consolation to him.’ He paused. ‘Bob, why would that bloody man Salmon ask such a question? You and Sarah aren’t . . .’
  


  
    Skinner shook his head, emphatically. ‘Sarah hasn’t raised the subject of divorce with me, nor I with her. Now, can we please talk about police business?’
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ said the Chief, as keen as Skinner to change the subject, and ushering his colleagues to chairs. ‘You too, sergeant,’ he said to McIlhenney.
  


  
    ‘Will I sort out some coffee, first, sir?’
  


  
    ‘Good idea, Neil. Good idea.’ The big man left the room, leaving the door slightly ajar.
  


  
    ‘Well,’ said Sir James. ‘No luck with our search.’
  


  
    Skinner shook his head. ‘Not that I expected it. I know that wee boy too well. Chances are he’d have defended his mother. If not, and he’d escaped from the house, Mark wouldn’t have hidden in fright. He’d have raised the street.’
  


  
    ‘D’you think the kid’s dead, then?’ asked ACC Elder.
  


  
    Andy Martin answered for Skinner, reading his mind as he had done a thousand times before. ‘No, sir. It’s likely that he’s alive, still. If he’d been killed, he’d have been left at the scene. Why should the murderer take him away, to kill him later? There’s a better than even chance that he’s been kidnapped.’
  


  
    ‘Why would anyone in his right mind . . .’ Elder began.
  


  
    ‘Who says he is?’ Skinner growled. ‘Andy’s right. We have to look at this as a kidnapping.’
  


  
    ‘How did he get away with it, then, in broad daylight?’ asked Proud, shifting uncomfortably in his uniform and running his fingers through his silver hair. ‘Did none of the neighbours see or hear anything?’
  


  
    ‘No, Chief,’ Martin replied. ‘The fact is that with the time of the day and the holidays there were damn few neighbours about. There were none on either side of the McGrath house, or across the street, and only a few at the end of the road. One of them thought he saw a silver or grey car in Leona’s driveway, but that’s the only lead we have. Leona’s car’s grey so when he drove past, the man thought nothing of it. Only the McGrath car was locked in the garage at the time.’
  


  
    The DCS paused. ‘As I see it, the killer drove right up the driveway. Unlike the footpath to the front door, it’s tarmac, so he wouldn’t have made much noise. In any event, Mrs McGrath was in the shower, getting ready for her afternoon meeting.
  


  
    ‘Once he’d jemmied the back door, I suspect that the intruder made sure of Mark right away. When the first officers arrived they found the television on in the living room. It was tuned to the Cartoon Network, on cable, the sort of stuff that kids watch all day, when they’re not at school.
  


  
    ‘After he had secured the boy – tied and gagged him, maybe – I guess the man went upstairs, for the mother. As Arthur Dorward pointed out, she must have been taken completely by surprise in her bedroom, still barely dry from the shower, wearing her bra and nothing else.’
  


  
    Sir James Proud frowned. ‘If kidnap was his motive, why would he do that? If he could have got away quietly, why attack the mother as well?’
  


  
    Skinner sighed. ‘There’s a difference between purpose and motive, Chief. This bastard may have gone there with the purpose of kidnapping the child. Or he may have gone there with the rape and murder of the mother on his mind.
  


  
    ‘In either case, the kidnap, or the killing, may have been spur-of-the moment action. Alternatively there could have been a single game plan from the start. But none of that takes us any nearer the killer’s actual motive. It still doesn’t tell us why.’
  


  
    ‘What do you think, then, Bob?’ asked the chief. ‘Do you have any notion of what’s behind this?’
  


  
    The DCC looked at his only superior officer. The closer he had come in rank to James Proud, the more he had come to value the man, and to appreciate his humanity. He knew how much the brutal death of a woman, and the disappearance of her child, would be affecting him, and the effort he would be making to keep his emotions in check. He knew also, and made allowances for the fact, that the Chief Constable’s career path had been one of administration rather than investigation, and that, as good a leader as he was, he lacked the detective’s instincts.
  


  
    ‘Maybe we coppers place too much stress on motive sometimes,’ Skinner replied, eventually. ‘Genuine evil doesn’t need reasons to be. Sometimes it just is. That’s a difficult concept for normal, balanced people to grasp, and so it’s easy to discount it.
  


  
    ‘But it could be that all this man sought was gratification; from the rape, torture and murder of a vulnerable, defenceless woman, and from the taking and terrorising of a child. If that’s the case it’s awful.’ His voice rose suddenly and he slammed his right fist into his cupped left palm. ‘Not just for what happened to Leona, but for what could be happening to that poor wee boy right now.’
  


  
    ‘And presumably,’ continued Proud Jimmy, in an ominous tone, ‘because he could do it again.’
  


  
    Skinner shot him a quick glance. ‘Not could, Jimmy,’ he said, quietly. ‘I’d say will.’
  


  
    He paused. ‘And of course, he may have done it before. At the moment, our best hope is that DNA sampling will give us a match to a known offender, a sociopathic rapist, perhaps, with a previous conviction, who’s done his time but hasn’t exhausted his urges.’
  


  
    The Chief shook his head. ‘It’s a nightmare, right enough.’
  


  
    ‘But there’s something else that we mustn’t forget,’ broke in Andy Martin, as McIlhenney returned with a tray of steaming mugs. ‘This was no ordinary single parent, but a very high-profile lady. A Tory MP. That gives us the possibility also that this crime could have political involvement.’
  


  
    ‘Terrorism?’ said ACC Elder.
  


  
    ‘Who can say at this stage?’ growled Skinner. ‘The only certainty just now is that here we all are, as we’ve been a hundred times before, in the middle of the night, without a bloody clue.’
  


  


  
    6
  


  
    Pamela stirred and looked at the bedside alarm. Its red digits told her that it was 1.34 a.m. as Skinner slid into her bed.
  


  
    ‘Sorry, pet,’ he whispered. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you.’
  


  
    She kissed him, feeling the harsh stubble on his chin. ‘That’s all right. I wasn’t sure whether you’d come here.’
  


  
    ‘I almost didn’t. I thought of going to Fairyhouse Avenue. I even thought of crashing out in the office. But then I thought of you, and I realised that I needed to be with you.’
  


  
    In the dark, she stroked his cheek. ‘Was it bad? In the house, I mean.’
  


  
    She felt him shiver, although the summer night was hot. ‘I’ve never been good at a murder scene,’ he muttered. ‘But this one – someone I knew; someone I admired; someone who’s had enough tragedy in her life.’ She felt the touch of his forehead on hers, and his arm slip around her.
  


  
    ‘I tell you, lover. When we catch this guy, I hope I’m there, and I hope he resists arrest. Because I want the privilege of personally tearing out his heart.’
  


  
    ‘Shh! Shh!’ she whispered, quickly. ‘Don’t say that. I hope you never get near him, in that case. You’re too good a man to have anyone’s blood on your hands, even his.’
  


  
    She was shocked, even a touch frightened, by his sudden ironic laugh in the darkness. ‘You think that, do you, Pammy? God, lass, but you don’t know me as well as you think!
  


  
    ‘Andy, now. He’s shot someone dead, and it’s broken his heart. Brian Mackie: he’s had to do it, and never given an emotional twitch. But me, now: I’ve had to kill in the course of my career, more than once. And each time, when I’ve looked at the body at my feet, this person inside me, this voice, has said clear as you like, “Quite fucking right too!”
  


  
    ‘Believe this, if you’ve ever believed anything. Whoever killed poor wee Leona had better never give me a clear shot and legal justification, or I’ll shoot him like a dog and say “Got you, you bastard”.’
  


  
    She leaned away from him, trying to see his face in the faint light which crept into her bedroom from the city outside. ‘Bob,’ she said, with surprise in her voice. ‘I’d never have put you down for a supporter of capital punishment.’
  


  
    She saw the gleam of his white teeth as he smiled. ‘That’s the thing,’ he muttered, more gently now. ‘I’m not, in the judicial sense. I couldn’t hurt a fly in cold blood. But in the heat of action, there’s something in me that takes over. Between you and me, it scares me shitless. I’m just glad I’m on the right side of the fence.’
  


  
    He drew her to him once more. ‘But enough of this black talk. Let me feel the warmth of your body, and let’s both get some sleep. For at six thirty, we’re both off out again, in the vain hope of finding wee Mark.
  


  
    ‘I saved his life once before, you know. I pray that I or one of Skinner’s finest gets the chance to do so again.’
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    ‘I’ve sent Pamela to be an observer at the post-mortem,’ said Martin, casually. The search for Mark McGrath had just been declared exhausted, and the Head of CID and Skinner were sharing an early lunch in the senior officers’ dining room.
  


  
    The DCC felt his stomach churn, involuntarily, but all that his colleague saw was the raising of his eyebrows.
  


  
    ‘It’s part of the job, Bob. She has to take her turn. Young Pye’s gone with her.’
  


  
    ‘Fair enough,’ said Skinner. ‘She’s on your team.’ He took a deep breath.
  


  
    ‘Listen Andy,’ he began. ‘Will you and Alex be free this evening?’
  


  
    Martin looked at him. ‘Aye, sure. Are you fed up eating alone? Is that it?’
  


  
    The DCC shook his head. ‘No. There’s something I’ve got . . .’
  


  
    ‘Excuse me, sir.’ The voice came from the doorway. Both detectives glanced across, to see a tall thin man in a sergeant’s uniform. ‘You told me to let you know, Mr Martin, when the media were ready,’ said William Rowland, Alan Royston’s deputy.
  


  
    The DCS stood up at once. ‘Yes, thanks Bill.’ He looked down at Skinner. ‘I’m going to carry on taking the briefings, sir, until you’ve resolved the Royston situation. It wouldn’t be fair to leave it to Sergeant Rowland.’
  


  
    ‘Fair enough. Listen, will you get someone to tell Royston to be in my office at ten on Monday morning. I’d better have it out with the guy.’
  


  
    Martin nodded. ‘I think that’s best.’ He headed towards the door, where Rowland still waited.
  


  
    ‘Come to dinner tonight, why don’t you?’ He paused, and said, ‘Our place; make it around half-seven. That’ll give us time to get ready. To tell you the truth, I think Alex has been working herself up to talk to you about . . . well, everything. I know she’s not happy about the situation between you and Sarah. Those two are like sisters, you know.’
  


  
    Skinner grunted. ‘Tell me about it! That’s part of the problem. But my daughter’s right, I haven’t been talking to her nearly enough.’ He picked up his coffee. ‘Okay. I’ll see you then.’
  


  


  
    8
  


  
    ‘What are the chances of finding the child alive, Chief Superintendent?’
  


  
    The radio reporter looked barely more than a child himself. Looking at him, Andy Martin wondered whether he might be on a work-experience placement, used by the station as a cheap way of providing Saturday news cover.
  


  
    ‘There’s every chance, Mr . . .?’ His voice tailed off.
  


  
    ‘Braden, sir.’
  


  
    ‘. . . Mr Braden. In fact, we’re very hopeful of finding Mark alive. Our ground search has run its course, and so far we’ve had plenty of support from the public. Sooner or later we’ll get a lead.
  


  
    ‘What I am doing today is renewing my request to property-owners to check garages and outbuildings – anywhere that a frightened child might be hiding. Also, I’m asking everyone who was in the Trinity area of Edinburgh on Friday afternoon to think hard, just in case they saw anything unusual, particularly if it involved a child and a grey car.’
  


  
    The boy looked eagerly at the detective. ‘Is that your most positive lead so far, a grey car?’
  


  
    ‘To be unusually frank with you, it’s our only lead so far.’
  


  
    John Hunter waved a hand. ‘So kidnap’s now becoming a probability, is it, Andy?’
  


  
    Martin nodded. ‘With every passing minute. We’re being as positive as we can in our search, of course. If you’re an innocent motorist in a grey car, I apologise in advance for the inconvenience of being stopped by the police. But I’m sure you’ll realise that we’re only doing what’s necessary.’
  


  
    He looked at the assembled media. ‘That’s all I have for you today, folks. Same time tomorrow, unless anything breaks. If that happens you’ll be contacted.’
  


  
    John Hunter fell into step with the detective as he left the room. ‘Where’s Royston?’ he muttered.
  


  
    ‘Don’t ask,’ Martin whispered in return.
  


  
    ‘Oh. I see.’ The old journalist paused. ‘Listen, Andy. I saw that wee shite Salmon in the bar of the Bank Hotel last night, after you had flung him out of here. He wasn’t letting on why, but he looked as happy as a two-cocked dog in a stand of trees.
  


  
    ‘He’s up to something, and whatever it is, I have a feeling that your lot aren’t going to like it.’
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