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        I get to stay home during this pandemic. Not everybody has that choice. For those of you fighting on the front line, this one’s for you.
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      It had been a while since he’d come to the grave. He’d visited many times before, on his own, just to chat. To chew the fat over what was going on in the world. Today was going to be different.

      ‘Are ye still lying about? Get up, ya lazy bastard. Oh, wait; you can’t. Since your dead.’ He laughed and poked the gravestone with his walking stick.

      ‘What’s with the walking stick? Feeble and decrepit now?’

      ‘Oh away, man. I don’t need the bloody thing. It’s just for looks. I gave some bastard a good skelp with it the other day. Will I give you my wallet? Aye, watch me, I said. Cheeky wee sod. Then I gave him the old one two, right in the chuckies. He went away screaming like a wee lassie.’

      ‘Good for you.’

      ‘Appearances can be deceiving, as we both know.’

      This part of the cemetery was manky and unkempt. Still, it suited this particular occupant.

      He’d attended the funeral, standing way back, out of sight. It had been raining that day, but he’d stood under a tree, listening to the priest drone on about how the dead man was at peace now.

      He could count on one hand how many people had shown up for the interment. The cemetery was old and decrepit, the grave located in a far corner. The funeral itself wasn’t publicised, instead, a false story had been leaked about the body being cremated.

      He had stepped forward to the family at the end. There was one detective there, but that didn’t matter.

      Should the detective have asked him, his story was one that couldn’t be backed up; he’d worked with the deceased many years ago, before the company closed. A false name, a little bit of colour in the hair and facial hair that was going to be shaved off before teatime.

      He’d announced his first name only, but the detective didn’t seem interested. They had their man, as it were. He was in a wooden box, and now he was in the ground, about to be covered in dirt.

      There had been no tea and cucumber sandwiches afterwards, no celebrating the man’s life. How could they? He had taken the life of others. It wouldn’t have been right to celebrate his, like his life had been worthy of something. No more women dying at his hands. No more women terrified by this man, crying or screaming or both, begging to be set free. That would be celebrated by the public, and people would want to dance on his grave, not talk about him in a nice way.

      The media had moved on. If it leads, it bleeds, as the saying went. Now there was no more bleeding from this killer’s hands. He was dead and buried. His marker only had his first name on it, along with the year of his birth and the year of his death.

      His eyes focused on the weathered stone again. ‘Aye, Colin, it’s been a long time, old son.’

      ‘I was expecting you a while back, you know, on the anniversary, like. I suppose you were too busy to come and visit me.’

      ‘Now, don’t take the bloody huff. And yes, I have been busy, if you must know. It’s not easy, at my age.’

      ‘You’re hardly a coffin dodger.’

      ‘Well, we can hardly call you a coffin dodger now, can we? Since you’re in one.’ He laughed at his own joke.

      ‘Ha, bloody ha. But don’t just stand there catching some rays, tell me what you’ve been up to.’

      ‘Och, you know, the usual stuff; working, going to the pictures, killing people.’

      ‘Obviously they haven’t caught you yet.’

      ‘Hey, what kind of talk is that? They aren’t going to catch me. They’re not smart enough. I cover my back, Colin, every step of the way. I’ve told you this before; keep the same MO for a little while, then move on. Fife was a blast, let me tell you. I had them running circles round each other. The killings were never connected. That was the easy one.’ He stopped laughing for a moment.

      ‘What’s wrong? You’ve gone quiet all of a sudden.’

      ‘Just thinking for a mo, Colin. Glasgow. That was a lot harder than I expected. They’re bastards through there. Tough as fucking nails. I almost got caught, but I still outsmarted them. It was hard though. If this job hadn’t come up, I would have been taking a rest again.’

      ‘You better watch yourself. You know what they’ll do to you in prison.’

      He laughed. ‘I know, but I’m not going to get caught. It’s mind over matter. You have to go into this job with a certain mindset, or you’re fucked right from the start.’

      ‘You know best.’

      ‘I do.’

      He took in a deep breath and let it out into the cold air. Autumn had caught them like a steel trap.

      It was unruly here, the bushes and grass and hogweed taking the place for themselves. Nobody would ever come here, except maybe a family member or two, but the papers had printed stories from relatives who were expressing their disgust at this monster. Maybe some of them truly felt that. Maybe they just didn’t want public opinion to become hostile towards them.

      He had come to the cemetery quite often at first. He’d see limp flowers that had once been colourful and vibrant, sometimes with cards attached, the words having run in the wet.

      ‘They still love you, you know.’

      ‘I know they do. Especially Mum, but I haven’t seen her in a while.’

      He was silent for a moment. ‘She died, Colin,’ he answered.

      ‘What? Oh, no! Not Mum! Oh my God! Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘I just did. It was her heart, Colin.’

      ‘She died of a broken heart, then.’

      ‘If you want to put it that way. They did her proud, at the end. But that wasn’t all I wanted to talk to you about.’

      ‘Oh? What else?’

      ‘I have a little problem. I thought you might want to come along on this one.’

      No reply for a moment.

      He stood and listened to the other man crying, not sure what words could possibly console him right now. He was here again. Standing alone, a chill wind buffeting the trees, promising to bring in the clouds at any moment. A re-enactment of the funeral.

      ‘Okay, I’ll come along, Michel.’

      ‘Good man. You won’t regret it. We’ll have fun.’ By God it felt like coming home, hearing his old moniker again. Michel. Short for Michelangelo. The master. He reached into an inside pocket of his overcoat and took the object out.

      The doll was tied with black thread. Mouth taped shut. A red line drawn across her neck. One finger was missing. So were her feet.

      He placed it in front of the gravestone.

      ‘I like that!’ Colin said, standing beside him.

      ‘I knew you would.’

      They walked away as the first droplets of rain fell.
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      Detective Chief Inspector Harry McNeil took a cotton hanky out of his pocket and wiped his brow as his fiancée and colleague, Detective Sergeant Alex Maxwell, turned the engine off.

      ‘I shouldn’t be this nervous,’ he said. ‘It’s worse than when I went to my school leavers dance.’

      ‘I’ve seen you dance. You were right to be nervous back then.’

      ‘You’re not helping.’

      They were in the car park of the nursing home in Burntisland, a stone’s throw from the sea.

      She put a hand on his. ‘You’ll be fine. I know it’s not easy, going to visit a colleague of your dad’s, somebody that may or may not remember you. Dementia’s a bastard, Harry, but we have to act normally in front of Willie. In his mind, he still thinks everything is normal. He doesn’t realise what’s wrong with him.’

      ‘I know.’

      They stepped out of the car and walked slowly across the car park. The day was slowly dying, and some lights had come on already.

      ‘I’m going to get my old Jaguar out of storage soon, I think.’

      Alex laughed. ‘All this time I’ve known you and I still haven’t seen the classic that is supposedly getting fixed in the garage.’

      ‘It’s an old Jag. An XJS. Nineteen ninety with low miles. It just needs a little bit more done to it and then she’ll be ready. Some parts were hard to come by, but the mechanic got them recently and she’ll be ready soon.’

      ‘A nineteen ninety? I thought you meant it was some old boneshaker from the seventies.’

      ‘Jaguars are not boneshakers. They are finely-tuned pieces of craftsmanship. All that wood and leather.’

      ‘What made you buy an old Jag?’ Alex asked.

      Harry took in a deep breath and let it out. ‘I didn’t.’

      ‘Were you having me on?’

      ‘What? Oh, no. I mean I didn’t buy it.’ He paused for a moment. ‘It was my dad’s.’

      ‘Really? You inherited a Jag from your dad?’

      He nodded as Alex slowed her pace. ‘What did Derek have to say about that? And your sister?’

      ‘They were taken care of in the will.’

      ‘That’s nice. He left you his old Jag. How often have you driven it?’

      ‘A couple of times. A friend of my dad’s has a place where he stores cars and fixes them. I pay him to look after it.’

      ‘Look at you. Sentimental. That’s nice.’

      ‘I meant to use it more but never got around to it. Now it’s worth sod all.’

      ‘That’s the two-door, isn’t it?’

      Harry nodded. ‘Yes, it is. And no, you can’t go booting it around like your wee German roller skate.’

      ‘Your dad liked his Jags then?’

      Harry stared up at the façade, his mind drifting for a moment.

      ‘He was a skinflint like me. He bought it second hand, thinking that maybe he could woo my mother with it after the divorce. He told me one night in the pub that he saw himself driving back up to Inverness in it, just him and my mum, driving to wherever the mood took them. Not a care in the world.’

      ‘I can see you got your romantic side from your dad.’

      ‘I’m glad that’s the only thing I got from him.’

      ‘It’s a pity your dad never got to live out his dream,’ Alex said.

      ‘He only bought the car from a friend because the friend said he wanted to have some extra cash for when he retired. I think my dad felt sorry for him and bought it. He got a bargain, and his friend got some money.’

      ‘I wonder if his friend ever regretted selling it?’

      ‘We could always try and ask him, although I don’t know if he’ll remember.’ Harry nodded to the white façade. ‘It was Willie Dowd’s.’
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      Inside, the place was cool. Clinical, Harry thought, but that was only to be expected.

      Lisa Wilson was sitting on a comfy settee in reception, waiting for them. She looked over at the couple coming through the door and stood up. She smiled and walked over to them.

      ‘Harry?’ she said.

      ‘Yes. Good to see you again, Lisa.’

      He held out his hand for a handshake and was immediately set upon with a hug. ‘Oh, Harry, it’s awful.’

      Harry put a hand on her back not knowing what to say for a moment. He gently pried her off and saw the tears had started.

      ‘I was saddened to hear about your dad,’ he said, hoping it sounded genuine, which it was, but he’d practised it in the mirror a couple of times before coming out. He hadn’t seen either Lisa or her dad in a very long time.

      ‘Thank you. I didn’t know much about dementia until it hit my dad.’

      The two women stood sizing each other up for a second.

      ‘This is my fiancée, Alex. Detective Sergeant Alex Maxwell.’

      Lisa put a hand out. ‘Pleased to meet you, Alex. Thanks for coming along.’

      ‘No problem. I’m sorry to hear about your dad.’

      ‘Thank you. It was a shock to us all.’

      ‘Fire! Fire!’ Harry heard a young voice shout and thought for a moment that the home was ablaze. But then a little boy ran into the main entrance area, his arms outstretched like the wings of a plane. He wore a little cape behind him.

      ‘This is Farquhar, he’s -’ Lisa started to say, but the little boy ran up to Harry and punched him in the balls.

      ‘Oh, fuck me,’ Harry said, bending at the waist a little. Farquhar came in for round two, but Harry put a hand on the boy’s head. ‘Easy there, Tiger.’

      ‘I was going to say, he’s Punching Man.’

      ‘He’s what?’ Alex said.

      Lisa turned to her. ‘You know, like Superman. He made that name up himself. He’s quite clever for a six-year-old. Of course, I had to make the cape for him.’

      Farquhar backed up away from Harry. ‘You’re not my dad! You’re not my dad!’

      Several people stopped to look at the older man and the little boy.

      ‘That’s enough,’ Lisa said in a gentle voice.

      ‘Paedo! Paedo!’ Farquhar shouted, running about with his arms outstretched again.

      ‘Jesus,’ Harry said, his face going red.

      ‘I’m sorry. My husband taught him not to trust strangers. Farquhar takes it to the next level, though. Dad’s up on the first floor. Shall we go up and see him?’ Lisa said, as if saying no was an option.

      ‘Of course, lead the way,’ Harry said, and they walked towards the lift, Harry trying to block out the pain, hoping he didn’t have tears in his eyes.

      The lift door opened before they got close and Farquhar ran in along with a doctor. They saw Punching Man punch the doctor in the balls.

      ‘Fuckin’ hell,’ the doctor said, just as the lift door closed.

      ‘This used to be a hotel until a few years ago, apparently,’ Lisa said, as they took the stairs. ‘It has fifty-eight rooms and is staffed by -’

      Harry put a hand on her arm. ‘Lisa, relax. I’m sure if Willie sees us all relaxed, he’ll feel at ease too.’

      She turned to face him. ‘You don’t know what he’s like. One minute he’s having a conversation, the next, he’s asking who the fuck we are. His words, not mine. He thought I was there to rob his room the last time I was here. They give him meds, but sometimes a fog will come over his mind, and he doesn’t know where he is or who we are. It’s awful.’

      ‘Let’s just play it by ear and we’ll follow your lead.’

      Harry was doing breathing exercises, in through the nose, out through the mouth, trying not to vomit.

      Farquhar was already running about the corridor when they got upstairs. They couldn’t see the doctor, but Harry heard a voice coming from behind a door. ‘Little bastard punched me.’

      Farquhar ran into a room.

      ‘He’s a special little boy,’ Lisa said.

      ‘Special needs?’ Harry said.

      ‘No, just special to me and his dad. We didn’t think we would ever have a child. But one day, I found out I was pregnant.’ She looked at the detectives as they headed along to what Harry assumed was Willie’s room.

      ‘We teach him the Angelic Method,’ Lisa said.

      ‘What’s that?’ Alex asked.

      ‘It’s where we don’t shout at him for being wrong, or misbehaving. We quietly teach him the proper way, you know, the rights and wrongs without raising our voices.’

      ‘Does it work?’

      ‘You can see the results for yourself.’

      Neither an affirmative or a negative, Harry noted and watched as Punching Man ran out of one room and into another, and then back out again, this time with a bunch of flowers in his hand.

      ‘Farquhar, put the flowers back,’ Lisa said in a calm voice.

      The boy stopped. ‘Daddy says I can do whatever I want.’

      ‘I’m sure he didn’t quite say that.’

      Farquhar made an airplane noise and tossed the flowers aside.

      ‘For Christ’s sake,’ Lisa said, almost under her breath. She picked the flowers up and went into the room the boy had run out of. Harry heard mumbled apologies coming from the room before Lisa returned, her cheeks flushed.

      ‘Farquhar’s father and I have some differing opinions, but mostly we’re on the same page. Jeffrey is quite a bit older than I am, but he’s a psychologist, so it stands to reason he sometimes has a different opinion.’

      They walked along to another room.

      Inside, Willie Dowd was sitting in a chair, facing the door. His bed was turned back, waiting for him to get into it, when the time came.

      On another chair was a man Harry didn’t recognise.

      ‘Harry, this is my husband, Jeremy.’

      Jeremy Wilson stood up and stuck a hand out. Harry shook it, sizing the man up; he was average build and average height with salt and pepper hair. Pretty much an average man. He looked to be much older than Lisa right enough, certainly old enough to be her father, who Harry might have mistaken him for had her actual father not been in the room.

      Harry introduced Alex.

      ‘Who the fuck is this?’ Willie said.

      ‘Who the fuck is this?’ Farquhar said from the doorway.

      Lisa looked round at her son. ‘Farquhar!’ If it wasn’t exactly the verbal equivalent of a skelped arse, it was certainly a tone that suggested that one might be around the corner.

      ‘He’s fine, Lisa,’ Jeffrey said in a tone that suggested his wife might be the one getting the skelped arse.

      ‘It’s not fine. We have guests.’

      Jeffrey smiled the humourless smile of a corpse who’s had his lips glued together for the viewing. ‘These detectives have heard worse, I’m sure.’

      Neither Harry nor Alex confirmed that this was the case, not wanting to side with the master of the house.

      ‘Come in and sit beside Grandpa,’ Lisa said, but the little boy stayed where he was. Then she looked at Harry and Alex. ‘If we ignore it, it will go away, according to the Angelic Method.’

      The boy or the swearing, Harry wondered, thinking Lisa would do well to look into getting a refund.

      ‘I’ll go and get a coffee in the cafeteria and take Punching Man with me.’ Jeremy looked at Harry as the boy turned and ran. ‘Did you get to meet Farquhar’s alter ego?’

      ‘I did.’ And now my groin’s on fire but don’t you worry yourself about that. He decided Lisa must have gone grey early, or at least having her son had accelerated the process.

      ‘Good. I’ll leave you alone now.’ He left the room just as Punching Man was coming back in and they heard Jeffrey grunt as Farquhar’s small fist connected with its target.

      ‘For God’s sake, Daddy told you Punching Man should be in bed by now,’ he said in a low voice. The boy laughed and they heard him running away again.

      ‘Farquhar! Farquhar! Christ.’

      ‘I’m DCI Harry McNeil, George’s son,’ Harry said to Willie, gently closing the door.

      ‘George McNeil! How are you? I haven’t seen you in ages!’

      ‘I’m Harry, George’s son.’ He stepped forward for inspection, standing before the old man.

      There was a look of confusion on the old man’s face. Then something clicked. ‘Harry! Is that you?’

      Harry smiled. ‘It certainly is. How are you keeping?’

      Willie leaned forward a little bit and lowered his voice. ‘They’re keeping me in here to do something to me. I was a bit under the weather but I’m hoping I’ll go home soon. I think they do experiments on people. There’s some mad bastard running about with a cape on. They shrunk the poor sod.’

      Nobody corrected him and Harry wondered if the old man’s eyes had been watered yet by the shrunken superhero.

      ‘This is my fiancée, Willie.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you. My name’s Willie, too.’

      ‘No, no, her name’s Alex.’

      ‘Middle name, is it?’

      ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Dowd,’ Alex said, smiling at him.

      ‘How’s George doing these days?’ Willie said.

      Harry looked over to Lisa for a second, and she gently shook her head. ‘He’s fine. He sends his regards.’ Harry was sure his old man was looking down on them and would have sent his regards if he could, so it wasn’t really a lie.

      Lisa moved past him and sat on the chair vacated by her husband. ‘Sit on the bed, if you like.’

      They sat on the bed, facing Willie.

      ‘What is it you do for a living, son?’

      ‘I’m a detective. So is Alex.’

      ‘A detective? What’s happened? Was somebody murdered?’

      ‘No, nobody was murdered.’

      ‘I told you they were up to no good in here,’ Willie said to his daughter.

      ‘Dad, nobody’s doing anything bad behind your back. Don’t worry.’

      ‘Don’t worry, she says, eh? But look at that poor bastard they shrunk. He runs about here like he’s fucking demented. Next thing you know, they’ll have me the size o’ a bloody doll. Or maybe they’ll turn me into a cat or something. If you come here again and see me sitting on the bed licking my arse, you’ll know I’m right.’

      ‘What did you have for dinner, Dad?’ Lisa asked.

      ‘Mince and tatties. Your mother brought them in. She was late and I told her, you know I’m on earlies this week. I need to get to my bed early.’

      ‘Would you like a nice cup of tea, Dad?’

      ‘Oh, lovely, sweetheart. Tell your mother to get the kettle on.’

      ‘Great. Harry and Alex can help me make it.’

      Willie Dowd watched the three people leave the room. They walked along the corridor out of sight. ‘He won’t remember you’ve even been here,’ Lisa said. ‘Would you mind going for a little walk?’

      ‘No, that’s fine,’ Harry said, looking at Alex. She just smiled at him.

      They went downstairs and along a corridor and turned down another. ‘The back garden is here. They can come out here for a bit of sun. Some of them, like my dad, only under supervision.’

      Lisa took out a packet of cigarettes and lit one. They sat on a bench. The garden was large and in shade now, the sun going down slowly.

      ‘I asked you along here tonight so you could see for yourself what my dad’s like now. I mean, he has better days than this, when he’s quite lucid. But I wanted you to see what he can be like before I talk to you about something. If you don’t mind, that is.’

      ‘Of course not,’ Harry said, wishing he’d put a warmer coat on.

      She expertly hid the cigarette from a male nurse pushing an elderly woman in a wheelchair.

      ‘It’s bad patter to smoke here. I think the only place you are allowed to smoke is in the middle of the Forth.’ She took another drag and nipped it, putting the remainder back in the packet.

      ‘What is it you want to talk to us about?’ Harry said, thinking ahead to the fish supper he was going to buy on the way home.

      ‘Let me show you. See what you think.’ Lisa stood up and they followed suit.

      ‘What is it your husband does for a living?’ Alex asked.

      ‘He’s a professor of psychology.’

      ‘What about you?’

      ‘I’m a nursery teacher.’

      They headed out to the front car park, where Lisa led them to a nondescript Ford that could have been one of their pool cars had it been filled with old crisp packets and empty bottles of Coke. She opened up the boot and rummaged around in a bag before bringing out a white cloth. She held it in her hands for a moment before offering it to Harry.

      ‘There’s more things, but I only brought one,’ she said as Harry took the cloth from her. ‘I think my father was a serial killer.’

      Harry gently opened the cloth to reveal a knife. Blood had dried on it, obviously a long time ago. He looked from the knife into her eyes.

      ‘This doesn’t really mean anything.’

      ‘Maybe this does. I took a photo. I couldn’t bear thinking of it near Farquhar, so I just took photos.’

      She took her iPhone out and fiddled with it until she opened up the photos app. Hit the screen and turned it for Harry to see.

      It was a photo of a photo. A bit grainy since the light was bad, but the original photo showed a dismembered finger.

      Lisa swiped a couple of times. ‘Take it. Have a look yourself. Zoom in. I can’t look at the fucking thing again.’

      It looked remarkably intact, the skin pale grey and shrivelled a bit. Another photo showed the underside and he saw a little black mark. A tattoo. The number 6.

      And Harry’s mind went screaming back twenty years, back to a time when a killer was roaming the streets of Edinburgh, a killer who the press named the Tattoo Artist.

      He’d killed five women and cut off an index finger, each one with a successive number tattooed on the underside of her finger, and they were sent to the detectives investigating the crime. Five women. Five tattoos.

      Now he was looking at number six.
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      ‘Where’s Barclay?’ DCI Jimmy Dunbar said as he dropped himself into the passenger seat of the pool car. ‘And get that shite off.’ He started fiddling with the radio, turning the volume down.

      ‘First of all, DI Barclay told me to come and pick you up. He said you’d be probably be pished by now, getting ready for Cathy to throw a blanket over you while you sat in your filthy Ys in your armchair. But to wake you up and slap you about if you gave me any grief,’ DS Robbie Evans said.

      ‘He said that? Cheeky bastard.’

      ‘Well, he didn’t exactly use those words, but I filled in the blanks.’

      ‘What exactly did he say?’

      ‘He said, can you go and pick up DCI Dunbar?’

      ‘And the rest was all you, ye lippy wee bastard. Come on, get this fucking scrapper moving. I don’t want to be all night.’

      Evans grinned and pulled away from Dunbar’s house. Dunbar was still fiddling with the radio.

      ‘What are you looking for?’ Evans asked. ‘World Service? The war’s over, you know.’

      ‘Shut your bloody cakehole. If you must know, I’ve started listening to classical music.’

      Evans was stunned into silence for a moment. ‘I’m still waiting for the punchline.’

      ‘You’ll get a fucking punch in the baws in a minute. Where’s the classical stuff on here? I can never find it.’

      ‘How do you listen to it if you can never find it? I worry about you at times, boss.’

      ‘Just you worry about the bloody driving and get us there in one piece.’ He kept turning the tuning knob. ‘I listen to it on Spotify.’

      ‘We live in the city of culture, indeed. Who’s your favourite?’

      ‘I don’t have a favourite. I just listen to albums with various artists.’

      Evans shook his head. ‘I never thought I’d see the day when the great Jimmy Dunbar would like some artsy fartsy piano concerto, like Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Number Fourteen in C Sharp Minor.’

      Dunbar looked at him. ‘How did you know the name of that?’

      ‘I wanted to be a pianist.’

      ‘You are a penis.’

      ‘You’re not the only one who’s cultured. And I don’t just read Irvin Welsh.’

      ‘You’ll be telling me you drink wine spritzers next.’

      ‘There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Jimmy.’

      ‘And I’d like to keep it that way. I don’t want to hear about how you married your sister.’

      ‘Funny.’

      Dunbar gave up on the radio. ‘All they play these days is songs where you don’t know what the hell they’re talking about. Bloody gangsters or something. Utter pish.’ He turned the radio off. ‘Where are we going anyway?’

      ‘I thought you would never ask.’

      ‘Well, I’m bloody asking now.’

      ‘Pollock.’

      ‘The country park? I don’t think I’m in the mood to walk round the Burrell Collection.’

      ‘That’s good news then, since we’re not going there.’

      ‘The polis dog training centre?’

      ‘Wrong again. But close. There’s a young woman in the bushes near the cricket club,’ Evans said, turning in from Pollokshaws Road, under the railway bridge and carrying on along the tree-lined Pollok Avenue.

      He followed the narrow road round, putting his headlights on, until he came to a group of vehicles. An ambulance and patrol car were at the end of the line. Evans drove round them and parked near the front.

      DI Tom Barclay walked over to them, wearing a Barbour wax jacket that made him look like a country squire.

      ‘What’s up, Tom?’ Dunbar asked as he got out, about to tear a strip off him when he remembered Evans had been talking through his arse again. He stretched his legs instead. It was full dark now, and he could see a small forensics tent had been erected, like a mini T in the Park concert was about to break out. He pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves.

      ‘It’s a bad one, sir. Female, deceased.’

      ‘Killed here?’ Dunbar asked, stepping inside the tent.

      ‘It doesn’t seem so.’

      One of Glasgow’s pathologists, Dr Morag Burns, was there, down on her knees, looking at the victim. The interior was lit by a work light that was obviously being powered by a generator elsewhere.

      ‘You don’t have to get down on your knees when I arrive, Morag,’ Dunbar said, smiling.

      ‘Hello, Jimmy.’ She held out a hand for him to help her up, making a face as her knees creaked. ‘I need to retire. My body is not built for this anymore. How about you and me running away together, Jimmy?’

      ‘Cathy would kill us both, but thanks for asking. What do we have?’

      ‘Your crime scene examiner was in after she was officially declared dead, and then it was my turn. And to answer your question, no, she wasn’t killed here. She’s been dead for a day or two.’

      ‘Obvious sign of death?’

      Morag was wearing a paper suit that looked both warm and uncomfortable at the same time. Maybe that was why her face was slightly red, or else time was advancing on her, starting with her knees.

      ‘She had her throat slashed. It looks like he cut her carotid. But look at this.’ She held up one hand; it was missing the small finger.

      Dunbar stood up straight. It couldn’t be.

      He bent down and gently picked up her right hand and turned it over. Then he put it back down and stood up straight, looking down at the deceased.

      ‘Everything alright, Jimmy?’ Morag asked.

      ‘Twenty years ago, Edinburgh had a killer called the Tattoo Artist.’

      ‘I remember.’

      ‘That lassie there has the number seven tattooed on her little finger. The Tattoo Artist killed five women. Sent five fingers to the detective in charge of the case at the time. Now it seems that he’s back from the grave.’

      ‘Five women were killed back then. If she’s number seven, where’s number six?’

      ‘That’s what we need to find out.’
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      Rain thundered on the roof, but it was dry inside. The windows were caked in dirt, but they made sure the shutters were in place. It was spacious, and the last owner had very kindly left a load of straw behind.

      It helped soak up the blood.

      ‘I’m not going to lie,’ Michel said, ‘this is going to sting. Just a little bit. I would tell you that it’s going to hurt me a lot more than it’s going to hurt you, but again, that would just be a lie.’ He looked over at Colin. ‘I wonder why parents make that pish up?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Colin replied, but of course, only Michel could hear him.

      Michel turned his attention back to the woman who was tied to the chair. They were in one of the horse stalls, which hadn’t seen a horse in a very long time.

      ‘Do you want to scream?’ he said to her.

      There was a dirty rag in her mouth, preventing her from talking. She could communicate using grunts, and movement of her head, but her legs were cable-tied to the legs of the chair and her arms were pulled back behind her and tied together.

      He pulled the gag from her mouth. ‘You can if you like. In fact, it might do you good to get it out of your system. Go on, give it a good belting.’ He smiled at her, leaning on his walking stick.

      She looked at him, her big, brown eyes staring him in the face. She was silent, like this was a trick.

      ‘Scream,’ he said, still smiling.

      ‘I… I don’t want to.’ Her face had dirt on it where she had been dragged on the floor after she had resisted. God, that had got his engine running. He loved it when they fought back.

      ‘Fucking scream,’ he said, the smile slipping.

      ‘No. I don’t want to.’

      Michel stopped leaning on the stick and brought it round fast, the hard wood connecting with the young woman’s shins.

      That was the shove she needed. She screamed long and loud, not just from the pain in her legs but from fear. Once she started, it seemed she wasn’t going to stop. Until the air left her lungs and she used what was left to start sobbing.

      ‘Please let me go. I won’t tell anybody.’

      ‘You hear that, Colin? She won’t tell anybody.’ Michel laughed as the girl struggled to turn round to see who he was talking to.

      Nobody was there.

      ‘That’s not how it works. You see, we’ve abducted you and we’re going to kill you. Nothing personal, but you are part of our game.’

      ‘Oh God, no, please. My dad has money. He’ll pay you whatever you want.’

      ‘He’ll give us whatever amount of money we want, Colin. That sounds like a good offer to me. What do you think?’

      ‘I think if he has that kind of money, he’ll send bad men after us,’ Colin said.

      ‘That is a very good point my friend.’ Michel looked at the young woman. ‘Sorry, but you heard the man. No can do.’

      He stepped behind the woman and grabbed her by the hair, tipping the chair over. He dragged her out of the door into the next stall. It looked like it had been altered a long time ago, so now some stalls had proper doors.

      There was a makeshift operating table in here. Michel cut the ties binding the woman’s feet to the chair and just as she was about to do something stupid, he punched her on the side of the jaw below her ear and she fell unconscious to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t know how long she’d been unconscious, but when she came to, the sound of the rain had stopped and she was now lying on the table. Her arms were stretched above her head, tied to something, and her ankles were each in a stirrup at the bottom of the table.

      ‘Light’s a bit poor in here, but it will do for our purpose,’ she heard the voice say.

      Michel came back into view again, only this time he was holding a piece of equipment that she didn’t recognise at first.

      ‘This isn’t going to hurt you that much, as long as you stay still. When it’s over, you can go home. I only want to send you back with a message, one you can’t rub off.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘Give you a little tattoo on two fingers. That’s all. Can you lay still for me?’

      She wasn’t sure how to answer at first, then she nodded. ‘Then I can go home?’

      ‘Of course you can. This is a message for your father.’

      She heard him working behind her and although the needle was a little painful, it wasn’t the end of the world.

      It didn’t take long.

      ‘There. All done. I told you it wasn’t going to hurt. Didn’t I say that, Colin?’

      ‘You did. That’s what you said.’

      Michel put the tattoo equipment away. She couldn’t see him but she tried to move her head. It was impossible. There was a storm lamp in one corner, creating shadows. The smell was awful. Now that she had complied with him, the pressure was off. She was more aware of her surroundings. She needed to think about the details of this place.

      Then Michel stepped back into view. Holding a knife and a bone saw.

      ‘Now? What do you want me to cut off first? Finger or feet?’
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      Harry had slept fitfully, dreams filled of his father and his father’s friend. Both of them were nothing but dark shadows, creeping about at night. The one thing of colour in his dream was the blood dripping from the knife. The screams had sounded clear to him and he’d woken up a few times, sweating, the distinction between reality and dream barely discernible.

      ‘You alright?’ Alex asked at breakfast. ‘You look like I offered to cook dinner again.’

      He smiled and drank more coffee. ‘Don’t worry, your cooking’s just fine. If you like that sort of stuff.’

      ‘Shut up, McNeil. When it’s your turn to cook, it’s always What will we order?’

      ‘I meant to learn when I was on my own, but I always seemed to catch something from the chippie or the Chinese.’

      ‘Morning, folks,’ Chance McNeil said, coming into the living room. He was living with Harry and Alex while he was working his way through his application to join Police Scotland.

      ‘Morning, son. What’s on your agenda today?’

      ‘Physical fitness training and going over some manuals that Jimmy Dunbar gave me.’

      ‘Everything going like you thought it would?’ Alex asked.

      ‘It’s going fine. It couldn’t be better.’

      ‘Has your mother been in touch?’ Harry asked.

      Chance shook his head. ‘I haven’t heard from her, or her boyfriend.’

      ‘Good.’

      Chance poured some orange juice and left the room.

      Alex drank some more of her coffee. ‘How’s your manly bits?’

      Harry’s eyes glazed over for a second. ‘Fine now, but by God, it just shows you how a six-year-old can take a grown man down. I thought I was going to puke. I barely held it together. Women will never understand the pain a man can go through.’

      ‘Two words, my love; child birth.’

      ‘That’s one word.’

      ‘I’d like to think you’d be there at conception but I can do this all by myself if I get any more lip.’

      ‘Where’s the enjoyment in that?’

      ‘Nine months later, plenty of enjoyment,’ Alex said.

      ‘Right now, I don’t think I’d be able to perform husband duties. Or fiancé duties.’

      ‘I wonder if Farquhar will be there this morning when we go to meet Lisa?’

      ‘Oh God, I hope not. Maybe I should wear some kind of sports cup.’

      ‘And a hard hat, just in case.’

      ‘The Angelic Method, my arse. That’s just giving your child free rein to do whatever the hell he wants,’ Harry said, deciding at that moment their own child would never be subject to such nonsense.

      ‘I’ll drive,’ Alex said. ‘We might have to get you a wheelchair as well, if you can’t straighten up.’

      ‘I’m fine, young lady.’

      The weather was sunny but a chill was in the air. Enough for Harry to turn the heated passenger seat on. ‘God, that feels good.’

      ‘I feel sorry for poor Willie Dowd.’

      ‘Maybe his daughter’s jumping the gun a bit.’

      ‘We’ll see, won’t we? Did you give Jeni Bridge a heads-up?’

      Harry took a few seconds to answer. ‘Not really.’

      ‘Not really, or not at all?’

      ‘I can’t just jump into this. I want to have a look around Willie’s house for myself. I mean, there might be some logical explanation.’

      ‘I know he was your dad’s friend, Harry, but if the man killed people, then we have to do the right thing.’

      ‘We will, love, but just give me this chance, okay? I owe it to my dad.’

      ‘Okay. I understand. I just hope there’s a reasonable explanation for all of this.’

      They drove out to Penicuik, mostly in silence, Harry lost in his thoughts. Thinking back to when he’d had a pint with his dad one night.
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      ‘Congratulations, son,’ George McNeil said, clinking beer glasses with his son.

      ‘Up yours, Dad,’ Harry said.

      George grinned and swallowed half of his pint in one go. ‘I told you, stick in and you’ll sail through your probationary period. Some don’t mind. They have an attitude, like they’ve seen and done it all, when in truth, the guy who’s teaching them is the one who’s done it all. Some wee arsewipe, some of them straight out of university, on the fast track, think they fucking—’

      ‘Dad,’ Harry said, interrupting. ‘We’re here just to have a quiet pint.’

      ‘Sorry, son. I just feel bitter at times.’

      ‘Bitter about what? You retired early, they gave you a good pension, and now you have Willie Dowd to bum about with. He still coming tonight?’

      ‘Aye, of course. Me and Willie got out at the same time, and we hang out a lot, maybe more than we hung out when we were working together, but sometimes I miss the job.’

      ‘It’s the way it goes sometimes. Withdrawal symptoms,’ Harry said, drinking his own pint at a more sedate pace.

      ‘Christ, look at this lightweight,’ Willie Dowd said, coming up behind Harry and smacking him on the back, almost spilling his pint.

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Willie,’ George said.

      Willie laughed and collected the beers he’d just ordered at the bar. He sat down at their table. They were in a little boozer called the Elm Bar in Elm Row, at the top of Leith Walk. Regulars were in, including bus drivers in uniform, based, Harry assumed, down at Central Garage. Hopefully just finished their shift and not halfway through it.

      ‘How does it feel to be retired from the force?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Me and your dad went out on a high, son. We got the bastard. Colin Harris is in his fucking grave now, and women can walk the streets safe again. What’s not to like?’

      Willie Dowd had laughed then, and looked across at George, and Harry remembered seeing the mask slip just a little bit on his father’s face. A look passed between them that night, and Harry had wondered many times after that, what the look had meant.

      ‘Come on, get drinking, boys,’ George had said, and Harry got up to get a round in.

      ‘Don’t worry about it, George,’ Willie had said when he thought Harry was out of earshot. ‘Nobody knows.’
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      It had been a single-family home, a long time ago. Now it was sub-divided into upscale flats. One of which belonged to Willie Dowd. There was a small car park at the front with a few cars parked. Off to one side was a reasonably sized garden on a lower level.

      Lisa Wilson had been sitting in her car, waiting for them. Harry saw smoke coming out of the driver’s side window and the car was rocking a little bit. Then something was moving up and down on the back seat.

      ‘Christ, I see the red cape,’ Harry said.

      ‘He’s just a wee boy, Harry,’ Alex said.

      ‘Easy for you to say. You haven’t been punched in the bloody ghoulies.’ They got out of the car. ‘Maybe it’s a dog.’

      Lady luck wasn’t with them. Punching Man got out of the car and ran towards them. Arms outstretched again, then one arm went back, like there was an internal spring that was cranking up the fist.

      Alex stepped in front of Harry and scooped Farquhar up, swinging him around. ‘There’s my little man!’ she shouted, smiling and she spun him round in the air. ‘Now you’re flying!’

      Farquhar screamed with laughter and his feet skidded on the crushed stone car park as she put him down.

      ‘Take Auntie Alex’s hand, will you? I’ve never been here before.’

      ‘Of course I will,’ he replied, looking at Harry like he was the monster who hid in his wardrobe at night. And the punch in the balls before they left was silently promised.

      ‘Thank you for coming,’ Lisa said, locking the car. ‘Farquhar was getting excited and he wouldn’t stop bouncing on the back seat. His trampoline, as he calls it. As if he hasn’t ruined the cushions on our settee as it is, now he’s working on my car. He’s not allowed in Jeremy’s BMW, but he can fuck up Mummy’s Ford.’

      She reached into her handbag and took out the packet of cigarettes with a shaky hand. Harry put out his own hand and covered hers.

      ‘It’s fine, Lisa. Farquhar just seems a little excited. Let’s go and see what you’ve got to show us.’ He removed his hand and Lisa nodded, putting the packet back.

      ‘Sorry. It’s just with Dad being in the home, Farquhar running about like he’s on crack all the time, and Jeremy being a… well, just being Jeremy.’

      Harry mentally filled in the blanks and walked beside Lisa as they made their way to one side of the car park, away from the front door of the house.

      ‘The entrance to my dad’s flat is round the back,’ she explained. She led the way through a little gate, Alex and the little boy bringing up the rear. A pond was off to one side of the stone walkway and they passed a wooden door set into the stone. Up some steps and round to a door in a conservatory. Inside was the main door into the house.

      ‘How long has your dad been in the home?’ Alex asked as Farquhar let go of her hand and ran off.

      Lisa turned to her as they went into the living room. ‘A couple of weeks. It was the last thing we wanted to do, but he was getting worse. He burnt his arm reaching over the kettle when it was boiling. I’d told him to put the wee teabag jar somewhere else, but Dad knows best. So he reached over and the steam burnt him.’

      She said it like she had rehearsed the answer for the doctor at the accident and emergency.

      ‘It’s hard,’ Harry said, thinking about his own grandmother who had gone downhill rapidly.

      ‘Nobody understands. You know what happens though?’

      Harry wanted to say, yes, I know exactly what happens, but felt she was already primed with the answer and it was easier to just let her spill it out.

      ‘No, what?’

      ‘They stop eating, eventually. They forget to eat. They end up wasting away, eventually. What a godawful disease. I can’t bear to see my dad waste away like this.’

      ‘There are support groups, Lisa,’ Alex said.

      ‘Jeremy doesn’t believe in that. Self-help is all we need.’

      ‘That’s nonsense. There’s nothing better than to talk to people who have been in the same position.’

      ‘Jeremy would disagree with you.’ There was no conviction in Lisa’s words. ‘He writes books on the subject. He created the Angelic Method. He co-writes books with a friend of his, and God help anybody who tries to tell them different.’

      ‘If you want to talk to somebody in private, and in the strictest confidence, you can call me anytime,’ Harry told her.

      ‘Or me,’ Alex said.

      ‘Thank you. I mean it, but Jeremy would blow a gasket if he found out.’

      ‘Let’s make sure he never finds out then.’

      ‘The woodworking room is under the house,’ Lisa said, quickly changing the subject. ‘We passed by it on the pathway, but the key is hanging up here.’ She went over to the door jamb and took a set of keys from the hook and they went back into the fresh air.

      ‘This is a nice house,’ he said as he followed Lisa back the way they’d come, and she stopped at the unremarkable door. After unlocking it, they stepped inside, and Lisa hit the light switch.

      ‘The bottom half of the house is split in two, with a bigger apartment taking up the whole of the top level. This cellar has the same footprint as Dad’s apartment above, so it’s quite big. As you can see.’

      It was huge. Woodworking machines sat off to one side. Shelves lined the walls and there was a ton of wood lying about. There was the thick smell of freshly cut wood in the air, even though no wood had been cut here for a while.

      ‘My dad was making some sort of table before he went into the home. I’m surprised he didn’t take his bloody hand off with this bandsaw. He was still playing about with all this stuff, right up to the end.’

      Harry was surprised Farquhar hadn’t taken Grandpa’s hand off with the bandsaw.

      ‘This photo you found. Can you show me where?’

      ‘Before we go any further, I just wanted to add something to what I told you last night; I’m a nursery teacher as I said, but I work at Vanessa’s school. Your old girlfriend.’

      ‘She did tell me she had sold the business and moved away after her house sold.’

      Lisa looked puzzled. ‘She told you that?’

      Harry felt his heart jump, as if he’d touched a live wire. ‘Isn’t that true?’ He felt his mouth go dry.

      ‘Partly. She did sell her house, but she didn’t sell her business. She only took a leave of absence. She promoted me and I’ve been running the place for a couple of months. She sold her house to move in with her mother. The old woman’s frail now, Harry. Vanessa looks after her. She still lives in Edinburgh.’

      ‘Oh. Right. I didn’t know.’

      ‘Come on, it’s round this way.’

      Harry wondered why he felt betrayed and lied to, but then again, Vanessa wasn’t his girlfriend anymore, so why should he feel anything?

      He followed her round the machinery, through a labyrinth of wood that had obviously been accumulated over the years, and machinery, some old, some new.

      ‘Willie has quite the collection,’ Harry said. ‘How’d he get all these machines in here?’

      Lisa turned to look at him. ‘He’s a very skilled woodworker. He sold a load of furniture that he made, and with the profits, he would buy machines and have them installed by professionals.’

      There were woodworking tools hanging on pegboards on the walls. When they turned a corner, it was mostly shadows, the light from the fixtures not quite reaching round. Harry could imagine somebody getting lost in here.

      They walked down a narrow passageway, Harry trying to figure out which part of the house they would be under. Not the exact room, but near the entrance, or at the far side. He realised he didn’t have a clue.

      When Willie was in here alone, he would be able to work undisturbed, or at the very least, be able to hide out of sight. Doing whatever it was he got up to.

      Lisa stopped suddenly, like there was somebody blocking her way. Harry almost bumped into her but stopped short.

      ‘Everything alright?’ he asked her.

      Lisa turned to face him. ‘I just had a thought; what if there’s more? More things than the photos and the knife?’

      For an instant, Harry envisioned a team of uniforms and forensics officers in here, pulling the place apart.

      ‘I’m going to be honest here, Lisa, that might very well be the case, if we find out your father was involved.’

      ‘Oh God. Jeremy will be beside himself. He was brought up all prim and proper. His mother didn’t approve of him marrying a policeman’s daughter. Not at first. Hell, I don’t know if she ever got over it.’

      ‘How long have you known Jeremy?’

      ‘Almost twenty years. We met through my mother, who was a psychiatric nurse. He was a psychologist back then and I went to pick my mum up from work one night, and there he was, about to walk in the pouring rain for a bus. I gave him a lift home, and that was it. We started dating. Two years later, we married, despite my father’s misgivings about me marrying a man over twenty years older than me. I was twenty when we started dating, he was forty-two. Tall, handsome, witty. The only fly in the ointment was his mother, but I ignored her. She died of a stroke a month before the wedding, not that she was coming anyway.’

      ‘Families can be tough.’ He said it to make her feel better, knowing his own family life had been decent enough. Except for his mother blaming him for encouraging his dad to drink himself to death.

      The blank look shifted from her eyes and she looked at him. ‘Come on, let me show you where the other photos are.’

      She turned and walked further along the narrow passageway. It turned right. Harry took his phone out and put the flashlight on. There were cobwebs hanging from the ceiling, connecting the wooden floor joists. They could hear the thunder of little feet above, running through the house. He wanted to ask if Punching Man only hit men, but he suspected he already knew the answer.

      ‘Where’s Jeremy this morning?’ he asked. ‘Does he know you’re here?’

      ‘He’s at the university. And no, he doesn’t know I’m here. He would go off his head, lecturing me and pointing all sorts of fingers at me. He looks at somebody and sizes them up in an instant.’

      ‘A bit like a copper does.’

      ‘Really?’ Lisa asked, as if she had never heard this from her father.

      ‘Yes.’ I thought your husband was a wanker within two seconds of him shaking my hand.

      ‘What did you make of Jeremy when you were introduced last night,’ she asked.

      Harry hesitated for a second, and that spoke volumes apparently.

      ‘He’s really nice when you get to know him,’ she said, a pre-emptive strike already in her voice.

      ‘I got that impression. He seems like a decent father, to be honest.’

      Silence from Lisa this time, as if she was computing Harry’s answer, picking it apart for any hidden meaning. ‘He writes books. Or co-authors them with a friend of his. They both came up with the Angelic Method. The book’s sold a huge number of copies.’

      ‘That’s impressive,’ Harry said, not meaning it.

      ‘It’s not easy for him at his age, being a father. He never wanted children.’ She stopped and looked to her right.

      ‘It’s not easy at any age.’

      She looked at him, her face made up of shadows and light. ‘Can I let you in on a secret?’

      ‘Of course.’ Tell me this isn’t some gag.

      ‘I let myself get pregnant. I stopped taking the pill and told Jeremy that it was an accident, that women can still get pregnant on the pill. He believed me. Is that wrong?’

      ‘Not if it works for you, which it clearly does.’ Sometimes, Harry was an expert at telling people what they wanted to hear.

      ‘Jeremy was over the moon. I was mad as hell at him. If he was so excited about Farquhar, then why wouldn’t he have tried years before? Selfish bastard.’

      ‘You have your little boy now, Lisa. Focus on that, not what might have been. It’s too easy to let things eat you up. Look to the future that you can help shape, not the past that you can’t change.’

      ‘Christ, you should have been a psychology professor, Harry,’ she said, and a slight smile danced on her face.

      Then she turned to a door that blocked their way, a bolt holding it closed. She slid the bolt back and the door swung away from them. Inside, it was pitch black, the only illumination from the phone’s light. A cabinet was built into a recess in the wall.

      ‘Farquhar was running about in here one day. I didn’t want him in here, but I wanted to take a key ring in to my dad, something he’d turned on a lathe from a beautiful piece of wood. Something that might spark some memory of better times inside his head. Then I let go of Farquhar for a second and he was off. He ran back here and I chased him. That’s when I noticed the door. I opened it and saw the cabinet. You can’t see it just by looking along the passageway from back there, but the little sod had come tanking along here and I spotted it. I opened it and saw the knife and the photos.’

      ‘I don’t want you to touch it from now on,’ Harry said, pulling on a pair of nitrile gloves.

      She stood back and watched as Harry held his phone with one hand and gently pulled one of the cabinet doors open with the other.
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      ‘I hope you were paying attention on your wee holiday to Tulliallan,’ Jimmy Dunbar said.

      ‘I told you yesterday, it was all boring stuff.’

      Dunbar grabbed his jacket from the back of a chair. ‘Grab your jacket. Heid the baw upstairs wants to see us.’

      ‘That’s all we need first thing in the morning.’ Evans stood up and grabbed his own jacket and put it on.

      ‘I’m sure he’s not exactly thrilled at seeing your ugly pus on an empty stomach either.’

      They strode out of the incident room and headed upstairs. Detective Superintendent Calvin Stewart’s office was on the floor above.

      ‘See, when I was on that course at Tulliallan, they never said anything about calling your boss heid the baw.’

      ‘You won’t learn anything from them anyway, son. Just listen to me. I’ll keep you right.’

      ‘No disrespect, sir, but the modern ways are a wee bit different from when you were at the training college.’

      ‘What? A bunch of PC mince isn’t going to collar some bad bastards out there, is it? You should know better than anybody. We’ve nabbed quite a few.’

      ‘Oh, I agree, but this is just fine-tuning our skills for policing in the twenty-first century.’

      Dunbar made a face like he was trying to pass a kidney stone. ‘In the name of God, what happened to the real Robbie Evans?’

      They stopped outside Stewart’s door and Dunbar looked at his watch. ‘Two minutes. We have to wait or else he’ll burst another blood vessel.’

      ‘Let me give you an example of what we were taught there,’ Evans said.

      ‘Unless it’s buying me a roll in the canteen or pouring me into a taxi when I’m pished without banging my heid on the taxi roof, I’m not interested.’

      ‘Aw, come on. You can only learn from this.’

      ‘You know what they say about old dogs and new tricks.’

      ‘Relax.’

      ‘My doctor said that the last time I went to see him, only he was snapping on a nitrile glove.’

      ‘Then what did he say? Look, no hands!’

      ‘That’s it, shut the fuck up. I’m not interested in your bollocks.’

      ‘Did you say that to the doctor as well?’

      ‘Now, look…’ Dunbar said, pointing a finger at Evans.

      ‘Trust me,’ Evans replied, holding up both hands. ‘I’m a doctor,’ he added in a lower voice, laughing.

      ‘I’m glad you think you’re fucking amusing. I’ve only had one coffee this morning. I might not be responsible for my actions. If there are any coffee drinkers on the jury at my trial, they’ll know why I snapped.’

      ‘Look, you’ll like this. We were told that when one of your colleagues is in obvious distress, like you clearly are just now -’

      ‘You’re making me fucking stressed. All this voodoo talk.’

      ‘It’s not voodoo, it’s called Absorbing your colleague’s stress: sharing is caring.’

      ‘What? Away and don’t talk pish.’

      ‘I’m telling you; that was the name of one class,’ Evans said.

      ‘I’m sharing fuck all, because I don’t care. How’s that for the name of a class?’

      ‘See, you’re all tense. That’s a sign you have to look out for. When that happens, you offer to give your colleague a hug. It can be in front of other colleagues or it can be in private.’

      ‘You’re going to get a boot in the privates in a minute.’

      ‘Give me a hug, Jimmy.’

      ‘Fuck off.’

      Evans held his arms out. ‘Give me a hug.’

      They both looked round to see Stewart’s head sticking out from the doorway to his office.

      ‘You can come in now. When you’re finished doing what you’re doing.’

      ‘Aw, away t’fuck,’ Dunbar said. ‘You’ll be hugging your own balls when we’re finished in here.’

      ‘I was just trying to make your day better.’

      ‘All you’ve succeeded in doing is make him think we’re a fucking couple. Wee bastard,’ he said, going into Stewart’s office.

      ‘Sit down,’ Stewart barked, watching as Evans shut the door behind them. Dunbar wondered if he should mention what Stewart had just seen, but kept quiet, thinking he would only be digging himself a bigger hole.

      They sat opposite him.

      ‘This woman who was found at the cricket club last night,’ Stewart said, ‘was from Edinburgh. She was identified this morning. Her handbag was found in the bushes quite a bit away from her body and there was identification inside. Lane Morton, aged twenty-three. I was going to call Edinburgh until I read the preliminary report. What the fuck is going on with her finger, Jimmy?’

      ‘There was a number tattooed on the underside of her little finger, sir. The one that was still left. The other little finger had been cut off.’

      ‘Don’t even fucking tell me there’s some sick bastard out there copying the Tattoo Artist?’

      ‘We’re not sure about that just yet, sir. There’s a similarity there, that’s for sure.’

      Stewart’s usually red complexion had taken on a different hue altogether now, like he was halfway through putting on his clown makeup before being disturbed.

      ‘This is well fucked, Jimmy. I remember that case from Edinburgh. The whole bloody country was talking about it. Women were shitting bricks about going out. And now we have the bastard working here!’

      ‘Maybe not working here, sir,’ Dunbar said. ‘What if he just dumped her here?’

      ‘What in the name of fuck would he do that for?’ Stewart’s eyes were bulging and spit flew onto his desk.

      ‘I have no idea.’

      ‘Find out. Both of you get your arses through to Edinburgh. Liaise with McNeil. He seems to have a decent heid on his shoulders. See what you can find out about that lassie we found in the bushes. Go with McNeil to do the death message. I want you shadowing them over there. Take whatever time you need. If you need to stay through there again, then call back here. And this time,’ he pointed a finger at Evans, ‘no fucking porno movies on the tab.’

      Evans started to turn red, and while it wasn’t exactly on the same par as Stewart’s own cheeks, it was certainly on the way.

      ‘I didn’t watch any adult films, sir.’

      ‘I know. I’m just watching your body language. You’re not the only daft bastard that’s been on a course to Tulliallan, son. And if I ever catch you trying to hug a superior officer again, you’ll be transferred to fucking traffic. Understand?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Right then. Fuck off, the pair of you. And Jimmy?’ Stewart said as the two detectives stood. ‘Make sure the papers don’t get wind of this. Colin Harris has been dead and buried for twenty years. Let’s keep it that way.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Outside in the corridor, Dunbar turned to face Evans. ‘Want my advice, son? Throw all that course material in the fucking bin.’

      ‘Way ahead of you.’

      ‘Were you just making that up about the hugs?’

      ‘I was,’ Evans confirmed.

      ‘I fucking knew it. Wee bastard. Fucking hugs indeed. The only male I hug is my dug, and that’s me just getting him to move more onto Cathy’s side of the bed.’

      ‘Lesson learned, boss, lesson learned.’
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      Harry shone the light from his phone into the cupboard. There were some rags in the cabinet but not much else.

      Just the packet of photos.

      He had Lisa hold the phone, directing the light, and took the packet out and opened it. It was a generic photograph packet that developed images would come back in. He opened it up and took out the photos.

      There were pictures of dead women inside. They were of poor quality but showed the dead figures clearly. He counted five females, then at the back of the pile, were photos of amputated fingers, each of them with a successive number tattooed on it.

      There were no photographs of the severed fingers. Harry felt relief.

      ‘These are crime scene photos, Lisa.’ He closed the packet and gently took his phone back.

      ‘It looks like photos of the murder victims,’ she said, as if she hadn’t understood what he had just told her.

      ‘I know. Nowadays, a police officer can take photos on his phone, and some do, to record the scene. Twenty years ago, there were mobile phones of course, though I’m not sure if they had cameras or not, but a lot of coppers took photos the old-fashioned way. With a camera.’

      ‘Why would my dad do that?’

      ‘Sometimes it was so they could go back and look at how the scene was set, instead of just relying on memory.’

      ‘Surely forensics took photos he could have looked at?’ Lisa stared at him, and Harry thought she was almost willing him to confirm that her father was a killer.

      ‘They did, but this isn’t unique. Your dad was a good detective. I’m sure he wanted to have everything available at his fingertips. Beyond that, I can’t answer for him. But these certainly look like crime scene photos.’

      They stood in silence, like they were both a million miles away from civilisation, their faces barely illuminated by the light.

      Harry noticed a locker further inside the dark room and he walked slowly towards it. He reached a hand out, knowing that nobody was about to jump out at him, but he was still hesitant. He turned to see Lisa looking at him.

      ‘Have you looked inside this locker?’ he asked her.

      ‘No. I only came as far as this cabinet. Farquhar was acting up and we needed to get out of here.’

      He had been looking for, Yes, and it’s empty. That would have been better, but he reached a hand out and grabbed the little handle. He pulled it open quickly, shining the light in.

      There were jackets hanging up, dusty from years of neglect, and a pile of clothes on the bottom, discarded jeans and overalls. He grabbed a pair of overalls and held them up. It was hard to see anything in the darkness, the little light from the phone next to useless.

      There were stains on the material. Oil? Dirt? He didn’t want to think about the alternative.

      ‘Do you mind if I take some of this stuff?’

      ‘Not at all. I’d love for you to examine it and tell me I was being a stupid bitch whose imagination ran away with her.’

      Before he took anything, he opened up the photo app on his phone and snapped off a few pictures, moving the clothes with his shoe again, moving the camera closer. Then he took some things out and took more photos.

      After he put everything back, he reached into one of his coat pockets, put the packet of photos in, and took out the black bag he’d brought with him.

      He put the overalls and a pair of jeans into it. He rummaged about but didn’t find any weapons or other evidence to suggest that Willie Dowd was or had ever been a serial killer. He closed the locker and held the bag in one hand, his phone in the other.

      Lisa put a hand on his arm. ‘What about the knife, Harry?’

      He hesitated for a moment before answering. ‘Look around you, Lisa. There are tools everywhere. This workshop could be a very dangerous place. Maybe he cut himself on the knife, and just put it away through here.’

      The excuse sounded flimsy at best.

      ‘I’ll have somebody I know take a look at these clothes. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’

      ‘Me too, but when I saw those photos, well, you know how things go.’

      ‘If I need to come back and have another look around, would you mind?’

      She held out her hand. ‘I’m giving you permission. Take the key. Come back anytime. I have my dad’s power of attorney. I’m making this decision.’

      He took the key from her and they made their way back outside.

      ‘This was a scary place when I was growing up. I didn’t like it so much, but my dad was always pottering about. He said it kept him sane, after dealing with the sort of stuff he saw every day. He spent many an hour in here after he retired. I’m surprised, after what happened to Mum.’

      Harry stopped just before they got to the door.

      ‘What happened to your mum?’

      Lisa nodded to one corner, where a cloth sheet covered what Harry assumed was a machine.

      ‘That’s a table saw. My dad covered it, and to the best of my knowledge, never used it again. Not after the accident.’

      They were both looking at the dusty sheet.

      ‘What happened?’ Harry asked again, his voice lower this time.

      ‘My mum fell onto it and it killed her. The blade was on, and it looked like she tripped on a piece of wood; it almost decapitated her.’ She turned to look at him. ‘And before you ask, my dad was at work at the time. He was devastated. It was one of the reasons he retired. He said he couldn’t go to work each day and know my mum wouldn’t be waiting when he got back.’

      ‘Did your mum use the machines?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Yes. She was already retired, and she loved woodwork. That was why it was such a shock when she died. She was always so careful around the machines.’

      She opened the door and Harry had one last look at the machine before they stepped out into the daylight, which was almost blinding after being under the house.

      They walked back round to the entrance to Willie’s flat where they heard Farquhar still running about. Harry wondered if sugar was part of the little boy’s diet.

      Then Harry’s phone rang. He answered it as Alex came back into the living room with Farquhar. He turned away from the boy in case the little fist was going to fly again.

      He listened to the caller before hanging up. ‘We have to go,’ he said to Alex. Then to Lisa, ‘I’ll be in touch.’

      They were out of the small car park before Harry spoke. ‘I think Lisa’s wrong. I don’t think Willie was a killer. They were just crime scene photos he had taken. Some cops do.’

      ‘Thank God for that,’ Alex said.

      Harry hoped that she believed him, because  he didn’t believe it himself.
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      Harry knew the way to East Lothian was leaving Penicuik and going through Dalkeith, but he didn’t know the route well enough off the top of his head. Alex dialled the address into her car’s satnav.

      They could have connected with the Edinburgh bypass then the A1, but Harry said he would rather have his back teeth pulled than sit there.

      ‘Give me a wee quiet country road any day,’ he said.

      ‘If I wasn’t already your fiancée, I would think you were trying something on.’

      ‘You don’t have to sound disappointed. There’s still tonight.’

      ‘My heart’s all aflutter at the thought.’

      ‘I remember the days when you meant it when you said stuff like that.’

      She laughed. ‘It’s been over a year since I fell in love with you. You’re getting on a bit now.’

      ‘Just drive, sergeant.’

      ‘Who would have thought cars would have this technology nowadays?’ she said as the directions came up on the screen. ‘My dad didn’t have satnav in his car.’

      ‘My dad was lucky he had brakes in his. Always bloody skimping on servicing the thing. Waiting until the last minute to get things fixed. He wasn’t what you would call a stellar car enthusiast. If it got him from A to B, he was happy.’

      ‘I can see where you get that from.’

      ‘I like my cars like my women – fast and loose.’

      ‘That makes sense; I like my cars like my men – tight. And you’re well in contention for tight-wad of the year.’

      ‘Cars are money pits, as you will no doubt find out when this little computer on wheels doesn’t boot up one day.’

      After leaving Dalkeith, it was another twenty minutes down to the coast at Port Seton.

      The little beach car park stood out a mile with all the emergency vehicles parked outside. They didn’t want the tyres from the vehicles wrecking the crime scene, and there was a height restriction bar over the entrance.

      Uniforms were directing traffic, and Harry showed his ID to claim a spot near the front of the queue.

      DI Ronnie Vallance was there with DS Eve Bell. ‘What do we have here, Ronnie?’ Harry said.

      ‘A woman sitting in her car. Very much dead,’ Vallance said, leading them across the dirt car park. There was a solitary car parked. It was a small, silver hatchback.

      ‘You run the number plate?’

      ‘We did. It matches the woman’s ID in her handbag; Veronica Marks. Aged twenty-two.’

      ‘Where’s she from, sir?’ Alex said.

      ‘She lives in Corstorphine.’

      Harry looked around. The area was surrounded by trees and a path led through to the small beach and the sea.

      ‘She’s a long way from where she lives.’

      ‘People come from miles around to the little beaches around here,’ Vallance said. ‘They’re small and secluded. I’ve been here with the missus quite a few times. Obviously in my younger days when climbing into the back of the car didn’t mean I was going to have a heart attack or give myself a hernia.’

      ‘You think this woman was here for a bit of… a romantic encounter?’ Harry said.

      ‘It’s possible. There are a few places like this on the coast on the way to North Berwick,’ DS Bell said, walking over to them. ‘So I’ve heard, anyway.’

      Vallance raised his eyebrows.

      ‘I can honestly say I’ve only been to one or two, and not with my husband. With my friends, I mean, not other men.’ She could feel her cheeks starting to glow.

      ‘Tell me more about this woman,’ Harry said as they started strolling towards the generic little car.

      ‘She’s been tied to the steering wheel. One hand.’

      Harry looked at him. ‘Is there a finger missing?’

      Vallance stopped for a moment. ‘There is. How did you know?’

      ‘I had a call from our friends in Glasgow earlier. They’re coming through to discuss a case they landed last night. Their victim is from Edinburgh and she had a finger missing. It just got me thinking.’

      They heard a shout from behind them and Harry turned to look at the two men walking  towards them.

      ‘Here they are now.’ Harry waited until Jimmy Dunbar and Robbie Evans caught up with them.

      ‘Harry. Good to see you again, my friend. DI Vallance.’

      ‘Good to see you, sir,’ Vallance said.

      ‘We were told you were down here having a picnic at the beach, so I hope you don’t mind if we gatecrash.’

      ‘Not at all. We were told about your victim from last night.’

      ‘Aye, it’s a bad one. We can talk about her after we have a wee shifty at this one.’

      ‘She has a finger missing,’ Alex said.

      Dunbar stopped and looked at her. ‘Is there a number tattooed on another finger?’

      ‘Let’s go and find out,’ Harry said, and they walked over to the car again.

      ‘Photography been done on her yet?’ Harry asked, hoping Vallance wasn’t going to elaborate on Harry’s question.

      ‘Yes. Forensics have looked her over. They wanted to wait for you before they get going on the car itself.’

      Harry stopped and looked in the car, pulling on a pair of gloves. The driver’s door had been left open.

      ‘The cut on her neck looks like her carotid’s been nicked,’ Eve Bell said.

      ‘But not here or else the inside would look like a slaughterhouse.’

      ‘Correct, sir.’

      ‘Morning, Harry.’ He heard a woman’s voice coming from behind him. He turned to see Dr Kate Murphy walking towards him, smiling. ‘I made a preliminary exam. You’re right; it would have been a bloodbath if she’d had her throat cut here. Did you see her hand?’

      Harry was looking at it; two cable ties were holding her right hand to the steering wheel. The little finger was missing. He reached across the corpse and checked the little finger on the left hand. Then he pulled himself out and stood up straight.

      ‘Number eight tattooed on her finger,’ he said.

      ‘What about the feet?’ Kate said. ‘Or lack of.’

      He looked down and noticed for the first time that her feet were missing. The cuts at her ankles wouldn’t have won any surgical awards, but somebody had wanted the job done, without aesthetics being of prime importance.

      ‘We can surmise that she didn’t drive here by herself, then,’ he said, looking at Alex. ‘He must have driven her here and placed her behind the wheel.’

      ‘She was killed with a sharp object opening up her carotid in the right side of her neck, like DS Bell said. She’s had her hands bound and legs tied at the ankles. Then it looks like her feet were cut off. But from the look of the wounds, it was done while she was still alive.’

      Dunbar looked past the doctor, not hearing her words for a moment. Christ, it couldn’t be.

      ‘Any ID on her?’ he said, looking at Eve Bell.

      ‘Yes. A young woman from Corstorphine. Veronica Marks, age twenty-three.’

      Dunbar nodded, but his mind transported him back to five years ago, and a killer they had nicknamed the Footloose Killer.

      ‘I thought we’d seen the last of him,’ Robbie Evans said, coming to stand beside the boss.

      ‘So did I, son.’

      ‘You’ve seen this before?’ Harry said.

      Dunbar nodded. ‘The Footloose Killer we called him. Ten years ago, a woman had her feet taken off, her throat slashed. We didn’t catch the bastard. Then a year later, same thing. This went on and off for five years and five victims. Then nothing. After a year had passed, we were expecting another killing, but nothing, though it was always in the back of my mind that the bastard was just having a wee rest. I was hoping and praying that he had popped his clogs, hopefully in the most hideous way. Slow and painful.’

      ‘And now he’s back. I wonder where he’s been?’ Evans said.

      ‘And why come back now?’ Dunbar looked at his younger colleague. ‘Check through all the prison release records. Somebody who did a five stretch.’

      ‘Will do. I’ll call DI Barclay.’

      ‘This is a message, Jimmy,’ Harry said. ‘You had the Footloose Killer and we had the Tattoo Artist. Now it’s like the MO has been combined. Chop a finger off, then chop the feet off.’

      ‘We know it isn’t Colin Harris who’s responsible. He’s been dead and buried for twenty years.’

      ‘What if he had an accomplice that we didn’t know about?’

      ‘Christ, that would be scary, but it makes sense. Now he’s resurrected both killers, but he’s one and the same. It’s an interesting theory.’

      ‘I don’t see it any other way, Jimmy.’

      ‘The one big question is, why now?’

      Harry didn’t have the answer.

      Dunbar looked at him. ‘I’d like to go with you when we talk to the family of the Glasgow victim. Maybe Robbie could go with Alex to talk to the family of this poor woman here. They’re both around the same age, and they both come from decent areas of Edinburgh. I want to find out if they had anything else in common.’

      Dunbar had a feeling they wouldn’t find anything. Footloose was far too clever. And now he was back playing games.

      Harry walked down the pathway to the beach, listening to seagulls making their noise. The sound of the sea lapping at the sand might have felt comforting had it been under different circumstances. As it was, a killer had come here and left a calling card.

      He looked out over the Forth, eastwards, until his eye caught what he thought was Burntisland on the opposite shore. The place where Willie Dowd now lived.

      Had he committed those murders, way back when? And if he had, was Harry’s own father involved? No, he couldn’t think his old man was guilty of such crimes. Willie might have, but he would rip his own tongue out before he would say his father was involved. George McNeil a killer? Not for one second.

      He took the envelope of photos out of his pocket and extracted them, one by one, looking at each in turn.

      If he remembered the case correctly, each of the five victims had had a finger cut off after the tattoos had been inked on each finger. Then the amputated finger would be sent off to Willie Dowd at the station.

      So why did one of the photos show the amputated finger lying next to the hand it had just been cut from?

      ‘You alright, mucker?’ Jimmy Dunbar said. Harry quickly put the photos away in his pocket.

      ‘Aye, Jimmy,’ he said, turning around. ‘I was just thinking about my dad’s old colleague. His pal, Willie, who’s across the water there in a nursing home. Dementia.’

      ‘Aw, jeez, my uncle had that. It’s a real bastard.’

      ‘It is. My dad would have been upset.’ He looked at the other DCI, not sure if he had spoken about his dad before. ‘My dad drank himself to death almost twenty years ago.’

      ‘Sorry to hear that, pal.’

      Dunbar stepped up beside him and they both stood looking out over the sea. Harry sometimes wished he had joined the merchant navy, sailing the seven seas, visiting exotic countries, maybe meeting a pretty young woman from Polynesia or something.

      ‘You sure there’s nothing else bothering you, pal?’

      ‘I’m fine. I was thinking about Chance this morning. He’s sailing through the tests to become one of us.’

      ‘I know he is.’ Dunbar smiled.

      ‘Of course you do.’

      They walked back to the car park. Harry told Vallance what was happening and to keep in touch.
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      ‘Are you excited?’ Michel said, coming into the kitchen.

      ‘Not as much as you, clearly,’ Colin said as Michel rose from the table.

      ‘That’s the spirit. I’ll be ready in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. Don’t leave without me.’

      ‘Funny.’

      Michel left the room and finished getting ready, then he appeared with his hat and walking cane. ‘Pretty dapper, eh?’

      ‘If you like that sort of thing.’

      ‘I do. Let’s go.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘You’ll see when we get there.’

      The car was nondescript, in a muted grey colour. One of many just like it in the city. It blended in and suited his purpose.

      He listened to the radio while he drove through Corstorphine. He wondered if they were missing her yet. The Glasgow girl. He was sure they must be.

      Through the main thoroughfare of St John’s Road and soon he was at his destination.

      The old woman’s house.

      ‘Why are we parking so far away?’ Colin whined as Michel parked round the corner from the house they were going to.

      ‘Planning, Colin. Have you forgotten?’

      ‘Obviously. It’s been a while since we did this together.’ Colin looked at Michel. ‘I wish you had come for me sooner.’

      ‘Appreciate the fact I came for you at all.’

      ‘I do, I do,’ he said, quickly.

      ‘Besides, it’s only round the corner.’ He made a face and shook his head at Colin. Sometimes, he wondered why he bothered bringing him along.

      Michel look in the rear-view mirror. The dog collar he was wearing was just the ticket. Nobody ever batted an eyelid at a minister of the church.

      They got out and walked around the corner and up the pathway to the front door of the house they were looking for. Michel had pulled the scarf up around his chin and kept the brim of the hat low. He made himself stoop slightly, leaning a little more heavily on the cane than was absolutely necessary; it was all for effect, so nobody would have a good look at his face.

      He made a pretence of knocking on the door. There were high hedges opposite, splitting this street from the one below, so the only chance of being seen was by a next-door neighbour, or somebody coming out of their property further along.

      He pulled on leather gloves, slipped out the key, inserted it into the lock, and gently opened the door.

      ‘I am so excited,’ Colin said, slipping in behind Michel.

      ‘Me too,’ Michel replied, gently closing the door behind him. He didn’t bother looking in the rooms downstairs, but instead went quietly up the carpeted stairs to the first floor.

      The air smelled of polish and old antiques. Definitely an older person’s house.

      He could hear a TV playing in one of the rooms. The door was slightly ajar, and he didn’t think there was a need for stealth at this point. Driven by adrenaline, he pushed the door open after making sure the scarf was still up. Just in case.

      There was nobody in the room except the old woman lying in bed. Her head snapped towards him in fright.

      ‘Who are you?’ she said, her voice weak and raspy.

      ‘Why, I’m the angel of fucking death, you old crow.’ He was smiling, but of course, she couldn’t see it.

      Her eyes widened in terror as he strode across the room and threw the covers back. He roughly grabbed her by the arm and pulled. She was wearing a long nightdress, but he grabbed an ankle and hauled her to the edge.

      The woman tried to scream but couldn’t.

      ‘Cat got your tongue?’ Michel said, hauling her to her feet. He was rough with her, making her stagger out of the room. He pulled her to the top of the stairs, grabbing her Zimmer frame with the other hand.

      He knew if he shoved her, forensics would figure out she had been launched through the air, so he gently pushed her and stuck a foot out.

      She didn’t scream as she went down the stairs, but her head hit the wooden floor at the bottom with a sickening thud. The walking frame went tumbling down at the same time and landed near her.

      He walked down the stairs, looking into the dead eyes staring back at him, then he stepped carefully over her and let himself out.

      ‘That was brilliant,’ Colin said. ‘You haven’t lost your touch.’

      Michel smiled. ‘We’re only just beginning, my friend. Now, shut up and keep your head down.’
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      Straight across Edinburgh, more or less as the crow flies, or the longer but faster way? Harry decided on the city bypass, against his better judgement. It always seemed to be a case of, Gentlemen, start your engines! on the bypass, no matter what end you joined.

      ‘You two got your big day booked yet?’ Dunbar asked as Harry weaved in and out of the traffic, the blues flashing behind the grill on the car.

      ‘Not yet. There’s still a lot of planning to do.’

      ‘I don’t envy you. It costs a fortune these days.’

      ‘I wouldn’t mind just going somewhere for a weekend, somewhere quiet and getting hitched on the QT.’

      ‘What?’ Dunbar said. ‘Jesus, Harry, I knew you were a skinflint, but that takes the biscuit.’

      ‘I’m frugal, that’s all. Besides, we had the big wedding first time round, and look where that ended.’

      ‘Alex hasn’t though.’

      Harry capped the speed at seventy. ‘I want to tell you something in confidence.’ He looked at Dunbar, checking the older man had his serious face on.

      ‘You know it won’t go any further.’

      Harry drew in a breath and let it out quickly. ‘I’m having a problem with Alex’s dad.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean, the old bastard thinks I’m after his money.’

      ‘Wait a minute; is he loaded or something?’

      Harry shook his head. ‘Not really, but he’s not poor either. Comfortable, my old man would say. He has two daughters, Alex and her younger sister, and they’ll split whatever is left to them, but for some reason, the old bastard has got it into his head that I will somehow end up with his money.’

      Dunbar gave a short laugh. ‘What? He’s obviously sniffing glue. Why would he even think that?’

      ‘Well, you know Alex was going to sell her flat in the colonies? The one where we helped her get rid of her ex-fiancé?’

      ‘I do remember that, yes.’

      ‘Then we were going to buy my flat that I was renting off Frank Miller. She would sell her place, I had money from my divorce and we would pool it together and buy my flat.’

      ‘I remember you telling me this.’

      ‘Well, that went all to fuck. Her father piped up, telling her that I was trying it on. We had a stand-up fight about it after we had a meal in a restaurant one night. Alex was furious with him, but to ease her mind, I said I would buy the flat myself, and she should keep her own flat. That way, it would be an investment. I even offered to let her put her name on the deeds, just to prove I wasn’t after anything, but she said no. If she wasn’t putting money down, then she wouldn’t put her name on the deeds. God, Jimmy, it was like her dad had really got under her skin.’

      ‘What’s the upshot now?’

      ‘I bought the flat myself. We changed things at the last minute, but we didn’t advertise the fact. As far as everybody knew, we bought it together. Alex paid off her ex, and she now owns the colonies’ property on her own with a small mortgage. She rents it out just now, but it seems everything’s a bit disjointed. Does that make sense?’

      ‘Of course it does, pal. Inter-fucking-fering in-laws. Shower of bastards.’ He shook his head. ‘I have to say though, Cathy’s old man is brand new. Her mother’s long gone, but the old boy is still kicking about. I never had a problem with him.’

      ‘I wish I hadn’t either. Now her folks aren’t talking to me, and her dad’s said there’s no way in hell he’s going to pay for his daughter’s wedding because she’s already living in sin. Living in sin! I ask you.’

      ‘How is Alex reacting to this?’

      ‘She’s caught in the middle. She goes to see them, but on her own now. Not my choice. Her old man has told her not to bring that sponging bastard round anymore.’

      ‘He called you that?’ Dunbar said. ‘He must have been in the pub with you.’ He laughed.

      ‘Fuck me, Jimmy, I wish I could see the funny side to this. It’s got Alex up to high doh. She loves me, but her dad is yakking her fucking ear off every time he’s on the phone with her.’

      Harry reached the end of the bypass and took a right at the Gogar roundabout and headed along Glasgow Road until he came to the side street he was looking for. North Gyle Grove.

      The house had a small car park at the front in what was once a garden, which was just as well since cars were parked almost blocking the road. He pulled into a space next to a small hatchback.

      The knock on the front door was answered by an older man who stood looking at them for a second.

      ‘Did you find her?’ he said.

      ‘Mr Morton?’ Harry said as they showed their warrant cards.

      ‘Yes. Did you find her?’

      ‘Can we step inside?’

      Morton stepped aside to let the detectives in and closed the door behind him. The hallway was larger than Harry expected.

      ‘Come this way,’ he said, and walked past them down the hallway to what transpired was the kitchen. A woman sat at the table with a cup of tea in her hand, but none was offered.

      ‘Did you find her?’ she said.

      ‘Are you Lane’s parents?’ Dunbar asked. They seemed to be in their fifties like he was.

      ‘Yes, we are,’ the woman answered.

      ‘Please have a seat,’ Harry said and the old man sat, like he knew what was coming next.

      ‘A body was discovered through in Glasgow last night,’ Dunbar said. ‘We believe it to be that of your daughter, Lane. I’m so sorry.’

      The cup dropped from the woman’s hand and clattered on the table, spilling what was left of the contents. She jumped back, the chair tumbling and then she started screaming.

      ‘God, no! Please, tell me it’s a mistake!’ She made to grab Dunbar but her husband got to her first and put his arms around her.

      ‘Nettie, sit down. Come on, sit down.’ He looked at the chair lying on its back, as if willing it up again, but Harry lifted it. The mother sat back down and put her face in her hands. The husband remained on his feet.

      ‘How? What happened to her?’

      ‘She was murdered, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Murdered?’ the mother said, taking her hands away from her face. ‘Who would want to harm my baby?’

      ‘We were hoping to ask you a few questions. See if you could throw any light on who would want to harm Lane.’ Harry looked at her, willing her to throw out a name, something they could run with.

      ‘Lane didn’t have an enemy in the world,’ the father said, shooting Harry down in flames.

      ‘You asked if we had found her. Why would you ask that?’ Dunbar said.

      ‘We reported her missing five days ago. She went out for a drink with a couple of friends and didn’t turn up.’

      ‘Did she drive to this meeting, or get a bus? How was she planning on getting there?’

      ‘Bus into town. She always took the bus from the main road when she was drinking.’

      ‘Where did she work?’

      ‘At Play Days nursery, along at Murrayfield.’

      Harry felt a jolt in his guts. It took him a few seconds to ask the question. ‘How long has she worked there?’

      ‘A couple of years now. She loves it there. Loved,’ the father corrected. ‘She got on very well with Vanessa, the owner. In fact, just last week, Vanessa was talking of promoting Lane to supervisor.’

      It was true, what Lisa Wilson had told him; Vanessa had never left Edinburgh at all. He had thought she had moved to London after they had split up. She had certainly sold her house. He knew that because she’d lived around the corner from him.

      ‘No problems with anybody?’ Harry asked, but he already knew the answer was no. Lane had been targeted.

      ‘No. She got on with everybody.’ He looked across to a Welsh dresser where a photograph of his daughter sat.

      ‘I’ll have one of my team from Glasgow contact you, Mr Morton,’ Dunbar said. ‘The post-mortem will be done through there, but we’ll need formal identification. If you take a train through, I can have somebody meet you at Queen Street station.’

      ‘Thank you. When should we go?’

      ‘Tomorrow morning will be fine. I’ll have my DI call you and you can liaise with him.’

      Nettie looked at them. ‘Who would do this to my little girl?’

      ‘We’re going to do our best to find out,’ Harry said, and then they left.
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      ‘This is a nice part of Auld Reekie, I have to admit,’ Robbie Evans said as Alex guided the car along St John’s Road in Corstorphine.

      ‘I wouldn’t say no to living here,’ Alex replied.

      She turned into Featherhall Avenue, guided by her sat nav, and right onto Featherhall Crescent South. The bungalow they were looking for was halfway along.

      Part of the front garden had been made into a parking space.

      They got out and the front door was flung open before they even reached it.

      ‘Is she in trouble?’ a man said, his face red with anger. ‘Did she get pished and fucking arrested. Is that it?’

      ‘Mr Marks?’ Alex said as they both showed their IDs.

      ‘Aye, that’s me. That fucking drunken boot. I told her, you get yourself into trouble, don’t expect me to bail you out.’

      ‘Calm down,’ Evans said. ‘We need to come in and talk to you for a minute.’

      Marks looked at them for a moment as if he wasn’t going to allow them entry, then he stepped aside and let them in.

      ‘Living room’s through to the right,’ he said, and the detectives entered and stood waiting for him.

      ‘So? What has she done?’ Marks said, standing by the doorway. Normally they would have asked the family member to sit down but neither Alex nor Evans thought it would make a difference.

      ‘The body of a female was found this morning in a car. We believe it may be your wife,’ Evans said.

      Marks was about to say something, but his jaw shut like a trap. ‘Dead?’ he finally said.

      ‘There was a purse with a driving license in it that led us to believe it was that of your wife, Veronica.’ Evans looked over at the photos on a side table, saw a picture of Veronica and knew they had the right address.

      ‘Where? How? I mean, she went out with a friend last night and didn’t come home.’

      ‘And this didn’t worry you?’ Alex asked.

      ‘Not in the slightest. I mean, it’s not as if this was the first time. She would go on benders all the time. She always came back with her tail between her legs, but I wasn’t bothered. It’s not as if I’m an angel, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘What time did she go out last night?’

      ‘Fuck knows. She took a change of clothing to work. She would have a shower there and then she would go out.’

      ‘Where did she work?’

      ‘Play Days nursery along in Corstorphine.’

      ‘Do you know if she was having problems with anybody?’ Alex asked, recognising the name of the nursery school, but keeping the thought to herself.

      ‘Not that I know of, but she didn’t tell me everything. She liked a bloody good drink though.’

      ‘Do you know where she was going drinking?’ Evans asked.

      Marks held out his hands and made a face. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ He looked at both detectives. ‘I’m expected to cry at this moment, right? Don’t hold your breath. Our marriage was a marriage of convenience. I’ll miss her, sure I will, but I’m not going to shed a tear.’

      ‘Where were you last night?’

      ‘Out with friends. I can give you their names.’ He disappeared for a minute and returned with a list of names and numbers written on a piece of paper, which he handed to Evans.

      ‘We’ll need you to identify her,’ Alex said, starting to take a great dislike to this man.

      ‘Sure, I can do that.’

      ‘We’ll let you know when you can go down to the city mortuary.’

      They left the house and got into Alex’s car. ‘What a callous bastard,’ she said.

      She got Harry on the phone and they arranged to meet at the station later.
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      Harry had no sooner hung up than his phone rang again. He sat quietly for a moment, staring at the name on the screen. They were back in the car now.

      ‘You going to answer that, pal?’ Dunbar said. ‘Not that I’ve anything against your taste in music or anything.’

      ‘It’s my ex, Vanessa,’ Harry said, holding the phone out for Dunbar to see, as if he wouldn’t believe him.

      ‘Answer it then, neighbour. That fucking song’s doing my melon in here.’

      ‘It’s Guns N’ Roses. Sweet Child O’ Mine. Don’t even  tell me you don’t like it.’

      ‘I’m more of a classical man myself.’

      ‘That is a classic.’

      ‘Classical, Harry. There’s a difference.’

      ‘Like Carmen?’

      ‘Now you’re just pulling my fucking chain. I’m begging you; answer the fucking phone.’

      ‘Hello?’ Harry said, grinning.

      ‘Harry! It’s me, Vanessa.’ Her voice was screaming down the phone at him.

      ‘Nessa, what’s wrong?’

      ‘It’s my mum, Harry! She’s dead! Oh my God. I just came home and found her here. She’s at the bottom of the stairs, Harry, and the police are here. I said I’d call you. It’s awful. Can you come round?’

      ‘Of course.’ There was silence for a moment. ‘Where do you live?’

      ‘Oh, sorry. Campbell Avenue. You can’t miss it. There’s an ambulance and police car outside.’

      She hung up and Harry turned to Dunbar. ‘My ex’s mother just died. It’s a sudden death. Not that far from here. Would you mind?’

      ‘Not at all, brother. I’ve got all day. I’ve already made a call back home to let them know we’ll be staying. Me and the boy brought our stuff just in case. Any excuse for a wee hooly for the laddie, but I need to keep the wee bastard in check.’

      Harry drove off, wondering in his head where Campbell Avenue was. ‘Your phone got Google Maps?’ he asked Dunbar.

      ‘Of course it does, Harry. You think I still use a pager or something?’ He opened up his phone. ‘Where the bloody hell is the maps thing?’
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      It took them fifteen minutes including the time they’d spent figuring out what way to go. Harry saw the police car in the quiet street, which meant a lot of curtains would be twitching. Except for the opposite house, which was screened by a high hedge.

      ‘Oh, God, Harry, thank you so much for coming,’ Vanessa Harper said, throwing her arms around him. She sobbed for a moment while the two uniforms looked on.

      ‘Tell me what happened,’ Dunbar said to the uniforms, taking them into another room.

      ‘Tell me what happened,’ Harry said to Vanessa, looking at the form of what he assumed was her mother, draped with a sheet. He couldn’t help notice she had put on quite a bit of weight since he’d last seen her.

      ‘I came home for lunch, and to check on Mum. I do it every day. And today when I came in, I found her lying there.’ Her lip was trembling and Harry put his hands on her arms.

      ‘You called treble nine?’ he said.

      ‘Yes, straight away. The ambulance came and the paramedics came in but they didn’t move her. They said she was dead. Oh, Harry, this is awful.’ She grabbed hold of him again, and he felt himself putting his arms around her.

      As a friend, he told himself. Then he gently prised her off.

      ‘The police doctor on duty will be coming. He’ll be the one who will pronounce your mother,’ Harry said. ‘But we have to look into it. It’s procedure when somebody is found like this. It’s nothing personal, but it’s required by law. You understand?’

      She looked at him then back at the sheet on the floor. Then she lowered her voice. ‘Harry, I think somebody killed my mother.’

      He stood up straighter. ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘Her Zimmer frame is over there.’

      Harry nodded. He knew people reacted differently to finding a loved one dead, and maybe this was just the shock that was gripping Vanessa.

      ‘Okay. Your mother was elderly. Before we… before, you told me she was going to need a frame to walk with.’

      ‘That’s the thing; she was fine with it, until one day a few weeks ago when she tried to walk without it. She fell and fractured her pelvis. I was at work, and when I came home, she was lying on the living room floor. We got her to the hospital and she was okay, apart from the fracture, but she’s been in bed since she came home. She couldn’t get out of bed without assistance. I would get her up to do the exercises with her, and she was making slow progress. The occupational therapist was coming in to help her and the signs were good. But she still couldn’t get out of bed on her own.’

      ‘What about using the bathroom? Do you think she could have tried to go?’

      ‘She wore a catheter. It’s still attached to her. Harry, there’s no way my mother would have been physically able to get out of bed. God forbid, but if the house caught on fire, she would have died in bed.’

      ‘Let me talk to the uniforms,’ he said, and went to join Dunbar.

      ‘Was there any sign of forced entry?’ he asked.

      ‘No, sir,’ the sergeant said. ‘The door was open when we arrived and the woman was in here hysterical, but I looked when we came in and there’s no sign.’

      ‘What about the back and the windows?’

      ‘I sent my colleague here to check, and there’s no sign. All the windows are locked.’

      ‘Okay, thanks. Can you wait for the duty doctor?’

      The uniforms left the room and Harry took Dunbar further away from the door, standing closer to the window.

      ‘She thinks somebody murdered her mother.’ He went on to explain Vanessa’s theory.

      ‘No door kicked in, no windows open. The only way they could get in then was if the door hadn’t been locked from the outside, or somebody had a key.’

      ‘You and I both know that sometimes a victim has let the killer in, hence no forced entry, but the woman couldn’t even get out of bed.’

      ‘That only leaves us with one suspect,’ Dunbar said. ‘Vanessa herself.’

      ‘That thought had occurred to me too. But would she be going to these lengths to try and persuade us her mother has been murdered? Wouldn’t it be better to have the uniforms come in, have the duty doctor pronounce her and then see what the procurator fiscal thinks after a report has been submitted?’

      ‘True. That would be the smart thing to do. But maybe she thinks she’s being extra smart by calling you?’

      ‘I doubt it, Jimmy. Vanessa’s a clever woman. If she did this and was covering it up, I think she would be trying to conjure up a picture of her mother being more mobile and falling down the stairs when she was trying to go to the toilet.’

      ‘You’ve got a point there, son. Let’s ask her who else has a key for this place.’

      They left the living room and found Vanessa sitting on the stairs, staring at the form of her mother.

      ‘Vanessa,’ Harry said in a gentle voice, but still she jumped, as if she had forgotten they were there.

      ‘Yes?’ The tears were running down her cheeks.

      ‘Who else has a set of keys for the house?’

      ‘Just me. Mum’s are hanging—’ She suddenly stopped. ‘Oh my God!’

      ‘What is it?’ Dunbar asked.

      ‘I lost my house keys. At work. Just a couple of weeks ago.’ She looked at both men. ‘I didn’t think anything more of it. The house keys were on a stupid key chain. It didn’t have my address on it.’

      ‘But if you mentioned it at work, then somebody might have found them and known they were yours,’ Dunbar said.

      ‘Yes. But I didn’t spread it around. I only asked my manager, Veronica, to help me look.’

      Harry took out his notebook. ‘You’d better give us her name, just in case. You trust people, but you can never fully trust them.’

      ‘Of course. Her name is Veronica. Veronica Marks.’
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      ‘Ha ha. No, you hang up,’ Chance McNeil said into his phone.

      ‘Wouldn’t you just cry if I did that?’

      ‘Probably.’

      Katie O’Shea laughed. ‘See you in five?’

      ‘Roger that, Miss O’Shea.’ He ended the call and smiled at himself in the bathroom mirror. He had met Katie when he had gone to do one of the entrance exams, and they had got talking afterwards and had started spending more and more time with her. If she wasn’t exactly his girlfriend, she was close to it. Right now, she was officially his study buddy, which the trainer had suggested they do, if possible. He wanted them all to pass, he said, and Chance had every intention of passing.

      He checked his pockets, making sure he had his keys and put his phone away. They were going to meet up at Inverleith Park. Katie lived in Craigleith and used the park to train before she met Chance, and he had told her he’d started using it too, after coming to live with his father.

      He locked the front door to the flat and bumped into Mia, their next-door neighbour.

      ‘Chance! How’s the police thing coming along?’

      ‘Fine, Mia. How’s Sylvester?’ Mia’s cat.

      ‘Aw, he’s just fine. Missing his mummy when she has to go to work. Thanks for babysitting him last weekend. He loves you, I’m sure of it.’

      ‘It was my pleasure. See you around.’ He pulled the door closed behind himself and was about to walk down the stairs when Mia stopped him.

      ‘I think somebody’s left you an envelope.’

      He turned around to see a small, brown padded envelope sitting next to the door. It had his name scrawled across the front. ‘I’m expecting some notes from a friend,’ he said, opening the door again and putting the envelope inside before shutting the door again.

      He smiled and jogged down the stairs to the outside. He enjoyed looking after the cat, especially since Katie could come around and babysit with him.

      He jogged to the corner of the street and stopped to do some warm-up stretches. He was looking forward to spending time with Katie again. He was sure she felt the same way he did about her.

      He checked to see the road was clear before stepping out and was halfway across when a car suddenly pulled away from the side of the road and accelerated towards him, braking at the last minute.

      Chance jumped out of the way between two cars and fell. The car sped past and turned sharply into the next street out of sight.

      Chance was shaken and looked down at his knee to see that blood was pouring out of it. That’s all he needed, to meet Katie looking like this.

      He took his phone out, called her and explained what had happened.

      ‘Don’t worry about it. You want me to come round?’

      ‘That would be great. I need to get cleaned up.’

      ‘Maybe we could just do some studying instead of the run today?’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      He ran across the road but there was no traffic this time. Jesus, he hadn’t even seen where the car came from. Did the driver even see him?

      He jogged upstairs to the flat and let himself back in, ignored the brown envelope and went to get cleaned up. Ten minutes later, there was a light knock at the door. He smiled when he saw Katie standing there.

      ‘What happened, Chance?’ she said when she saw his scuffed knee. She wanted to hear it again. She came in and closed the door.

      ‘Some nut job ran at me with his car. Not paying attention where he was going. He was probably on his phone.’ They went into the living room.

      ‘Did you get the licence plate number?’

      ‘No. I was too busy lying between two cars to notice.’

      She smiled and playfully hit his arm. ‘Mr Sarcastic.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ He held her and they embraced.

      ‘Let’s get some studying done,’ she said, gently pulling away from him.

      They were going to be doing research online, so she hadn’t brought any books round.

      ‘Oh, there was an envelope waiting for me at the door. Let me check what it is.’

      He went back into the hallway where he had propped the envelope against the wall. He picked it up and shook it. There was something inside, more than just papers. He tore off the top and looked inside. He reached in and grabbed the object, bringing it out.

      ‘Katie!’ he shouted. ‘I need to call my dad.’
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      They stayed with Vanessa until her mother had been removed. Harry ordered DI Vallance to go through Veronica Marks’ belongings, looking for a set of keys.

      Then they headed back to the Fettes station.

      ‘You’ve never been here before, have you?’ Harry asked Dunbar.

      ‘No, just High Street.’

      ‘This canteen has better coffee.’

      ‘I hope it’s better than the pish they serve in Helen Street.’

      ‘I’m sure it’s the same pish everywhere.’

      Alex and Evans were already in the incident room with the others. Evans was comparing war stories with DC Simon Gregg. Gregg was a big man at six foot six and had been in many a scrap.

      They were comparing techniques on ways to incapacitate a man with a knife, which included headbutting and kicking the target between the legs.

      ‘We got called away to a sudden death,’ Harry said, taking Alex into his office.

      ‘Really? Isn’t that a job for uniform?’ Alex said.

      ‘It is, but I got a call from Vanessa.’

      ‘Vanessa? Your ex? You told me she had moved down to London.’

      ‘That’s what I was led to believe. Turns out, it wasn’t true. She didn’t sell her business.’

      ‘Where the hell does she live?’ Alex crossed her arms.

      ‘Up in Ravelston. She went home for lunch and found her mother at the bottom of the stairs.’

      ‘Isn’t that a shame?’ There was no hint of sympathy in her voice, and Harry couldn’t blame her. ‘She’s not expecting you to have anything to do with her now, I hope? Not after the way she accused you of stalking her?’

      Harry felt guilty of something, but he didn’t know what, right then. ‘She thinks her mother was murdered.’

      ‘Oh God. Really. Care to tell me why?’

      ‘Her mother was bedridden after a fall. She couldn’t get out of bed, yet she was found at the bottom of the stairs with her Zimmer frame, as if she had tried to walk by herself.’

      ‘That’s it? Either the old woman managed to get out of bed, or Vanessa killed her. That’s what I’m getting from this.’

      ‘You didn’t see her, Alex; she was distraught.’

      ‘So she just happened to call you instead of talking this over with CID who would have turned up.’

      ‘I just wanted to tell you, so there was no misunderstanding.’

      ‘Oh, there’s no misunderstanding, Harry; Vanessa gave you the runaround and now she sees you happy with me, and that’s doing her brain in, so she wants to throw a spanner in the works.’

      ‘Listen, I know how you must feel, but if there is even the slightest chance there’s something amiss, I want it looked at. I can pass it over to Jimmy, if you like. Or another of our MITs.’

      ‘Don’t bother. Just you go running to her, Harry. I mean, it’s not as if I’m your wife.’ She turned and left the office.

      Harry was about to follow her when his phone rang. It was Chance.

      His son explained about the envelope.

      ‘I’ll be right there,’ he said, hanging up.

      As he left his office, the team were standing in front of a whiteboard, collating information.

      ‘I’ve just had a call,’ Harry said to them. ‘I have to go.’

      Alex didn’t look too pleased and gave a slight shake of her head. ‘Don’t worry, sir, we have it covered here. You do what you’ve got to do.’

      ‘Somebody tried to kill my son. But before that, he left a package for him.’

      ‘Oh Jesus,’ Alex said. ‘I’m sorry, Harry.’ She grabbed her jacket.

      ‘I can go myself.’

      ‘Like hell you will. He’s my boy too.’

      Dunbar looked at DI Vallance and DI Karen Shiels. ‘Keep on getting that stuff together.’ He looked at Evans. ‘Heid. Get your jacket.’

      They left the incident room.
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      Chance held out the envelope for Harry to see. The detectives had put on nitrile gloves and Harry gingerly took the envelope from his son.

      Katie sat on the couch and Alex sat beside her.

      Harry put his hand in and gently removed the dismembered fingers. He put them in the palm of his hand and let each one roll over. He, Dunbar and Evans could see the numbers 7 and 8 tattooed on the little fingers.

      ‘Lane Morton’s other little finger,’ Dunbar said. ‘The one he cut off.’

      ‘And Veronica Marks’,’ Harry added.

      Dunbar had taken a small plastic bag from his inside pocket and held it out for Harry to drop the appendage into. Then the sealed the bag.

      ‘There’s something else in here,’ Harry said, reaching a hand in again. It was a pre-paid mobile phone, wrapped in a sheet of crumpled notepaper with elastic bands round it.

      He pulled the rubber off and carefully unwrapped the phone. He handed the phone to Dunbar then opened the paper. And started reading.

      Welcome to the game, Harry. I’ve elected you to play and it isn’t an option. How this unfolds depends on you. You’re playing by my rules now but I’m sure you’ll be a worthy adversary.

      By now, you know who the fingers belong to. I am also responsible for the death of Lane Morton, the young woman I dumped in Glasgow. Why Glasgow? I thought this time I would like your friend to join in the game.

      The rules are simple; I am going to keep on killing until I feel like stopping. Maybe I have already stopped. Maybe I’m tired. I’ve been doing this for a long time. I’m an expert.

      You know I can get to you anytime, Harry.

      Let’s play. And keep the phone on you at all times. If I call and somebody else picks it up, someone will die. An extra victim if you like.

      Stick around, Harry. It’s going to be fun.

      

      He read it again to his audience. He knew that Katie and his son shouldn’t be here, but he wanted them to know what life in the force was going to be like. No, he was kidding himself; he wanted them to taste the fear he was feeling right now. Not fear for himself, but fear for the victims. Because there were going to be more.

      The phone rang in Dunbar’s hand and he jumped a little. ‘Bastard,’ he said, holding the phone out to Harry.

      He took it and answered. ‘Speak,’ he said, his voice firm. He put it on speakerphone while Alex took her own phone out and started recording the conversation.

      ‘Speak the man says! So I will; you excited, Harry? I am. I haven’t felt this excited in a long time. Do you like the fingers? Those two victims were just for show, so you would be on board.’

      ‘Why don’t you and I get together for a chat? I don’t think I’m interested in playing your little game. In fact, I’m bored already.’

      Laughter on the other end. ‘I like that, Harry. Trying to goad me. Very well; consider me goaded. But listen to me; I let your son live today. I could have driven right over the top of him. But I would have been breaking my own rules and that would never do. However, we will meet again, Harry. Meantime, stay by the phone. Oh, one thing before I go; do you like my motor?’

      They all heard the long honking coming from a car horn downstairs. They crowded round Harry as he looked down onto the street below.

      They saw a sleek, black convertible sports car.

      ‘No,’ Harry said. ‘Jesus Christ, no.’

      It was a Jaguar XJS, just like the one Harry owned.

      The car booted it away from outside the bowling club and turned right then sharp left, out of sight.

      ‘I have to make a call,’ Harry said, taking his phone out. The number for the garage was in his contacts, and he felt his finger shaking as he swiped and poked until he got the right number. Finally, it was answered.

      ‘Davie, it’s me, Harry McNeil. Is my car still in storage?’

      ‘Aye, it is that, son. It still needs work on the transmission. You just say the word and I can start working on it.’

      ‘When’s the last time you saw it? Actually clapped eyes on it?’

      ‘Last week. Why?’

      ‘Can you go and see if it’s still there, pal? It would mean a lot.’

      ‘Aye, nae bother. Hold on.’ Harry heard the sound of the landline phone being put down and he waited, all sorts of thoughts going through his head.

      Finally, Davie came back on.

      ‘Aye, it’s still there son. Tucked away in the back behind some other motors, but I can easily get her out when you give the say so.’

      ‘Thanks, Davie. Appreciate it, pal. I’ll be in touch.’

      He hung up and stood looking at the others. ‘I have a car that’s exactly the same as that one. Same colour. Looks to be the same model and year. But mine is still in the garage where I pay to have her stored. She needs work, but obviously this guy’s doesn’t.’

      ‘He really is playing games with you, Dad,’ Chance said.

      ‘You two, stay extra aware. Don’t go anywhere on your own. Hear me? Chance, you look after this lassie.’

      ‘I think she can look after herself,’ Alex said. ‘Not every woman has to go running to a man for help.’ And with that, she left the room.
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      They went back to the incident room, leaving Chance back at the flat, making him promise that he wouldn’t leave until they got back home again.

      The fingers were photographed by Harry and Dunbar before being sent to the lab to confirm they belonged to the victims. The number that had been used to call Harry belonged to a disposable phone, but apart from that nugget, they would have to try and work out where it had been bought. It was switched off at that moment.

      Alex was avoiding Harry while still managing to be a part of the team. This was the first time he’d ever thought that maybe dating a woman he worked with was a bad idea. He mentally shook the thought away and concentrated on the job at hand.

      Harry stood by the whiteboard. ‘This is what we have so far; Lane Morton, found in Glasgow, as Eve said. Her car is stolen. A Ford Fiesta, light blue. Lane’s finger was cut off after being tattooed, and one of her other fingers had a tattoo on it, just like the victims from twenty years ago. Veronica Marks, who was found at Port Seton, not only had a finger tattooed, but her feet cut off, mimicking not only the Tattoo Artist, but a killer from Glasgow from some years ago, named the Footloose Killer. For some reason, both MOs have been combined.’

      DI Vallance spoke up. ‘On the original case, Colin Harris was believed to be the killer, and he went after DCI Willie Dowd. There was a fight, and Dowd killed Harris in self-defence. He was buried in a little-known cemetery in Fife with very little fanfare and no public announcement of the location. Harris’s MO was to tattoo a number on both little fingers of his victim, then cut off one finger and post it to Willie Dowd.’

      ‘And this morning,’ Harry continued, ‘both Veronica’s and Lane’s fingers were sent to me with tattoos on them. Numbers seven and eight.’

      ‘Where’s victim number six?’ Karen Shiels asked.

      ‘That we don’t know.’

      Willie Dowd might know. The thought briefly shot into Harry’s head, but he dismissed it.

      ‘I was with DCI McNeil earlier when he went through the envelope with the fingers in it,’ Dunbar said, ‘and there was also a note in there. He tried to knock down Chance, the DCI’s son, but he claims he could have killed the boy if he wanted. He also left a phone, so he could call. I had copies made of the letter that have been put up on the board. Read it. This affects us all. He could target any one of us.’

      They all looked towards the whiteboard.

      Harry spoke up. ‘I’m also having Eve liaise with DVLA to find out how many black XJS convertibles are registered in Scotland, then we’ll widen the net to the rest of the UK if we don’t have any success. He was driving one of those cars and honked the horn so we would see it from my flat. Some of you may know this already, but this is the same as the car that I own. It’s an old car, in storage, waiting to be fixed so that it can run again. But whoever it was, knows me and knows what kind of car I have.’

      ‘Is the car still there, sir?’ Simon Gregg asked.

      ‘Yes. I called a friend of mine who owns the garage and he confirmed mine is still there. So this is another one.’

      Dunbar looked at them all in turn. ‘We know that the two women worked in the nursery called Play Days, at Murrayfield. We think the killer knew this, but we need to find out how.’

      ‘Are we thinking this is somebody copying Colin Harris from back then?’ Eve said.

      ‘Could be,’ Harry said. ‘Or else it might mean something else; that Harris had an accomplice, somebody we didn’t know about. Maybe this guy has taken up the reins.’

      ‘Why now?’ Karen Shiels asked.

      ‘I don’t think he’s ever gone away, he’s just kept on killing, but in a different way. He could be the Footloose Killer or maybe he just wants us to think he was that killer, by combining two MOs. It’s all different angles we’re looking at just now.’

      ‘Also,’ Dunbar continued, ‘there was a sudden death today that we attended. An old woman fell down the stairs. Her daughter, who is known to DCI McNeil, thinks that her mother was murdered. Apparently, the woman was bedridden and couldn’t get out of bed on her own, because she had fallen and fractured her pelvis, but somehow, she managed to get up out of bed, walk through to the hallway with her Zimmer, and then fell down the stairs. Now we’re thinking, it could be an accident, or this woman herself killed her mother. Or somebody else killed her.’

      ‘Is that connected to this case?’ Ronnie Vallance said.

      ‘Could be. You see, the daughter owns the nursery where our victims worked. I want you to look into that more, Vallance. Take Eve with you. Just do some prodding, in case there’s a big insurance policy or something.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘And let’s do some more extensive research on the backgrounds of our victims. Maybe he chose them at random, maybe for some other reason,’ Harry said.

      They got to work and Harry was about to talk to Dunbar when his phone rang. Not the throwaway one, but his own phone.

      ‘Harry? It’s Vanessa.’

      ‘Hello, yes, this is DCI McNeil,’ he answered, turning away from Alex. He walked into his office and closed the door.

      ‘Sorry, Vanessa, it’s a crowded room today. What can I do for you?’

      ‘It’s Mum. She’s at the city mortuary, and my head is spinning. I know there’s things to do but I can’t get my head straight. Is there any chance that you can come round later? Just for a chat. Maybe you can guide me on what’s next?’

      Harry wanted to say, yes, of course I’ll come, but he knew he couldn’t. He not only risked being kicked off this case but being investigated. Harry said nothing.

      ‘Okay, sorry to bother you.’

      ‘Look, it’s no bother, but please understand, we’ve had two murder victims connected to your school.’

      ‘I heard on the news. I can’t believe it. My mum dying, and two of my workers. I can’t take this in, Harry.’

      ‘Let me ask you something, Vanessa. How well do you know Lisa Wilson?’

      ‘Lisa’s a great worker, Harry. Her dad was a detective too.’

      ‘I know. I just wondered if you had socialised with her out of hours.’

      ‘A small group of us go for a drink on a Friday after work, Lisa included.’

      ‘Did she ever talk about her father?’

      ‘Not often. She talks more about her son, and her husband, the professor. She talks about how he and a friend of his write these child-rearing books. The Angelic Method is one of them. Her little boy has attention deficit, Harry, I’m sure. And they hide behind this method they created. It’s just an excuse to, well, excuse his behaviour. Spare the rod, and all that.’

      ‘I met her last night when we went to see Willie. She told me about you still being in Edinburgh.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ She started crying.

      ‘Listen, Vanessa, I can’t come and interview you again. One of my DIs will be doing that. It’s maybe best if you don’t call me directly again.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I won’t.’

      ‘Don’t be sor-’ he started to say but she had hung up.

      He went back into the incident room and Alex threw daggers at him. He thought himself lucky it was only with her eyes and not her hands.
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      ‘Wasn’t this a hotel at one time?’ Robert Briggs said as they got out of the car.

      ‘It was indeed,’ Jeremy Wilson replied. He held the door open for the older man.

      ‘I thought so. I used to come over to Burntisland quite a bit, back in the day. We liked to walk on the beach and go to the fair on the links.’

      ‘Very pleasant in the summer.’

      Briggs stopped and looked at Wilson. ‘Do you ever stop and wonder if the past summer was your last one?’

      Wilson laughed. ‘Keep that kind of talk for our books, Robert. We write bestsellers and that’s the way I want to keep it.’

      ‘Isn’t this how it always starts though? You and I chewin’ the fat?’

      ‘It is. But I want you to see Willie and not have your head full of book ideas.’

      Briggs stood up straight for a moment, holding onto his walking stick. ‘Bloody sciatica is killing me today, Jeremy.’ He looked at his friend. ‘I can’t stay long.’

      ‘We’re not going to stay long. With these murders happening, I thought we could maybe shoot something past Willie, see if he remembers anything. If he does, I’m sure we could put it in another true crime book. We stand to make a few notes on this.’

      Briggs smiled. ‘Talking of money always gets my juices flowing.’

      ‘I knew it would.’

      They walked across the car park to the front entrance and went in. The receptionist waved to them and they took the lift upstairs to Willie’s room.

      They stopped outside the door. ‘I think I’ll go and get us a cuppa, Robert.’

      ‘Oh, fine, Jeremy.’

      Briggs entered the room while Jeremy went in search of some tea.

      Willie Dowd was sitting looking out of the window and turned round when he heard the man come into his room. ‘Who the fuck are you?’

      ‘It’s me, Willie; Robert Briggs. Your old superintendent.’

      Willie stared at him for a moment, racking his brain, then something seemed to click. Like a curtain had been parted a little bit to let some light in.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I thought I’d come with Jeremy, see how you’re doing.’

      Willie stared at the old man, who was a year older than himself, but looked ten years older with the scraggy grey hair.

      ‘You didn’t need to come. Why did you come?’

      ‘I thought I’d pop in and say hello.’

      ‘Well, you’ve fuckin popped, Bobby, now just pop back to your car.’

      Briggs laughed. ‘I always loved your sense of humour, cock. Even when I was your superintendent, I could always laugh at your jokes.’

      ‘Until they weren’t fucking funny anymore, eh, Bobby? Until the Tattoo Artist. Then things stopped being fucking funny.’

      ‘Mind if I take a seat?’ Briggs said, sitting on the bed.

      ‘Do what you like. You always did.’

      ‘I must say, you seem to be doing a lot better today, Willie. Your mind seems, how will I put it, sharper? The last time I saw you, things were getting a little foggy.’

      ‘They give me tablets. They help lift the fog. Sometimes I can’t remember what I had for breakfast. But I can remember things from twenty years ago, for example.’ He looked out of the window again for a moment.

      ‘How’s Lisa doing? I haven’t seen her for ages.’

      Willie turned once more to look at his old boss.

      ‘God, you’re a bastard.’

      Briggs laughed again. ‘Don’t be silly. I’m just making conversation.’ He kept his eyes on Willie. ‘You know he’s back, don’t you?’ The smile dropped from Briggs’s face.

      ‘I know. I thought I was dreaming at first, like it was something I’d seen on the news down in the TV room, but no, I heard it again. It’s fucking awful, Bobby. Colin Harris is in a box in the ground, isn’t he?’

      ‘He is. We both know he is.’

      ‘Then why is this happening again?’

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t have the answer for you.’

      ‘I mean, he hasn’t come back from the dead.’ There was fear in Willie’s eyes now, and his breathing was a bit heavier. ‘Something’s wrong.’

      Briggs sat and looked out of the window, looking past Willie, not at the scenery, but at a distant memory.

      ‘You don’t remember, do you?’ he asked.

      Willie shook his head. ‘Thoughts come flying at me from all over. Sometimes it’s hard to put them into perspective.’

      ‘Just try and relax. I just wanted to reassure you that I’m fine.’

      ‘Well, that took a fucking load off. Why would I think you aren’t fine?’ Willie said.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. I just thought you might be worried.’

      ‘Worried about what?’

      ‘You know; him.’

      ‘What are you talking about? Who are you?’

      ‘Willie, it’s me, Robert.’

      ‘You’ve got the wrong room, son. I’m a fucking copper so you’d best be getting the fuck out of here before I clean your fucking clock for you.’

      Briggs smiled, but it slipped a little. Where the fuck was Jeremy with the tea?

      ‘You fucking laughing at me?’ Willie said and started to get up out of his chair. Robert couldn’t move off the bed. If Willie started getting in about him right now, there was nothing he could do about it. Not like his younger days, when he would go toe-to-toe with any bastard.

      Willie stood up and looked at Briggs. Then the clouds shifted and the moon came out.

      ‘Robert? Is that you?’ Willie said. He smiled and held out a hand for the old man to shake.

      Briggs shook it and smiled. ‘Good to see you again, Willie.’

      ‘Good to see you too. What are you doing here? I’ll get Mary to make us some sandwiches. You’ll stop for your tea, won’t you?’ He let go of Briggs’s hand and sat back down.

      ‘Aye, sure I will. That will be great.’

      ‘Good. I’ll get her to rustle up… something. Fish fingers or something. And you’d better eat it all up or you can’t go out playing with your pals.’

      ‘Do you remember what happened, Willie?’ Briggs said, turning to look round to check that they were still alone.

      Willie thumped the side of his head a couple of times. ‘I wish my brain would work better. Christ, I don’t even know what day it is sometimes.’

      Briggs nodded. ‘We have to keep this conversation between ourselves, Willie. My Anna’s daughter is twenty now. Please, Willie.’ He turned as he heard somebody come into the room.

      ‘Ah, Jeremy. No sugar in mine. I hope you remembered?’ Briggs said.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ Willie said.

      ‘It’s me, Willie. Jeremy.’ He smiled and handed a cup to Briggs.

      ‘Jeremy who? I don’t know any Jeremy.’

      ‘He knows you?’ Jeremy asked Briggs.

      ‘Yes. We were just talking. Weren’t we, Willie?’

      Willie was looking out of the window. ‘It’s raining over in Edinburgh. I can see it falling. Falling from the sky.’ He looked at the two men. ‘Can I have a biscuit? My wife will be making dinner soon but one little biscuit won’t do any harm.’

      ‘I’ll see if the nurse can bring you one,’ Jeremy said, smiling. He put his cup down and left the room.

      Willie looked at Briggs, staring him in the eyes. ‘George McNeil was here. Are you still friends with George?’

      Briggs wasn’t sure how to answer at first, stumbling over his answer. ‘Yes. Yes, I am.’

      Willie looked at him with suspicion. ‘What is he saying about me, Robert?’

      ‘Nothing. We don’t talk about you, Willie.’

      ‘You weren’t followed, were you?’

      ‘Jeremy was driving, but I don’t think so.’

      ‘Good. I mean, I don’t know how he would know I’m in here, but you know the Artist had a way of finding things out. If he knows where I am, he might come back and finish what he started twenty years ago.’

      ‘I’ll be careful.’ Briggs stood up and walked towards the door, looking for Jeremy coming back with the biscuits. Only now he didn’t want a biscuit, or a tea. He just wanted to get the fuck out of here.

      ‘It was nice seeing you again, Willie.’ Briggs stood in the doorway, looking back at his old friend.

      ‘Thanks for coming,’ Willie said.

      ‘No problem.’ Briggs turned to leave the room.

      ‘Oh, Robert, one more thing,’ Willie said. ‘Don’t come back here.’
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      ‘Do you think Chance will be safe, staying here?’ Alex asked. Her tone would have given an iceberg a run for its money.

      ‘I think the guy wanted to make a point. I don’t think he’ll come after Chance again.’

      ‘He isn’t finished with you yet, or he wouldn’t have left you with the phone.’

      They were in the living room, Harry idly flipping through channels on the TV, trying not to look at the clock. He’d leave for the pub in ten minutes. Time to lav and brush his teeth.

      ‘You could still come over for a couple of drinks,’ he said to her and, for a second, his pulse rate went up.

      ‘Thanks, but I don’t want to be a third wheel.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      She looked at him, a look that made him think, Oh, you’re good.

      ‘Listen, that was Vanessa on the phone today. I’m a murder squad detective, just like you. What do you want me to say? Sorry, but I’m not interested in the fact you think your mother was thrown down the stairs?’

      Alex shook her head. ‘She probably did it herself, just so she could get you back in her life again.’

      ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Alex. It’s you I love. We’re engaged. I was never engaged to Vanessa.’ He reached a hand out and put it over hers but she whipped her own hand away like it had been burnt.

      ‘How would you like it if my ex called me with some shite story and I went running to him? You’d be pissing yourself.’

      ‘Would I be happy? No. Would I understand? Of course I would.’

      ‘Oh, please. Just admit it, Harry; you like the thought of her being in your life again.’

      ‘That’s not true. I’ve instructed Ronnie Vallance to deal with her tomorrow. He’s going to take Eve Bell and talk to her.’

      ‘She might not take the hint. You being ex-Professional Standards knows that isn’t right; her getting in touch with you, and the possibility that she could have killed her mother.’

      ‘I know, Alex. That’s why I told her not to call me again.’

      ‘You did?’

      ‘Yes, I did. It’s not professional, but more important, it’s just not right now that I’m with you.’

      That brought a little smile to her face. He could see the tentative relief there, like she had been swimming underwater and could breathe again. ‘You know, my dad was wrong when he said you weren’t the man for me.’

      ‘Your dad’s a laugh a minute.’

      ‘I know we told people we were buying this place together and we didn’t, and I still own my old place, but let’s look on my flat as an investment for our future.’

      ‘Sounds good to me. Now, you sure you won’t change your mind about coming over for a pint with me and Jimmy?’

      ‘Thanks, but I’m going to wash my hair.’

      ‘I didn’t think that was a real thing when a woman said that.’

      ‘We do wash our hair from time to time.’

      ‘Don’t wait up. We have quite a bit of work to do.’

      ‘Work? Getting pished and playing darts more like.’

      ‘We can still talk shop when we’re having a beer.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah.’

      He got up and five minutes later, he was leaving the flat, the throwaway phone in his pocket. He stopped outside on the pavement, looking both ways, but there was no sign of the black Jag.

      He took his own phone out and called Ronnie Vallance at home. ‘Sorry to bother you, mate, but can you tell me if Eve Bell got a hit on the search for other black Jags like mine?’

      ‘She got the results back, sir. I sent you an email. There are only two other black Jag XJS’s in Scotland, but neither of them is the convertible. There are seven convertibles total, yours being one of them, but only yours is black. There are a lot more coupes of course, but only a few of them are black.’ Vallance paused for a second. ‘Are you sure it was a convertible, sir?’

      ‘Positive. I wasn’t the only one who saw it.’

      ‘Okay, just checking. So no, yours is the only black convertible.’

      ‘Thanks, Ronnie. See you in the morning.’

      It was almost full dark now, the streetlights popping on. He looked across the hedge of the bowling club to the house further up the hill on the next street. Vanessa’s old house.

      He’d had some good times in there with her, some good laughs, the place where they’d relaxed and had one drink too many and had gone upstairs to make love, sometimes not even making it upstairs.

      Then a thought occurred to him; they had never spent the night in his flat. Never got drunk, never made it through to the bedroom. It had always been her place. Was it because he had only rented his flat, before he had bought it? Had she looked down on him, not just physically from her house, but in every other way?

      He had been thinking about the good times they’d had, but wasn’t that the way when you broke up with somebody? You glossed over the bad stuff, focusing on the good times? Obviously not in a relationship where violence was involved, but in a normal relationship?

      He knew they’d had their ups and downs, and it was because of this that he had kept his own flat, somewhere he could go and lick his wounds after they’d had a disagreement.

      It was cold now, a biting wind skirting through the streets after the earlier rainfall. The pavements glistened and the tyres of the cars whished over the wet road.

      Harry strolled round the corner to the main road, being careful where he crossed. Just the thought of that bastard trying to run Chance down got his blood up. He had suggested the boy go back through to Fife to live with his uncle, Harry’s brother. But Chance had said he wouldn’t run away from this.

      A bus flashed by on Comely Bank Road and for a moment, Harry thought he saw the Jag. How can he be driving about in a Jag like mine when there isn’t another one?

      Of course! Harry smiled at himself; he’d obviously bought a used one and had somebody spray it black. Seemed like an expensive game, but if he wasn’t right in the head, then the money it took to transform the car wouldn’t matter.

      The phone in his pocket started ringing. He stopped at the shops opposite the hotel, ducking into a doorway.

      ‘Harry! I’m so glad you answered. Ready to play?’

      ‘Go fuck yourself,’ Harry replied, the words shooting out before he had a chance to control them.

      ‘Now, why have you got your string vest in knot? I told you I missed Chance on purpose. I was just trying to get your attention.’

      ‘Mission accomplished.’

      ‘I can tell you’re not ready for my game tonight. No matter. You won’t have a choice by tomorrow, Harry. But let me ask you this; do you know that Willie Dowd is a lot more lucid than he lets on? How do I know about Willie? Let’s just say I knew him a long time ago and I like to keep tabs.’

      ‘Was Colin Harris an innocent man?’ Harry said, watching as a bus pulled into the bus stop, its interior lights on and some of the windows steamed up.

      ‘That’s for you to work out, Chief Inspector. That’s all a part of the game. But the first clue is Willie Dowd himself. Daft or not daft?’

      ‘I hardly think having dementia is being fucking daft. Ignorant bastard.’ Harry realised his anger was starting to come out unchecked, but he hated this bastard with a passion.

      ‘Of course it isn’t. That’s not what I meant. Deary me, I hope you’re not going to get tetchy all the time? It’s going to take the shine off things if you’re a moody pants.’

      ‘You know, I’m beginning to think you’re full of shit. You could be anybody. I’m not answering this phone again.’

      Laughter on the other end. ‘Of course you are, Harry, for one simple reason; you can’t help yourself. You think you’re better than me. But I know I’m better than you. I’ve already killed three women in the space of a few days, and I’m already looking for number four.’

      ‘What do you mean, three?’

      ‘Oops, got to go. You work it out, Harry. Or are you going to let Vanessa work it out for you?’ The call was disconnected.
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      Harry made it into the hotel without being mowed down by a Jag or any other car, although it was a close call with a taxi driver, who none too politely asked him if he was sight impaired and suggested he please watch where he was walking next time.

      ‘Fucking taxi driver almost knocked me down, the bastard,’ he said when he met Jimmy Dunbar in the hotel.

      ‘You must have been in a rush to get this down your neck,’ Dunbar said, handing him a pint of lager.

      ‘Cheers, pal.’

      ‘Let’s grab a wee table. Heid the baw will be down any minute. He’s plucking his eyebrows or something. He was chatting to the barmaid earlier and now he thinks he’s in with a chance. I told him to make sure she doesn’t have an Adam’s apple. He tends to rush into things. Why are you looking so peaky there, neighbour?’

      ‘That bastard called me again, Jimmy. He wants to play a game.’

      ‘We should try and trace the phone he’s using.’

      ‘It’s a different number. I think he might have a few to choose from so it wouldn’t be easy trying to track each one. Can you imagine the phone company if we ask them that? You can hardly get through to India to enquire about your phone bill, far less get them to track a murdering serial killer.’

      Dunbar nodded and took a sip from his own pint. ‘How’s things with the missus?’

      ‘Thawing slightly. This thing with Vanessa was driving us apart.’

      ‘Look, maybe Vanessa is overreacting. Maybe in the back of her mind, she does want you back, and her mother dying is just the catalyst she needed to give you a call. But you want my advice? Don’t fuck things up with Alex. She’s a great lassie there, pal, and you don’t want to get to be an old fart and have nobody to come home to. I don’t see things going the long haul with Vanessa.’

      ‘I know you’re right, Jimmy, but when he called me just now, he asked if I was going to let Vanessa work it out for me. I think he killed her mother right enough. He hasn’t come right out and said it, but I have a feeling.’

      ‘Maybe you’re right. Vallance is looking into it tomorrow though, isn’t he?’

      ‘Yes. I have the team checking the alibis of the families of our victims, and we should keep an open mind, but I wanted to show you these photos.’

      Harry reached into his pocket and took out the photos he had taken from Willie Dowd’s workshop.

      ‘Where did you get these?’ Dunbar asked, looking through them.

      Harry explained, and told Dunbar about Dowd being in a home.

      ‘Why don’t we go through and have a wee visit with him?’

      ‘Now?’

      ‘Why not. He’s allowed visitors, isn’t he?’

      ‘I’m sure he is,’ Harry said, watching as Robbie Evans came into the bar.

      ‘If not, we have our warrant cards. We can make it official if they want to fuck us around.’

      ‘Somehow, I don’t think they could care less.’

      ‘Good, drink up.’ Dunbar looked at Evans. ‘Heid. Go and get the keys to that fucking scrapper you call a classic. We’re going for a drive.’

      ‘Now? I’ve not even had a pint.’

      ‘See how much lager I’ve got left? I want to see you standing with your car keys in your hand by the time I’ve finished it.’

      ‘It’s nearly your dug’s bedtime. Scooby will be wanting his daily FaceTime with his old man.’

      ‘Fucking nash, Robbie, this is serious business.’

      ‘Alright, alright, but you owe me a night out.’

      ‘After you wanting to hug me? I don’t fucking think so.’

      Harry looked puzzled.

      ‘It’s a long story,’ Dunbar said.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Boy, smell that sea air,’ Jimmy Dunbar said, getting out of the old car. It was dark, and autumn was in full swing but the air was salty.

      ‘What is this car, Robbie?’ Harry said, looking at the blue paintwork.

      ‘It’s a nineteen eighty Ford Cortina. I was going to do it up in my spare time. It’s got low miles and it runs pretty good. I’ve always had a fancy for a classic car.’

      ‘He bought it off a bloke on Facebook who had big windows in his house. Saw him coming a mile off,’ Dunbar said.

      They walked towards the front entrance of the home. The façade was lit by spotlights giving it a holiday hotel vibe.

      ‘I was going to surprise Alex and get my Jag running so we can go for a long weekend somewhere.’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      ‘What car do you drive, Jimmy?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I don’t bother, neighbour. Cathy is the one with the car. Robbie picks me up in the morning, and Cathy picks me up from the pub when I’m pished. She has a Nissan. A Cash Cow or something.’

      Inside, it was warm and Harry unzipped his jacket. They approached reception and Harry told the woman who they would like to see.

      ‘Go ahead. He’s up on…’

      ‘I was here last night,’ he said. I was the one who was crying like a child after being punched in the manhood.

      They took the lift up and stepped out onto Willie’s floor. Harry and Dunbar walked ahead and Harry saw Lisa going into Willie’s room.

      ‘His daughter’s here. Lisa. Her little boy might be here too. Just watch. Her boy’s special.’

      ‘That’s a’right, we have children through in Glasgow, too.’ He grinned at Harry.

      ‘You might not have met one like this though.’

      ‘I’ve met a lot of nutters, pal, I know how to deal…’

      Punching Man ran out of Willie’s room, red cape flowing behind him, and he punched Dunbar in the balls.

      ‘Jesus fuck,’ he said, crossing his knees and bending over slightly. Harry was already standing with his hands covering his own privates and Evans had quickly thrown himself against the wall face first.

      ‘Pair of bastards,’ Dunbar said. ‘Oh, ya fucker. I think I’m going to be sick.’

      ‘Farquhar!’ Lisa said as she came out of the room and saw Dunbar leaning, one hand on the wall, the other hand on the front of his trousers.

      ‘Is he alright?’ she asked when she saw Harry.

      ‘Just a bit out of breath from the stairs,’ Harry said. ‘These are my colleagues, DCI Dunbar and DS Robbie Evans, through from Glasgow. We’re coordinating on a case.’

      ‘Nice to meet you both.’

      Dunbar took his hand away from his trousers just long enough to give a short wave, then went back to concentrating on trying not to faint.

      ‘Come in, Dad will be glad to see you again.’ She went into the room.

      ‘I tried to warn you about her wee boy. He’s obviously got some challenges.’

      ‘Challenges, Harry? Good God. I think I’m going to toss my fucking bag. Next time, warn me from the fucking car.’

      Evans left for a second and came back with a glass of water and passed it to his boss.

      ‘You know the Secret Service will take a bullet for the President? You could have jumped in front of me and taken that punch.’

      ‘First of all, he was too fast for me, and secondly, aye right. I’m in the prime of my life. The last thing I need is to have the family jewels rattled.’

      ‘I should rattle your fucking jaw.’ He drank some of the water and handed the glass to Evans, who stuck it on a cart full of towels.

      Dunbar straightened up. ‘Jesus, my groin feels like it’s on fire and I still feel sick.’

      ‘Fight through it, Jimmy,’ Harry said.

      ‘Go through to Edinburgh, they said. It’ll be fun, they said. Jesus. When I see Calvin Stewart again, I’m going to punch him in the fucking balls.’

      They went into the room where Willie was sitting facing the window, but all he must have seen was his own reflection with the lights on.

      ‘Hello, Willie,’ Harry said. ‘Back again.’

      Willie turned around. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ Then he squinted and smiled. ‘George! Good to see you! Your son was here last night. And you brought your friends. You’ll be wanting me to go for a scoop, eh?’

      ‘Not right now, Dad,’ Lisa said. ‘This is Harry, George’s son.’

      Willie squinted. ‘Oh, aye. Come away in, son. Sorry about that. You’re the spitting image of your old man.’

      ‘Willie, this is Jimmy Dunbar and Robbie Evans, friends of mine.’

      ‘Good to meet you, lads.’

      Harry gently took Lisa by the arm and led her out of the room for a second. Farquhar stood further down the corridor as if he was about to make a run at it.

      ‘My colleagues are through from Glasgow because they had a murder through there and it’s connected to the murder through here.’

      Lisa put a hand on her chest. ‘Oh my God, I saw that on the news. That’s awful.’

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me bringing them across to speak to your dad. I told them about the photos. I wondered, if your dad talked to somebody different, he might be able to help us.’

      ‘I don’t think you’ll get anything out of him, Harry, but you can try.’

      ‘Is Jeremy not here tonight?’

      ‘No, he’s having a writing sesh with his co-author, Robert Briggs. They do brainstorming and stuff for their latest book.’

      He nodded and put a hand on her arm. ‘Why don’t I ask young Robbie to help you take Farquhar to the canteen?’

      ‘It’s closed, but there are machines we could get a snack from.’

      ‘Great.’ He turned to the room. ‘Robbie, do you think you could help Lisa and Farquhar find some snacks in the canteen?’

      ‘Sure, boss.’ He walked forward and peeked his head round and saw the cape running towards him. ‘Look! It’s Super Dug!’

      Farquhar came to a screeching halt and looked around. ‘Where?’

      ‘I think he headed towards the canteen. Will we go and look for him?’

      ‘Yay!’ the little boy shouted and reached up to take Evans’s hand. Evans clasped it, thinking this was the lesser of two evils. At least he wouldn’t be walking funny tomorrow.

      When they were alone, Harry quietly closed the door and sat on the bed next to Dunbar, who was trying to find a comfortable position.

      ‘How are you today, Willie?’

      ‘Not too bad, son. I have my bad days, and then I have worse days. You know how it is.’

      ‘I do that. But listen, I was wondering if you could maybe help me and my colleague here. He’s a detective too.’

      ‘A detective? I told my daughter there’s a lot of bad bastards in here. I’ll be lucky to get out of here alive.’

      Harry thought that Willie didn’t know the half of it, and that the old man would almost certainly end his days here.

      ‘I wondered if you remembered anything about the Tattoo Artist, Willie,’ Harry said gently.

      The old man was silent for a moment, staring at them as if he hadn’t heard the question.

      ‘Tell us about the photos, chum,’ Dunbar said, breaking out into a sweat now. He fought the urge to leave and throw up in the bathroom.

      ‘The photos?’ Willie said.

      ‘You know, the crime scene photos you hid in your workshop,’ Harry said.

      If Willie had said nothing, then Harry was prepared to just walk away, knowing there was nothing more they could get from him, that his ravaged mind would be of no further help, but then he seemed to have a jolt of electricity run through him.

      ‘They’re not mine,’ Willie said, his voice soft, and Harry thought for a moment he hadn’t heard the man correctly.

      ‘They’re not yours, did you say?’

      ‘That’s right. The photos aren’t mine. They’re his.’

      ‘Whose?’ Dunbar said.

      ‘His. The Tattoo Artist. They belong to him. He put them there. A long time ago. I expect he’ll want them back.’

      ‘Do you know who he is?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Who, son?’

      Harry felt his heart beating faster. Please don’t go all doolally on me now. ‘The killer, Willie.’

      ‘Which one? I dealt with a lot of them.’

      ‘The one you and George knew.’ Harry thought about the pub all those years ago.

      He saw a flash of recognition in the man’s eyes now.

      ‘George knew him too. He’s a bad man, Harry.’

      ‘Do you know where he is, Willie?’ Dunbar asked.

      ‘Naw, son. But I know he was here today.’

      ‘Colin Harris?’ Harry said.

      ‘Aye, that’s him! He was here today for a visit. I told him to get out and not come back.’

      Harry felt his heart sink but he wasn’t ready to give up just yet. ‘Do you know if he left the knife in your wood shop too?’

      ‘Knife? Oh yes, that was his too. He wanted me to have it.’

      ‘How long ago was this?’ Dunbar asked.

      ‘What, son?’

      ‘When did he want you to keep the knife?’

      ‘A long time ago. Colin Harris was a bad bastard. He killed those women, you know. But I caught him. I think he died recently. I thought I heard that on the news.’

      ‘Are there any more photos?’ Harry asked.

      ‘You want to take a photo? Go ahead, son.’ He put on a cheesy grin.

      ‘Next time, Willie.’ He stood up and could see the relief in Dunbar’s eyes. ‘See you soon, pal.’

      ‘Take care, lads. And watch out for Colin Harris.’

      ‘Nice meeting you, squire,’ Dunbar said.

      Outside in the corridor, he sent a text to Evans and then they made their way downstairs.

      ‘Doesn’t really help us much, does it?’ Dunbar said. ‘I mean, poor old sod, but he seems to flip in and out of memory lapses.’

      ‘Aye, it’s a living sorrow.’

      Down in the atrium, Evans appeared with Lisa and Farquhar. The little boy let go of Evans’ hand and ran up to Dunbar.

      ‘Oh Jesus,’ Dunbar said, turning sideways. But the little boy stopped short of punching him.

      ‘Bye, Mr Dunbar.’ He held out a fist.

      ‘He wants to fist bump,’ Evans said.

      ‘Oh, aye, right. Of course.’ Dunbar fist-bumped the boy. Then it was Harry’s turn.

      ‘Remember what I said, wee man,’ Evans said. ‘Whenever you come over to Glasgow, you can ride in a police car with me and Uncle Jimmy, and we’ll put the blue lights on, okay?’

      ‘Thanks, Uncle Robbie,’ he replied, and threw his arms around the detective’s legs.

      ‘Look after your mum, okay? And tell Uncle Jimmy what your new name is.’

      The boy let go and looked at Dunbar. ‘Watch Man!’

      ‘That’s right,’ Evans said, smiling. ‘You have to watch out for bad men now. Then you tell your mum or dad, or a police officer. Okay?’

      ‘Yes, Uncle Robbie.’

      ‘Good boy. I’ll see you again before I have to go back to Glasgow. Mum can bring you along and we’ll kick a ball about.’

      ‘Yay!’

      ‘Thanks, Robbie,’ Lisa said, leaning in to give the detective a kiss on the cheek. ‘I’ve got your number.’

      Outside in the dark, it was starting to spit rain.

      ‘Bloody hell, you better not be up to your capers,’ Dunbar warned, wincing as he got in the front passenger seat. ‘Giving that lassie your phone number.’

      ‘Get a hold of yourself. I taught the wee boy a thing or two about bad bastards. And how he shouldn’t be punching anybody unless he knows they’re bad.’

      ‘You did well, Robbie,’ Harry said. ‘His father’s a real wanker.’

      ‘The child whisperer. Who would have thought it?’ Dunbar said as they set off.

      ‘Aye, well, I’m not the one who got a punch in the balls, eh?’

      ‘Not yet, anyway.’
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      ‘Get yourself ready,’ Michel said, checking himself in the mirror. He pulled at the skin under his chin. ‘Do you think I’ve put weight on?’

      ‘Well, now that you mention it.’

      ‘It was a rhetorical question, cheeky bastard.’ He turned away from the mirror that was hanging on the living room wall. ‘You ready?’

      ‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’

      Michel smiled. ‘Then what are we waiting for?’

      ‘Wait; won’t they be looking for the Jag?’

      ‘Of course they will. They’ll have a lookout notice for it, or whatever it is they call such things.’

      ‘You don’t care, do you?’

      ‘Correct. Life’s too short to worry about such nonsense. However, sometimes it’s better to err on the side of caution, so the Jag won’t be getting an airing tonight. Up here for thinking, down there for dancing,’ he replied, tapping the side of his head.

      ‘Let’s get going then. I’m dying to see what this place is like.’

      ‘Then let’s wait no longer.’

      The drive across to Stockbridge wasn’t exactly a fun experience but Michel had long ago become accustomed to tuning out Harris.

      ‘I could fair murder a pint,’ Colin said.

      Michel grinned at him. ‘Make a change from murdering a woman, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘I wouldn’t know.’

      ‘Come on now, Colin, don’t be coy. You smelled the blood that was pouring out, didn’t you? Felt the steel slide through the flesh, felt the blade strike bone while it was inside her.’ He looked across at the other man. ‘Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it?’

      ‘Well, I suppose it did feel good. Just a little bit.’

      ‘Of course it did. Fucking magic, that’s how it feels. There’s nothing better than taking another human’s life. Wait; there is. Teasing the police. And I can’t wait to see Harry McNeil’s face when he finds out who I’m going to take next.’

      They arrived at the little hotel in Raeburn Place and Michel parked round the corner.

      ‘I hope she’s here,’ he said, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘I’m pretty confident she’ll come.’

      ‘Are you sure he won’t be here?’

      Michel tutted. ‘Attention span of a fucking goldfish. I tell you, lying in the ground all this time has fairly fucked up your brain.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘Snarky as well. Deary me, we did get out of the wrong side of the coffin this morning, didn’t we? But as I was saying, I watched him leave, then sent her a message, she’ll be coming here thinking he’ll be here, then she’ll find out he’s given her a dizzy, then she’ll leave again. If she brings her car, we’ll knacker it. If not, then, well, you know the plan. Sometimes we have to think on our feet, Colin.’

      ‘I know that. It’s just… well, it’s been a long time.’

      ‘Save that kind of talk for the Judies my fine friend. This is me you’re talking to now, and I do not need to hear about your lack of prowess.’

      ‘No, not that, I meant—’

      ‘I know what you meant. I’m just fucking with you, Colin. As it were. Come on, we have to keep our eyes peeled.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Vanessa Harper smacked her lips together to make sure her lipstick didn’t look like it had been applied by a five-year-old and then adjusted her ample breasts. Her eyes had stopped looking so red but her heart still felt like an iron rod had been shoved through it, however, she had to focus on the big picture. If there was ever the slightest chance that Harry would drop that young upstart and take her back, then this was it. Deep down, she knew that he still loved her.

      And she still loved him.

      So, now she smelled good and looked good. Tried to show an air of confidence that she didn’t really feel. She was heartbroken, but she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life alone, and she wouldn’t have been facing that if she hadn’t been such a stupid cow.

      She had pressured Harry, telling him to give up his own flat when he didn’t want to, and by going on and on about it, she had driven him away, doing exactly the opposite of what she had wanted.

      Now she was going to go and meet him for a drink. She looked at her phone again and read the text message from him, asking to meet in the bar of the small hotel where the Glasgow detectives were staying. But they wouldn’t be there.

      She hadn’t recognised the number at first, but he had explained that his phone got broken when he was arresting somebody so he was using a throwaway one right now.

      She was so happy and hoped that skinny malinky wasn’t with him. She was sure she wouldn’t be. And that would give her time to make her move.

      She left the house and got into the Uber.
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      Alex sat on the couch with her feet curled up. Curl up with a good book. Wasn’t that the saying? This one wasn’t exactly going to blow her socks off, but it was okay if she had a bout of insomnia. The Angelic Method – bringing up kids without having to raise your voice. By Lisa’s husband, Jeremy Wilson and co-author, Robert Briggs.

      She had started reading through it and had made certain derogatory remarks out loud. Even though she didn’t have her own kids yet, she wanted them one day, and by Christ, she wouldn’t be following any of this bollocks. If she hadn’t seen the outcome for herself, where Wilson’s little boy nearly floored a grown man, then she might have believed it. The writers had a way of glossing over stuff, and she could almost hear them giving a reading in a sugary, candyfloss voice.

      She bookmarked the page in the ebook, not even sure why she had bought it. Curiosity, certainly, but not for educational purposes. The book was in the top ten of the childcare category. Their other books were popular too and she supposed they made the authors a fair bit of money.

      Alex knew she was marrying an older man, but she didn’t know if she could marry a man way older than herself. It worked for some people, but Lisa didn’t even look happy. She supposed her little boy made her happy, but Jeremy didn’t seem to be on board with a lot of the discipline, preferring to stick to the method that he and his co-author devised.

      She didn’t have to wonder if Harry would be a good father; Chance was a bright, level-headed boy. He had gone out to be with Kate at her mother’s house, but she had made him promise that he would take either a taxi or an Uber there and back. It was scary to think that he might be the target of a nutter.

      She put the book down, wishing that she had gone out with Harry now. But the hotel was only around the corner. Maybe she should just go over and surprise them. Robbie would be pleased to see her at least.

      She got her shoes on and grabbed her purse and a jacket.

      She was careful when she left the building, always aware of her surroundings, watching for a set of headlights coming at her out of the darkness, but she got to the main road without incident and started walking along towards the hotel.

      She liked the bar in here. She and Harry sometimes came here when they felt like a quick drink.

      She looked and crossed the road when there was no traffic close to her. She was walking along towards the building, outside the Edinburgh Accies sports ground, when a car pulled into the side of the road outside the hotel.

      And Vanessa Harper got out.

      ‘What in the fucking name of all that is holy?’ she said out loud, stopping. Then the woman stood on the pavement and looked along at her.

      Was Vanessa staring at her? She fucking was. What in the name of God was the bitch doing? But, Alex knew what the woman was doing; manipulating Harry.

      Or maybe Harry was expecting her. He wasn’t insistent that she come out for a drink. After she had refused, maybe Harry called her and invited her along. Jesus. Were they laughing behind her back?

      She watched as Vanessa turned and walked into the hotel. Alex turned around and marched back the way she had come.

      She crossed over to the wine store on the corner and went in, buying a six pack of lager and a bottle of Scotch. When she got home, she started packing her case. Luckily, the last tenant who had rented her house had moved out and nobody had moved in yet.

      It didn’t take her long, and she took the case and the alcohol down to her car and sat in the driver’s seat. She sent a text to Harry, ending their relationship.

      You win, it said.
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      Vanessa walked into the bar and briefly looked around. It wasn’t busy but it wasn’t empty either.

      Harry wasn’t there. Maybe he was late. Yes, that’s what it was. That little minx he was involved with was holding him up from seeing her. She walked to the bar and ordered herself a Bacardi and Coke. Double. Dutch courage, but then she chastised herself. This was the man she had been in love with she was meeting, not some drunken old wino out for a quickie.

      A TV was on a shelf up in a corner and she tried to pretend she was interested in it. Nobody approached her and she didn’t know if she was disappointed or not.

      Then she thought about her mother lying at the bottom of the stairs. Had the stupid old cow tried to go to the bathroom on her own? Of course not, she wore her little bag. Maybe something to eat? Or maybe the last marble she had rolling about in her head had finally departed, leaving her to think she could manage down the stairs on her own.

      Christ, she shouldn’t be thinking this way, but it was hard. She had told Harry that she was selling her business as well as her house but her mother had started in on the sob stories, about how she would be left on her own. By that time, her house had been sold, so she’d decided to move in with Mother, and cancel the plans to sell the school. Harry had already moved on so she had been left eyeing up a shelf for herself, so she could tell people she was an old maid.

      Bloody Alex Maxwell. Young, fit, good looking, probably did things to Harry that she, Vanessa, would never dream of doing. Yes, their physical relationship had been good, but the young women these days were so much more adventurous. She blamed those bloody magazines. They encouraged women to use their bodies in a way that her mother would have fainted at.

      Still, it was never too late to change. To make an effort. She could always go the extra mile until they were married. Then the sex wouldn’t matter because his love would be so strong for her that the physical side wouldn’t be important.

      Her phone made emitted the little sound it made when a text came in. Her heart leaped; it would be Harry, apologising for being late, assuring her he would be here any minute now, that something important had held him up…

      ‘Bastard,’ she said in a whisper when she read the message.

      Can’t make it. Will text you later.

      What kind of message was that? No apology, no excuse, no attempt at appearing he regretted not being able to come here. He must be taking the piss. No, no, she knew him better than that. It must be the little bitch who was holding him back. Would he never learn?

      Obviously not. He was resorting to using a secret phone so the little tramp wouldn’t see it. What kind of relationship was that anyway? There was no trust there, obviously.

      That thought made her feel very happy.

      Then her phone dinged again. She took it out of her pocket and read it.

      I’m so sorry, sweetheart. Had a thought, tho. Why don’t I come over to your place? I can be there in half an hour.

      Yes! she answered, realising that she sounded desperate. She knocked the drink back. Should she wait for some Uber driver or just jump a fast black? Taxi it was. They were always booting it along here getting back to town.

      ‘Another one, love?’ the barman asked.

      ‘No thanks. I’m going to meet my boyfriend. He just got held up so he’s meeting me at my place. He’s a copper. Very busy.’

      ‘Have a good night, then.’

      She walked out. God, just saying that to a complete stranger felt good. Her boyfriend. Meeting me at my place. She felt so happy. Harry loved her after all.

      She made it out to the street and looked around for a taxi but there were none. There was a wine shop opposite. She used to use the one further along at the traffic lights but this one was closer. She would grab a bottle of wine and make sure Harry stayed for a few. In fact, she’d get a bottle of Scotch as well. Never mix the grape and the grain, Harry had always said, so he could have the Scotch and she would neck the wine. She would make sure he spent the night.

      After she got her bottles, she stood near the bus stop, and was looking out for a taxi when the sleek black sports car slid into the side of the road. The passenger window rolled down.

      ‘I thought it was you,’ Michel said.

      Vanessa bent down a bit to see who was leaning across to peer out at her, then she smiled.

      ‘Oh, hi.’

      ‘Can I give you a lift? I’m going your way.’

      She thought about it; a black cab that smelled of last night’s puke or a comfy sports car. No contest.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, opening the door and getting in.

      Michel looked in the rear-view mirror. Colin sat on the tiny back seat intended for shopping bags or small children, with his legs bent up to his chin.

      ‘I hope you know this isn’t fucking safe,’ he complained.

      Michel said nothing. Not yet. But later on, his friend would be getting an ear bashing.

      ‘I was going to get a taxi,’ Vanessa said, verbally assaulting his ears already. God, he couldn’t stand her voice.

      ‘Then my timing was perfect.’ He wouldn’t have to listen to her much longer.
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      ‘What the hell does that mean?’ Harry said from the back seat of the Cortina.

      ‘What’s up?’ Dunbar asked.

      ‘I just got a text from Alex. It says, You win. What does she mean by that?’

      ‘Why don’t you try asking her, neighbour?’

      ‘I am. She’s been in a real pissy mood ever since she found out that Vanessa’s mother died and that Vanessa contacted me.’

      ‘I can’t blame her, sir,’ Evans said. ‘Didn’t your ex sell up and move away?’

      ‘Never mind what his ex did,’ Dunbar said. ‘Just keep your eyes on the road. The steering is so bad on this thing, you try to turn the wheel and a week later it gets back to you. And if I even think that my life might flash before my eyes, you’ll be getting a swift kick in the tadger. Just concentrate and let the big boys talk.’

      ‘You know something…’

      ‘No, I don’t know something, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your eyes on the bloody road. I never used to be a nervous passenger until I sat shotgun in this fucking wreck.’

      ‘It’s like Driving Miss Daisy.’ Evans grinned and looked at him in the dark. ‘Maybe I should call you Daisy.’

      ‘Just try it, son, and see how long your manhood stays attached.’

      ‘That’s no’ even funny, joking about things like that.’

      ‘Shut your bloody piehole.’ Dunbar turned to look in the back. ‘Did you ask her?’

      ‘I sent it but there’s no reply. Let me call her.’ He hit the call button on his phone and listened as it went to voicemail. ‘It’s me. Can you call me when you get this?’ He was about to add, love you but didn’t feel comfortable in front of his friends.

      ‘No answer, eh? What have you done, Harry?’ Dunbar asked.

      ‘That’s just it; I don’t know. You and I went to see Vanessa in a professional capacity and I didn’t keep it a secret.’

      ‘The way I see it, sir,’ Evans said, ‘Alex is feeling insecure. She needs to know she’s the most important thing in your life just now. She’s probably hacked off with you, but she’ll come round.’

      ‘Where did you read that?’ Dunbar said. ‘The Angelic Method?’

      ‘Some of us don’t need to read shite like that. We’re gifted already.’

      ‘You’re gifted alright, son. We had a name for gifted people like you, back in the day. I’m not allowed to use it nowadays. Mark my words though; the term might have changed, but the meaning hasn’t.’

      Harry tried doing a FaceTime call, but it wasn’t being answered. He called Chance.

      ‘Listen, son, have you heard from Alex? I can’t get a hold of her and I had to go through to Burntisland with Jimmy and Robbie and we’re still a bit away.’

      ‘I thought you two must have had a fight. She sent me a text a little while ago. It said, I’m going away for a little while. I won’t be at the flat but I’ll keep in touch. Love you. That’s it.’

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ It was a rhetorical question. Then a thought struck him. ‘You haven’t seen or heard from Vanessa, have you?’

      ‘No. I wouldn’t entertain her, to be honest. Not after what she did to you.’

      ‘Let me know if you hear from her.’

      ‘I will. I’m still at Katie’s house.’

      ‘Take care, son. See you later.’ He hung up. ‘Nothing. Alex has cut herself off. She says she’s going away for a wee while. Jesus.’ He shook his head in the dark of the car. ‘I wish she knew how much I love her. She should know I’m not interested in Vanessa.’

      ‘Let’s find her and you can tell her that yourself, pal,’ Dunbar said.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘This is a nice house you have,’ Michel said.

      ‘It’s going to be a lot quieter. After… you know… mother.’

      Michel nodded, trying not to smile. He reached a hand out to squeeze hers. ‘I know.’ Then he let go, just in case she started to think he was trying it on.

      He was waiting for her to ask him in for a nightcap, but the offer wasn’t forthcoming. Plan B, then.

      ‘Of course. Thank you.’ She smiled at him in the dark of the car, but her mind was elsewhere.

      The interior light came on as Michel opened the driver’s door.

      ‘About bloody time,’ Colin said. ‘I’m getting bored. I want to see some action.’

      Michel ignored him as he got out, closing his door and walking round the front of the Jag. This was the danger point, in case some nosy neighbour came out and saw him. He had his scarf on, so it wouldn’t take much effort to pull it up a bit.

      He stood on the pavement, as if he was going to open Vanessa’s door. Like she didn’t need the fucking exercise, but this was a crucial part to Plan B. Plan C would be a much more difficult plan to pull off. Not impossible, but the first two were much more simple.

      He pretended to drop his car keys and then bent down to pick them up. Then he bent over and leaned on the car, holding onto his back.

      That got chubby off her arse and into the street.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Vanessa asked, concern on her face.

      ‘My back. It’s an old injury. Sometimes it just happens when I move too quickly.’

      She slammed the door a little bit too hard.

      ‘Fuck me,’ Colin said, wincing. ‘I wonder if that door’s shut right?’

      Michel looked at him, tossing daggers.

      ‘Well, I mean, what does she drive? Not a car like this.’

      ‘I’ll be alright,’ he said, wincing as he straightened up.

      ‘What can I do to help?’

      ‘Do you have any painkillers in the house? A couple will help it in a few minutes.’

      ‘Of course, yes. I keep a supply, you know, for… time of the month.’

      ‘Aw, fuck me,’ Colin said, screwing his face up. ‘Too much information.’

      Michel nodded his head quickly, trying to stop the image from hitting his brain. Too late. The wince on his face was real this time.

      ‘You poor thing,’ Vanessa said, putting an arm around his waist. Michel thought she could probably have thrown him over her shoulder and carried him up the steps onto her pathway, but he let her guide him.

      She got her key out and he smiled inwardly at that. Maybe I should have offered to use mine, he thought, but just winced as she opened the door and let him inside.

      ‘I’ll get you the painkillers,’ Vanessa said. ‘I keep them in a kitchen cabinet. A throwback to when mother was more mobile and confused pills with Smarties.’

      ‘Great. Do you think I could use your bathroom?’

      ‘Of course. It’s up on the landing, third door facing you.’

      I know, he thought. I’ve been here before. He was careful not to touch anything.

      ‘You’re taking a chance,’ Colin said.

      ‘Life’s a chance, my old son,’ Michel replied.

      ‘Did you say something?’ Vanessa asked, coming back along the hallway.

      He stopped and looked at her. ‘Always talking out loud to myself. I swear they’ll lock me up one day.’

      She gave a small laugh and went back to the kitchen.

      He moved lithely up the stairs, his feet quiet on the thick carpet. At the top, he took out a pair of nitrile gloves and pulled them on.

      ‘She seems a bit too cheerful for somebody who just came home and found her mother dead at the foot of these very stairs,’ Colin said.

      ‘Well, now she’s got a reason to celebrate,’ Michel said, stopping at the bathroom just long enough to close the door before going into a bedroom. He would wait in here. ‘She has the house all to herself now, just ripe for her and that nosy copper to get it on.’

      ‘I have to say, I’m feeling a bit excited. This is just like last time.’

      ‘I knew you would approve.’ He turned and closed the door until it was just slightly ajar. ‘I have to admit, I’m glad to have you along.’

      ‘Just like old times, eh, Michel?’

      ‘It is that. But stay quiet. She’ll be thinking I’m going through her knicker drawer when she sees I’m not in the bathroom.’

      A few minutes later, they heard her shouting upstairs. A tone halfway between, Have you fallen in? and You’re not raking about in my drawers, I hope.

      They heard her coming up the stairs, only because one of her knees cracked. She really needs to hit the gym, Michel thought. He gently pushed the door almost closed and then Vanessa appeared, her face looking perplexed.

      The landing was wide at this point, big enough for a small table and ornate padded stool to sit. Michel had wondered why somebody would leave such a thing there.

      She moved forward, holding a glass of water in one hand, and a couple of painkillers in the other. Why would she bring them up here? Michel wondered.

      ‘Hello? Are you okay?’ She stood outside the bathroom door, next to the bedroom he was in. The next bit was going to be tricky but not if he played it right.

      He swung the bedroom door wide open, smiled and stepped out into the hall. ‘Why are you shouting? I’m right here.’

      ‘What are you…? What are you doing in my bedroom?’

      There was no invitation in her eyes now, only fear.

      ‘Sorry, wrong room,’ he said, knowing it would take her a second to process the lie. He stepped forward, put a hand on her chin and spun her around, pulling her off balance, and dragged her quickly into the bedroom.

      The glass and the white tablets were flying from her hands as she struggled, and she was a big lady, so he had to make sure she didn’t get the better of him. Some women didn’t have the fight in them, but size did matter. If she got on top of him, he didn’t think he would be able to shift her.

      He used momentum to throw her onto the bed, where she bounced a bit. As she was about to scream, he smacked her in the face with a little leather cosh he had in his pocket. Blood exploded from her nose and she fell back, clutching her face.

      Then it was over.

      ‘Please don’t touch me,’ she said, thinking he was going to sexually assault her.

      ‘Don’t be disgusting,’ he said, grabbing her by the hair. He made her stand up and took her out onto the landing.

      ‘Sit on that fucking stool. Put your hands behind your back.’

      She did as she was told. Michel brought out the pair of handcuffs he’d bought online and snapped them onto her.

      ‘This is a message from Alex, Harry’s girlfriend.’ He backhanded her over the face and thought for a moment she was going to topple, but she didn’t.

      ‘I’m going to take hold of each hand, one by one, and if you don’t struggle, then I’ll leave you here alive. If you move, I’ll kill you? Understand?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, her voice dry and croaky.

      Michel was disgusted to see that she had relieved herself on the chair.

      He took the fine-tip marker out of his pocket.

      ‘Why are you using a pen?’ Colin asked.

      Michel made a face. ‘Why do you think? I haven’t got my machine here.’

      Vanessa looked puzzled, the tears running down her face. ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing. I told you already, about me talking to myself.’

      He drew on her fingers.

      ‘No cutting her feet off?’ Colin asked.

      ‘You really are a dumb bastard,’ he said. ‘Do you think I have time for that?’

      This time, Vanessa just looked at him without saying a word.

      ‘There we go, all done,’ Michel said, standing in front of her, smiling.

      ‘That’s it?’ Vanessa said. The relief was evident on her face.

      ‘Oh, just a couple more things.’

      He stepped round the back of her again, out of sight. She didn’t hear him reaching into his pocket, only felt him taking hold of the small finger on her right hand.

      Then she knew. She remembered the news story about the murder of her teaching assistants. Their fingers had been cut off.

      But it was too late. Michel had the rose pruners out of his pocket and cut off her little finger before she could scream.

      She pulled her hand away, jumped up off the stool and turned to face him.

      ‘You! You bastard!’ Then the pain hit and she looked at the spot where her little finger used to be. Then she screamed at the top of her lungs.

      The house was semi-detached so there was a good chance that the neighbour through the wall would hear her.

      Michel took the knife out of his pocket and thrust it towards Vanessa’s neck, stepping quickly out of the way. The arterial spray hit the wall first, then poured through her fingers as she clutched at her throat. Michel was well out of the way.

      He quickly pocketed the small shears and the finger.

      ‘I think you have blood on you,’ Colin said, looking down at Michel’s trouser leg.

      ‘Fuck. That dozy cow. Look what she’s done to me.’ He was already starting to go down the stairs when he stopped and peered round the balustrade. He was at eye level with Vanessa who was now on the floor, soaking the carpet.

      ‘Look what you’ve done. Nice going.’

      They left and Michel made sure his scarf was up around his face. Nobody could identify him if they looked out of their window.

      They could identify the car though.

      He smiled as he started it up and drove away.
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      Alex sat on her own couch, the one in her own flat, and started looking through the digital photo album on her laptop, a glass of Scotch in her hand. She didn’t know if it was the third or fourth. An empty beer bottle sat on the coffee table, the last man down.

      She was going to get blootered, of that there was no doubt. And she was going to call in sick tomorrow, give her time to put in for a transfer. She would take traffic at this point, so long as it was miles away from Harry Bastard McNeil.

      Then she thought about Chance. Dear, sweet boy. She loved him like he was her own. She was going to miss him like nothing on earth, maybe even more than she was going to miss Harry. She would keep in touch with him.

      She started crying as she flipped through the photos; their first Christmas together where she had insisted on kissing him under the mistletoe. The wee gifts they had got each other.

      Then she thought back to the trip they’d had to make up to the Highlands and the hotel. She’d realised then that she loved him. And she was the sort of girl who gave it everything. Why couldn’t men be like that? That was two men she had been engaged to who had cheated on her.

      The tears came faster, so she swallowed the rest of the whisky and set the laptop down. She’d just got up to go to the kitchen on unsteady feet when she heard the knock at the door.

      Jesus, he had come looking for her. What to do? Open the door and let him have it or pretend she wasn’t in? Who the fuck did he think he was, coming here after what he tried to do?

      Fuck it, she was in the mood for giving it to him. The photos were only memories of better times and they could be erased from the hard drive just like Harry had been erased from her life.

      She flung the door open. ‘What the fu-’ She stopped short when she saw it wasn’t Harry. It was a man with an overcoat on, a funny hat, and a scarf round his face.

      Maybe it was instinct, maybe it was something more feral in her brain, but she just knew who this was.

      Her mind sharpened a bit as she turned and ran back in the house, but he was strong. And fast. He was behind her when she felt his foot kick her ankle away and she went sprawling on the hall floor as she heard her front door slam shut. He’d had the wherewithal to push it as he chased her.

      Her face ate the carpet for a second, but the drink and adrenaline helped block the pain as she turned around, ready to have the fight of her life. She had fallen into the sitting room.

      He had a gun, pointing straight at her face. An automatic, with a silencer on the end.

      ‘Let her fucking have it!’ Colin shouted.

      ‘Shut up,’ Alex heard him say, but she hadn’t said anything.

      He was looking at her now, and she still couldn’t make out his face.

      ‘This is your choice, honey, so make it fucking quick; you either come with me quietly, or I’ll shoot you in the fucking head.’

      She locked eyes with him. ‘I’ll come quietly.’

      He saw the Scotch sitting on the table. He kept the gun on her while he grabbed the bottle and poured a measure. Then he took a little bottle out of his pocket and awkwardly unscrewed the little cap, not taking his eyes off her. He poured the contents into the glass and handed it to her.

      ‘Drink it.’

      She couldn’t help herself then, lying on the carpet of her sitting room, knowing it hadn’t been vacuumed for a few days, not really caring. She laughed.

      ‘I’ve split with my boyfriend, I’m going to lose my job and I’m back living alone. You think I give a flying fuck? However shitty I feel, I am not going to drink some date-rape stuff.’

      ‘Cheeky cow. You think I need to drug women to sleep with them? And what makes you think I would sleep with you? Don’t flatter yourself.’ He brought the rose shears out and clicked them open and shut a couple of times.

      ‘This is your choice, Alex; I can cut your finger off here and tattoo it later, or you can come with me. However, if your choice is the former, I will shoot you in the head before I do it. First though, I’ll shoot your kneecaps, just to let you feel pain.’

      She lay looking at him, her mind feeling a bit jumbled. Then she sat up suddenly. ‘I’m going to be sick.’

      ‘Aw, Jesus Christ, now she’s going to toss her fucking bag,’ Colin said, screwing up his face. ‘There’s nothing worse than having a woman puke just before you’re going to do the business.’

      Michel looked at him, but stayed silent.

      Alex started heaving and put a hand over her mouth as she started to get up.

      ‘Explain that one away if she projectile vomits all over you. In fact, I think I’m going to be fucking sick now.’

      ‘Hurry up then, go to the fucking bathroom,’ Michel said, ignoring Colin.

      She got up and ran down the short hallway and up the stairs, Michel close behind her. She went into the bathroom and closed the door on him, locking it.

      ‘Don’t lock it,’ he started to say, trying the handle, but the warning was too late. Then he heard her retching.

      God Almighty.

      ‘Fuck me, I never could stand the sound of somebody puking,’ Colin said. ‘I had a girlfriend once who said, hold my hair while I puke down the toilet. Yeah, so I fucking will, I told her. I walked out on her and that was the last image I have of her, head down the pan giving it laldy.’

      ‘Shut your bloody hole. You’re going to make me toss my ring in a minute. All this fucking talk of vomit. Christ, I’ve not even had dinner yet, and probably won’t now, selfish bastard.’

      ‘Sorry, pal. But have you ever wondered where the bloody carrots come from?’

      ‘I swear to Christ,’ Michel said, pointing the gun at him for what little good that would do. He put the other hand on his stomach then lowered the gun and knocked on the door.

      ‘Hurry up,’ he ordered.

      Alex answered by throwing up again.

      ‘Jesus fuck,’ he said, walking back along the hallway. The flat was small, but this upper level held the two bedrooms as well as the bathroom. The bigger one had a bay window looking down onto the green area in front of the Water of Leith. Nice little flat, if you liked that sort of thing.

      He left the bedroom just as the bathroom door opened. He looked at her and made a face. ‘Jesus, you look rough.’

      And she did. Her face was pale white, her eyes were bright red, her hair was a mess and there was saliva round her mouth.

      ‘Fucking hell. What does McNeil even see in you? Get down the fucking stairs, and if you try any shit, I’ll shoot you.’

      He waved a hand in front of his face as she stepped past him and started going back down the stairs. ‘And take a fucking mint.’

      He followed her back to the sitting room where she plopped herself down onto the settee.

      ‘Oh God, I feel ill,’ she said.

      ‘Drink that,’ Michel said, pointing to the glass on the table with the liquid in it that he’d mixed with the whisky.

      She grabbed the glass, and started drinking the Scotch, then it came back up in one flood, all over her carpet.

      ‘Jesus Christ, you’re a fucking mess. Get up, for God’s sake. We’re going for a drive.’

      He screwed his face up in disgust as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Then Alex stood up on shaky feet, putting the glass down.

      ‘Where’s your phone?’ Michel asked.

      ‘Kitchen. Charging.’

      ‘Good. Leave it there. Grab a jacket and then we’re going. If you yell when we’re outside, well, you know what’s going to happen. And if anybody hears you, I’ll kill them too. Even if it’s a child. Understand?’

      Alex leaned against the wall and nodded.

      ‘Right, move. Wait; car keys.’

      They moved to the hall where a little skinny table sat below her jackets that were hanging on pegs, and he saw the Audi key fob.

      ‘Get a jacket on and I’m going to handcuff you. You’ll be in the passenger seat, and if at any time, I feel like you’re going to be a pest, I’ll abort my mission and just kill you. Either way is fine with me.’

      She grabbed a warm jacket and slowly put it on, closing her eyes. Then she slumped against the wall.

      ‘Come on, I haven’t got all night. I still have a lot of work to do.’

      ‘Harry,’ she said. ‘Is that you? If it is, I’m sorry. Please don’t do this.’

      ‘I’m not Harry. And Harry isn’t coming for you, not this time.’

      They made it down to the car, Alex getting in the seat, struggling to put the seat belt on. Michel decided against putting the handcuffs on her.

      ‘If we get stopped, you tell the police that we’re going to a party. You already started drinking. If you alert them, I’ll shoot you all. And I think you know I mean what I say.’

      Alex just groaned as she passed out.

      ‘Fucking women that drink,’ Colin said. ‘If they’re going to have a swally, at least be able to hold it. Fucking revolting.’

      ‘Is that why you killed them? Because they disgusted you?’ Michel said. He shook his head as they drove away.
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      ‘You win?’ Harry said out loud in the car, reading the text message again. ‘Was I wrong in talking to Vanessa, Jimmy?’

      ‘Not as far as I can see. The woman called you because she thinks her mother was murdered. As murder squad detectives, what are we supposed to do?’

      ‘I agree,’ Evans said as he pulled up outside Harry’s flat. ‘It’s not as if you were going out with Vanessa behind Alex’s back, sir.’

      ‘You know what women are like,’ Jimmy said.

      ‘Not this woman. She’s very level-headed, normally, but it must have been a shock knowing that Vanessa was still in Edinburgh.’ He looked up at the flat but didn’t see any lights on. ‘Give me a few minutes. Let me see what the lay of the land is.’

      ‘Nae bother, pal. Take your time. Robbie and I are going to have a quick game of poker.’

      ‘I don’t even know how to play poker,’ Evans complained.

      ‘Should have kept that little nugget to yourself, chum. Now you’re going to get fucked.’ Dunbar brought out a pack of cards and started shuffling them as Harry left the car.

      Harry ran upstairs to the flat and Mia opened her door.

      ‘Hi, Harry. Now, call me a nosy cow if you like-’

      ‘Nosy cow.’

      ‘Let me finish.’ Mia smiled and put a hand up. ‘It’s nothing to do with me, but I’ve known you a wee while now, and Alex seemed very upset when she left earlier. With her wee suitcase and all.’

      ‘When was this?’

      Mia shrugged. ‘A while ago now. Is everything alright, Harry?’

      He hesitated for a moment, wondering whether to tell her or not. But he had known her for a long time, since before Alex had come into his life, and sometimes, when Harry wasn’t seeing Vanessa that night, they would sit and talk over a glass of wine and Mia would spill the beans about her love life, asking Harry’s opinion.

      ‘She’s upset over something, so she’s away back to her own flat for a little while.’

      ‘Oh God, Harry, I’m so sorry. I like Alex a lot. I mean, Vanessa was okay, but she always looked down her nose at me. I hope everything works out. If you need to share a bottle of wine…’

      ‘I know where you are. Thanks.’ He smiled a tired smile at her then let himself into the flat.

      He found a hastily scribbled note from Alex lying on the living room coffee table, her engagement ring on top.

      He picked up the note and read it.

      I can’t compete with your past. I won’t compete with it, Harry, and I don’t want to start wondering what you’re up to every time I’m not with you. I went through that before and I won’t do it again. I thought we had a future together. I would have been a good wife.

      Alex

      ‘Aw crap.’ He put the note down, went through to the bedroom and opened up the top drawer in her chest of drawers, where he knew she kept the key to her flat.

      It was gone.

      He left the flat again, locking up and ran back down to Evans’s car.

      Dunbar had a hand of cards on his lap, face down, and one in his hand.

      ‘Teaching the lad how to play?’ Harry said as he got in the back.

      ‘Am I fuck. He’s taken a tantrum and refused to play, so I dealt his hand for him and I’m playing both hands. The wee bastard owes me fifty quid already.’

      ‘I’m not paying it,’ Evans said, sitting with his arms crossed and looking out the driver’s window. ‘He’s cheating.’

      ‘How am I cheating? I’ve got the cards in front of me.’

      ‘I can tell you’re cheating; your lips are moving.’

      ‘That saying is about lying, ye huffy wee sod.’

      ‘Can we go to Alex’s place along the road?’ Harry said. ‘The place you were at before.’

      ‘Sure,’ Evans said, reaching a hand over and swiping the hand of cards off Dunbar’s leg.

      ‘Wee bastard. That’s a hundred you owe me now.’

      ‘I owe you hee haw.’

      ‘We’ll see. Next time, I’m going to teach him Blackjack, and really take him to the cleaners. After he masters tiddly winks.’

      They reached Alex’s flat in five minutes. ‘It’s a pain in the arse having to go around the long way since the clowns closed this road to through traffic,’ Harry complained.

      Dunbar turned towards him. ‘That’s what I don’t get; they want the cars out of the city as quickly as possible so they won’t pollute the air, but they close off streets forcing traffic to sit in longer queues. Meantime, their cars are pumping all the poison into the air.’

      ‘I have no words for this city, Jimmy. Makes me want to leave.’ Which might not be such a bad idea, now that he was on his own again.

      ‘Come and live in Glasgow,’ Evans said.

      ‘Would I have to learn to play poker?’

      ‘Of course. I’ll teach you,’ Dunbar said. ‘And huffy baws there can teach you how to play Old Maid.’

      ‘It’s an idea I’ll give serious thought to.’

      They pulled into the little dead-end street where Alex lived. Her car was there. They got out of Evans’s car and stood on the pavement.

      ‘You want to go up and see if she’s waving a kitchen knife about there, pal?’ Dunbar said.

      ‘Jesus, that thought never entered my mind. No, it might be better if we all go. She might think twice about sticking me if we’re all there,’ Harry said.

      ‘Or she might just go off her nut and do us all, neighbour.’ He turned to Evans. ‘Robbie get up there and chap on the door.’

      ‘Aw magic.’ Evans looked at Harry. ‘Sir, on a scale of one to ten, ten being the highest, how likely would it be for Alex to pull a knife if she had been drinking?’

      ‘One,’ Harry said.

      Satisfied, Evans made his way up the outside steps to Alex’s door.

      ‘Hundred,’ Harry added.

      Dunbar grinned. ‘He’s got a silver tongue, that laddie. He’s good with the women.’

      ‘You never heard the expression, Hell hath no fury…?’

      ‘It’s not as if you were caught playing an away game, son. That was business you were taking care of. If you see what I mean.’

      It was cold now and Harry huddled inside his jacket. The dark little street was quiet, and he briefly wondered if they should have moved into this flat instead of his. Too late now.

      ‘It’s open!’ Evans shouted.

      ‘Bit louder, son, I don’t think the punters in the boozer round the corner heard you,’ Dunbar said.

      ‘Need a hand getting up the stairs?’ Evans said in a lower voice.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      Harry took the lead, walking along the small hallway after putting a light on. ‘Alex! It’s me. Listen, I just want to talk. Jimmy and Robbie are here.’

      The sitting room was empty but a light had been left on. Open beer bottles lay on the floor and an opened bottle of Scotch sat on a table.

      The kitchen slash dining room was empty through the back. Evans pulled the handle on another door and it revealed a utility cupboard.

      ‘Robbie, what are you dain’? Raking about in the lassie’s house? You’ll be going through her drawers next.’

      ‘I thought it was another room.’

      ‘It’s a broom room, as my old mother used to say,’ Harry said, stopping at the bottom of the stairs.

      ‘You go up, son,’ Dunbar said to Harry. ‘Just in case the lassie’s in a state of undress.’

      Harry nodded and went up the stairs, making no effort to disguise his steps. ‘Alex!’ he shouted again. If she had been drinking, then she might have passed out. He didn’t want to scare her, but he wanted to know she was safe. Maybe arrange for them to have a coffee in the morning, work things out.

      He felt tired. It had been a long day. Now it was even longer. Instead of them sitting at home watching TV, maybe having a drink or two, he was here, creeping about in her house.

      ‘Alex!’ he shouted when he reached the small landing. Two bedrooms and a bathroom were up here. Two doors on the right, one on the left. Right next to the stairs was the bathroom, and he could smell the vomit before he looked in. He switched a light on, half expecting to see Alex with her head down the pan, but all he saw was the end result of somebody missing the pan.

      He checked the small bedroom. Empty. Then the next one, putting on the light. Also empty.

      He went back downstairs, quicker than he had come up.

      ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said.

      ‘Explain,’ Dunbar said.

      ‘Her car’s here, but she’s not. Her door was open. There are empty bottles of beer in there. The bathroom floor is covered in puke.'

      ‘She might have fancied going for another beer,’ Evans said.

      ‘Trust me, if she was the one who threw up all over that bathroom floor, then she was in no fit state to go to a pub.’

      ‘Then where the hell is she?’ Dunbar said.

      Harry looked around once more and saw something in the kitchen. Her mobile phone, on charge.

      He held it up for the others to see. ‘Now I know she’s in trouble.’
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      The nursing home was like many thousands all over the country; overworked and understaffed. So when a nice old man came to visit a bit later in the evening than usual, nobody batted an eyelid. If a visitor was keeping somebody amused, then that meant one of the nursing staff didn’t have to bother.

      Robert Briggs made his way up to the next floor in the lift. He kept his scarf high on his neck so it crept up onto his face as he made his way along to Willie’s room.

      ‘Don’t shoot! Take what you want!’ Willie said when Briggs went into the room. He held up his hands in surrender.

      Briggs pulled his scarf down. ‘Relax, Willie. It’s me, Bobby.’

      Willie put his hands down. ‘Ya daft bastard. I thought you had come for the money.’

      Briggs didn’t bother to ask about the non-existent cash.

      ‘How about you and me go for a wee drive? I thought you would like to get away from this place for a wee while.’

      ‘A drive you say? Aye, that would be smashing. Let me get my coat.’

      ‘Hold on a minute. I have to do something first. I’ll pull the car round the back, near the kitchen. I don’t want them to see us leaving. They might get a bit antsy.’

      Willie stared at him for a second. ‘Well, what are you fucking waiting for?’

      Briggs smiled and left the room, heading in the opposite direction from where he’d come. There were fire stairs at the end with a sign pointing to where they should follow the wee running green man. He went through the doors and down to the ground floor then along a corridor that led to the kitchen. It was closed for the night, but access wasn’t restricted. He went to the back door and pushed against the bar to open it, jamming it open with a utensil.

      He had pulled his scarf up and speed-walked round the building to the front where he had parked the car. He got in, started it up and drove to the delivery entrance.

      He parked in a space usually reserved for the kitchen crew and nipped back in through the kitchen and up the stairs. He was panting when he got to Willie’s room. The old man was still sitting in his chair.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ Willie said.

      Briggs pulled his scarf down again. ‘It’s me, Willie. Bobby.’

      ‘Stop pulling your fucking scarf up. I nearly shat myself. I thought you were here to rob my room.’

      ‘Come on, friend, let’s get going.’

      Willie stood up and Bobby came closer. ‘Just one thing before we go.’ He played around with the covers and the pillows, making it look like somebody was sleeping under the covers.

      ‘Get your jacket on, Willie. It’s cold outside.’ He grabbed a jacket from the closet and helped his friend get into it. ‘You ready?’

      ‘I’ve been ready for years,’ Willie said, and after Briggs checked it was all clear, he switched the room lights off and they went down the stairs and through the kitchen.
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      They were sitting in the hotel bar where Dunbar and Evans were staying.

      ‘Every damn door in the street we knocked on, and not one single thing,’ Harry said, knocking back the Scotch he had in front of him.

      ‘It’s the way of the world, sometimes,’ Dunbar said. ‘Either they didn’t hear anything or chose not to. A lot of times, people don’t want to get involved.’

      Harry put the glass back down on the table. ‘I know. But nobody saw or heard anything.’ He looked at his two colleagues. ‘It makes you think nothing has happened to her.’

      ‘Maybe nothing has, sir,’ Evans said. ‘Just looking at the other side of the coin. I mean, you haven’t been able to get a hold of her parents or her sister.’

      ‘I wouldn’t call her parents. That’s the last place she would go. If anything, I’d put money on her sister. Jessica’s nice. I get on with her, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to poison her against me.’

      ‘We won’t know for sure if anything’s happened to her. Let’s review things here, Harry; you got a text from her saying she was finished with you. She went home, packed some stuff, then went to her own place with a carry-out, and she got pished. She was ill, then… what? Called her sister? Got a taxi over there, or an Uber and forgot to close her front door? Yes, she left her phone behind, but she was pished, Harry. People do things like that when they’ve had too much.’

      ‘You should see what Jimmy’s like when he’s pished,’ Evans said.

      ‘Shut up, Robbie. Now’s not the time for levity,’ Dunbar said. ‘It is time for you to get up to the bar and buy our friend another wee chaser. And your boss too, of course.’

      ‘Same again, sir?’ he asked Harry.

      ‘Thanks, pal,’ Harry replied, his mind wandering, envisioning Alex lying naked in a field, pieces of her hacked off.

      ‘Alex might have just left by choice. People do daft things when they’re under the influence.’

      ‘You don’t believe that, do you, Jimmy?’

      Dunbar looked at his friend for a moment before answering. ‘No. Not in this case. Not with that nutter trying to run your boy down. Which he’s going to get a boot in the bollocks for doing, when we catch the bastard.’

      ‘How can you be so sure we’re going to catch him?’

      ‘Because we haven’t heard the last of him, neighbour. I think that back then, the Tattoo Artist wasn’t working alone. He had an accomplice and you only got one of them. He’s been away, sure, but I don’t think he stopped killing. Footloose stopped five years ago. I think it’s the same guy but he is very clever. I think he killed somewhere new, but for some reason, he’s back as the original killer.’

      ‘We have to figure out the why,’ he said as Evans came back with the drinks.

      ‘Cheers.’

      ‘That’s the whole key right there, Harry,’ Dunbar said. ‘But this time, we’re one step ahead.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘I’ve read the file. Last time, he was killing women, then sending the fingers to Willie Dowd. He was playing with him. Now he’s playing with you; warning you he could have run Chance over. Taking the fingers off those victims and sending them to you. He’s getting you to play the game. With Willie Dowd, it was all new. At least we have a heads-up this time. We know what to expect.’

      ‘We might know what to expect, but that doesn’t help if he really has taken Alex.’

      

      Evans sat back down with the drinks.

      ‘We have to prepare ourselves. He’s a ruthless bastard, Harry. And this time round, we might have to bend the rules a wee bit. You up for that?’

      Harry looked at them both in turn for a moment. ‘I’ll do whatever it takes to get her back.’
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      ‘I can’t believe they would treat you that way in that home,’ Robert Briggs said, ushering Willie Dowd into his living room. It was a shambles, as usual, with magazines and newspapers scattered about.

      ‘Bastards,’ Willie agreed, looking around. ‘Jesus, somebody’s tanned your hoose.’

      ‘It just needs a hoovering,’ Briggs replied, wringing his hands.

      ‘It needs a box of matches.’ Willie turned to his friend. ‘You got any whisky, Bobby?’ he asked, looking around for a bottle and not seeing one.

      ‘Well, I don’t imbibe anymore.’

      ‘I don’t want to hear about your mucky habits. Just get me a drink.’

      ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Willie; I don’t drink anymore.’

      ‘You’re having a fucking laugh. Don’t you have any in for visitors?’

      ‘No, sorry. This was sort of a last-minute decision to get you out of there. I can get you a cup of tea.’

      ‘Tea, yes, that would be nice. I don’t get one at night in the home. They say I’ll piss the bed if I drink tea too late.’

      ‘You won’t have to worry about that. I made up a clean bed for you, and there are plenty of sheets and blankets.’

      ‘I don’t piss the bed on purpose.’

      ‘I know, Willie. Grab a seat and I’ll get the kettle on.’

      ‘Fucking place is boggin’,’ Willie said, turning up his nose and running a finger over a small piece of the sideboard that survived the assault from the junk. He looked at his finger and made a face, wiping the dust off on the back of the couch.

      ‘Shite everywhere,’ he said, sitting on a chair. There was a TV in one corner of the room, muted. Willie looked around for the remote but it was nowhere to be seen.

      Briggs came back with a tray with the tea on it.

      ‘Put the sound on,’ Willie said.

      ‘I thought we could have a wee chat. Catch up with things,’ Briggs said, switching the TV off.

      ‘Great. Where’s my tea?’

      Briggs poured two cups and added milk. ‘Sugar?’

      ‘Aye. Five spoons. I have a sweet tooth.’

      You’ll have no fucking teeth in a wee while with five spoons. ‘How about a couple, eh? We don’t want you to be up all night, do we?’

      ‘No, you don’t. I might be able to have a piss without leaving the room.’

      Briggs put the cups down, one next to Willie, and he sat himself in a chair and raised the bone china in salute.

      ‘What do you want to talk about?’ Willie said, looking around for the biscuits.

      ‘The Tattoo Artist,’ Briggs said softly.
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      It was an old trick; leave a lot of flammable liquid around, slowly spreading across the tile floor. Pour some of said liquid in a trail towards the exit, and light it. Then run.

      The kitchen went up like a Chinese firecracker, the flames consuming the room in a matter of minutes.

      The fire alarm went off then those members of staff who had paid attention at training, started working to get the patients out of the home. Which was no easy task, considering there were fewer members of staff at night and the residents were sleepy.

      The east wing was well alight by the time the first fire engine rolled in from Burntisland, with more on the way from surrounding areas.

      It was a near-impossible task getting everybody out, but those residents who were mobile managed to get down the stairs and outside.

      Some of them started to wander off, but the police turned up in force and helped shepherd the old folks to safety.

      It wouldn’t be until hours later that they would realise that Willie Dowd was missing.
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      Harry woke up with a dry mouth and a splitting headache. He also woke up on the settee, to the smell of coffee. For a moment, he thought it was Alex standing in front of him.

      It was Chance.

      ‘Here, Dad, I made it strong.’

      Harry squinted at the weak light coming in through the living room window and sat up straight, taking his time. Chance put the mug down on the coffee table in front of him.

      ‘What time is it, son?’

      ‘Gone eight. I thought you would want me to wake you.’

      ‘Aye, that’s fine. Thanks.’ He felt his head spin for a moment before he held onto one arm of the three-seater. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve—’

      ‘Heard from Alex? No. I’m worried about her, Dad.’

      ‘Sit down, son.’ He reached for the coffee and took a good slurp of it. Chance had put in extra milk to make it easier to go down.

      Harry explained about what had gone on the night before, about being in Alex’s flat. And what had gone on with Vanessa.

      ‘Christ, Dad, I thought you’d got rid of that psycho?’

      ‘She’s not a psycho, and there was nothing going on. When you’re in the force, son, some things will be instinctive. She thinks her mother was murdered, and both me and Jimmy went to see her. It wasn’t as if I was sneaking around behind Alex’s back. And I put Ronnie Vallance on it, so he’s going to see Vanessa this morning with Eve Bell. I promised Alex there was nothing going on, and there isn’t. I love Alex and I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.’

      ‘She doesn’t seem to think so.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘I tried telling you last night, but you were well out of it; she sent me a text.’

      He sat up straighter. ‘What did it say?’

      ‘Something like, I saw Vanessa going into the hotel to meet your dad. That’s why I left. Not being dramatic but I have to face facts. It’s over between us.’ Chance looked at his father. ‘Did you meet Vanessa last night, Dad?’

      ‘Of course not. Me, Jimmy and Robbie went through to Fife to talk to Willie Dowd. I met them in the bar, then we went through, then we had a drink when we got back. I didn’t even see Vanessa.’

      ‘It’s not for me to judge, but Alex is special.’

      ‘I know that, son, and I wouldn’t mess her around.’ He stood up, the mix of coffee and adrenaline keeping him steady. ‘Maybe one day, you’ll find the same kind of love that me and Alex have. I didn’t have that with your mother. Maybe Katie will be the one for you.’

      ‘Maybe. It would be good to go to Tulliallan together.’

      ‘Make sure you help her just like Jimmy Dunbar is helping you. Share things with her. I’m sure she’s smart enough, but a little help goes a long way.’

      ‘Her grandpa is helping her too. He used to be a detective. A long time ago.’

      ‘What’s his name?’

      ‘Robert Briggs.’
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      DI Ronnie Vallance honked the horn as he sat outside DS Eve Bell’s house. He was sucking on his pipe again, loathe to light it. He was having withdrawal symptoms, promising his wife he would try and cut back if not cut it out altogether.

      The door to Eve Bell’s house in Logie Green opened and she rushed out, pulling on her jacket and pulling the door closed with the other hand. She threw herself into the passenger seat of the car, her breath coming fast.

      ‘Sorry, sir. Bloody kids. One is taking his time getting ready for school, and the other one says she’s sick and has no intention of going to school.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it. You’re breathing that hard that my Apple watch is going on red alert. Just relax. I know what it’s like; my boys tried it on all the time. I never skelped them, but I roared like a bloody bear and that got through to them.’

      ‘You’re a big guy. I imagine a bear would sit up and take notice when you roared.’

      ‘What are you trying to say? That I could do with dropping a few pounds?’ He put his pipe away, still unlit.

      ‘Well… yeah. You do like your bacon rolls.’

      ‘I have a treadmill, you know.’

      ‘Me too. I hang clothes on it.’

      Vallance pulled away from the side of the road and headed along to Stockbridge and through Craigleith.

      ‘We’re going to have this talk with Harry’s ex-lover,’ Eve said. ‘I heard all about her. Like she was a manipulative cow.’

      ‘Try to be impartial, sergeant. We don’t want to go in there all thumping jackboots and pulling our leather gloves on. Let’s just talk to the woman and hear what she has to say.’

      ‘I’m the perfect professional.’ She looked at her Apple watch. ‘Christ, my watch says my heart exploded ten minutes ago.’ She looked at him. ‘It must be your driving.’

      ‘That’s fine. I won’t pick you up in the morning anymore. God forbid I should kill a colleague.’

      ‘I’m kidding, sir. And what would you do without me buying you lunch?’

      ‘I buy the lunch too.’

      ‘What about our banter? My smiling face first thing in the morning?’

      ‘I’m surprised you remember to take your rollers out of your hair before leaving the house some mornings.’

      ‘What about our camaraderie?’

      ‘Does that not come under the same heading as banter?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Eve said.

      ‘There’s not much chance of you getting a car anytime soon, is there?’

      ‘Oh that’s it; break it down to a basic level. Never mind all the rest.’

      ‘It’s true though, eh?’

      ‘Well, if you want to put it that way.’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Well then, yes, it’s true. I was looking at cars last weekend, but Peter’s job is dicey just now, and it doesn’t make sense to pull the trigger on getting a car. I can always get a bus along to the station and we can take a pool car. I hate it that you feel like you have to pick me up every day, sir.’

      ‘No you don’t. Besides, how would you ever get ready in time to get out and get a bus along to God knows where. Stockbridge? You’d have to take two buses. Then I’d be sitting twiddling my thumbs until you came in at lunchtime.’

      ‘I’m always up for a challenge.’

      ‘Good to know. Next time we have to rake about in a communal bin for evidence. You’ll be getting your sleeves rolled up.’

      ‘And ruin these fingernails of mine? I gave that lark up when I stepped out of uniform.’

      ‘What are you like? Bloody fingernails. But now that you’ve successfully steered the conversation away from being picked up in the mornings, am I still coming to your house in the mornings?’

      She just smiled at him.

      ‘God. You’re worse than my wife.’ He parked outside the house on Campbell Avenue.

      ‘Pretty swanky address,’ Eve said.

      ‘Big upkeep, too.’ Vallance locked his car and they walked along the path then up the small set of steps and another path to the front door. Which Vallance could see was open slightly. It was only obvious up close.

      ‘This is open, Eve. Prepare yourself.’

      She nodded. They had both read the reports and seen for themselves what this killer was capable of. They drew their extendable batons.

      Inside, the unmistakable smell hit them.

      ‘Miss Harper!’ Vallance shouted. There was no answer.

      ‘Miss Harper, it’s the police!’ Eve shouted. Still nothing.

      They looked around on the ground floor but there was no sign of anybody, no sign of a disturbance.

      They started walking up the stairs, Eve taking the lead. The smell got stronger the further up the stairs they went.

      Then they found Vanessa Harper.
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      When Alex came round, she tried moving her hands and legs, but got no response. Her hands were cuffed behind her back, and her ankles were tied together.

      There was daylight coming into the smelly room from somewhere, but it was very dull in here. She was lying on her right side and she struggled to sit up. She was lying on straw.

      ‘Where the hell am I?’ she said out loud, her mouth dry, barely forming the words. There was an open doorway to this room.

      ‘Glad you asked,’ Michel said, stepping into view. He was holding a metal cup in his hand. ‘I brought you coffee.’

      She looked at him, but all she could see were his eyes. For some reason, he was still hiding his identity, which might be a good thing; if she couldn’t identify him, then maybe he would let her live. Then she wondered if those two last victims had seen his face. Maybe he looked like the Phantom of the Opera.

      ‘Where am I?’ she asked, not reaching for the cup that was being proffered.

      ‘That’s not important. Here, let me show you it’s not poisoned.’ He turned the mug round and drank from the other side. ‘Sorry it’s only instant, and there’s no sugar in it, but it’s got some milk.’

      Her mind still hadn’t wrapped itself around the fact that a serial killer was bringing her breakfast.

      ‘Here,’ he said, bending down and lifting a brown bag. ‘McDonald’s breakfast. I didn’t get you anything too greasy after last night’s little performance, but it’s pancakes and syrup. You should eat something.’

      ‘I can’t take it from you.’ She moved sideways a bit to emphasise the handcuffs.

      ‘Oh, yes. Here, let me get those off you. And please don't make me hurt you.’ He put the bag and cup down, took the keys from his pocket and unlocked her wrists. He stepped back from the food.

      ‘Watch she doesn't try and have a go,’ Colin said.

      ‘That’s hardly likely to happen now, is it?’ he replied. Alex looked enquiringly at him and he just shook his head.

      She gently lifted the cup and took a sip from it, briefly thinking about throwing it in his face, but she didn't have the strength to throw it, never mind fight him afterwards.

      So she drank the coffee and opened the bag and took the food out.

      ‘How much do I owe you?’ she said, taking the polystyrene package out. There was a packet with a plastic knife and fork in it.

      ‘Don't be daft,’ he said. ‘It’s on me.’

      ‘The last supper?’ she said, trying again to move her legs but unable to.

      ‘Not yet. But how that goes depends on how you behave. I have work to go to but I’ll be back later. Don't do anything foolish.’

      ‘There’s just one thing before you go.’

      ‘No, you can’t go for a jog, and no, you can’t phone a friend.’

      ‘No fifty-fifty either,’ Colin added.

      ‘I need to pee.’

      Michel looked away for a moment, nodding to the bucket in the corner.

      ‘You’ve got to be joking,’ Alex said.

      ‘I’m not. Suit yourself though; pee in there or pee yourself. If you just pee anywhere, the smell will stay. The other thing we will deal with later. I’m going now. Oh, and if you think you can kick your way out of here, then think on this; these are stables, designed to withstand a kicking horse. I don't think you’ll make a dent.’

      ‘I need to go to the bathroom really badly.’

      ‘Untie your own legs. I have to go and talk to Harry. Later.’

      He walked out and shut the door, bolting it.

      Alex listened until she heard the stable door closing before using the bucket. This was easy peasy. She’d used worse when camping.
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      The street was closed off by the time Harry got there with Dunbar and Evans. Detective Superintendent Percy Purcell was standing just inside the doorway to Vanessa’s house. He put a hand up when he saw Harry coming.

      ‘You can’t go in there.’

      ‘I just got a call to come here. What’s going on, sir?’ He was trying to see past Purcell but having no luck.

      ‘There’s no easy way to tell you this, Harry, but Miss Harper was found dead by two of your officers this morning. The doc’s in there with her now.’

      They turned as Kate Murphy approached along the hallway.

      ‘What happened, Kate?’ Harry said. The pathologist looked at Purcell before she spoke to Harry.

      ‘I’m sorry, but she had her throat cut. He hit the carotid in her neck. There’s also a finger missing. The little finger. On the other little finger, it looks like he drew the number nine.’

      ‘Tattooed it?’ Harry said.

      ‘No. Just drew it with a marker pen.’

      Evans looked puzzled. ‘Why would he just draw it on?’

      Harry turned to look at him. ‘He wasn’t in his comfort zone. He didn't have his tattoo equipment with him. He didn't kill those other women on their own turf, but on his own turf. He had to improvise with Vanessa.’

      Just saying her name made him almost choke. She wasn’t a part of his life now, but what a way to go.

      ‘Anything from the door-to-door?’ Dunbar said, assuming one had been organised.

      ‘We had one witness say there was a black car parked outside here last night, but she’s elderly and didn't know what kind of car it was.’

      A black car. Harry was willing to bet it was a black Jaguar XJS.

      ‘Did you see the bulletin this morning?’ Purcell asked.

      ‘No. What bulletin?’

      ‘Seems a nursing home went on fire last night. Arson. God knows why anybody would want to burn a nursing home down, but nobody died, thank God. However, there’s a lookout notice out. One of the residents is missing. He was one of our lot, a long time ago, apparently. Willie Dowd. He worked the first Tattoo Artist case. Poor bastard. He’s got dementia and he’s wandering about on his own.’

      Harry was about to tell him that they were at the home last night, but he caught just the minutest of shakes from Dunbar.

      Something was wrong. He didn't want to walk into a trap, especially with Alex missing in action.

      ‘Go to the station, Harry. I’ll update you with any info we get. DI Vallance is taking charge of this case now. You’re off it.’
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      Chance was sweating as he and Katie raced through Inverleith Park on their daily jog.

      ‘I let you win, I hope you know that,’ he said to her.

      ‘Yeah, right.’ She smiled at him. ‘Let’s see what you’re made of now.’ She sprinted away from him but he dug deep and chased off after her.

      Katie sprinted up past the tennis courts and Chance didn't catch her until she was on the pathway leading to the exit opposite the entrance to the botanical gardens where her car was parked.

      ‘You coming back to my place?’ Katie asked.

      ‘You can come back to my flat if you like? My dad’s at work and we’ll have the place to ourselves.’

      She laughed. ‘If I didn't know you better, I’d say you were trying some monkey business with me, Chance McNeil.’

      ‘Me? Naw.’ He laughed and put his arms around her.

      ‘Some other time. I have to check on my mum.’

      ‘Okay. We can go to your place.’

      It was a ten-minute drive to Groathill where she lived in a semi-detached bungalow. The side garden had been made into a small car park and there was a ramp leading up to the front path.

      ‘How long has your mum been in a wheelchair?’ Chance asked. He had met Katie’s mother briefly the last time he was here. She kept herself to herself.

      ‘Ever since the car accident that killed my dad. I was only six months old. My mum lost both of her feet, and broke her back.’

      She parked the car and they went in. The house smelled of polish and old furniture.

      Her mother was in her wheelchair in the living room, sitting in front of the TV, watching Sky News.

      ‘Hi, Mum. We’re just going to do some studying.’

      The woman looked briefly at Katie. There were tears running down her face.

      ‘Mum, what’s wrong?’ Katie said. ‘Is it Grandpa?’

      ‘No. He’s fine,’ her mother said, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘He’s busy working on his next book with Jeremy.’

      Katie looked at Chance. ‘Grandpa has written several books with the son-in-law of his old colleague, Willie Dowd. Jeremy Wilson. You might have heard of him?’

      Chance shook his head. ‘I haven't been reading much.’

      ‘They’re working on another book. They self-publish them on Amazon. Grandpa said the big five publishers are just greedy bastards.’

      ‘Language, Katie,’ her mother said.

      ‘Sorry, Mum.’

      ‘Does your grandpa live here with you?’

      ‘Oh, no. He lives in the old family farm in Fife. Grandma used to have riding stables, but it became too much for her. Now Grandpa just lives in the farmhouse. It’s where the writing takes place.’

      Chance wasn’t looking at her any more. He was looking at the TV.

      The TV crews were in an upscale part of Edinburgh. The reporter was telling the viewers that the name of the deceased was thirty-nine-year-old Vanessa Harper, an Edinburgh businesswoman.

      And behind the reporter, standing on Vanessa’s doorstep was his dad, along with Jimmy Dunbar and Robbie Evans.

      His mobile phone dinged and he took it out to look at the screen. It was a text, but from a number he didn't recognise.

      Chance, sweetheart, it’s me, Alex. I’ve lost my phone for now, but I’m using a friend’s. I was drunk and put it down somewhere lol.

      He was about to answer when another came in.

      The thing is, I miss you and your dad and I want to come home. I still feel over the limit for driving. Could you come to my flat and drive me home? As soon as. Just don't tell your dad. I’ll talk to him later. Love you. Xxx

      He replied straight away.

      I’ll be there in 10 to 15 minutes. Xxx

      ‘Can you drive me down to the Stockbridge Colonies, please, Katie? I have to drive Alex. Long story, she’s at her own flat and she wants me to drive her car back to my dad’s place.’

      ‘Of course I will. Let’s go. I won't be long, Mum.’

      Chance didn't think about it at that moment, but Katie’s mother was facing the TV again and she raised a hand to wave them off.

      And her little finger was missing.
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      Harry called the nursery school and asked to speak to Lisa Wilson. They told her Lisa wasn't working today. That made sense, with her father missing. He called her mobile.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Lisa, it’s Harry McNeil.’

      ‘Have you found my dad?’ There was hope and panic in equal measure in her voice.

      ‘No, sorry. Have you heard the news about Vanessa?’

      ‘No. What news?’

      Harry figured she might see it if she turned the news on. There was a reporter just along the street with a camera crew. ‘She’s been murdered in her home, Lisa.’

      There was silence for a few moments and then Lisa came back on, crying. ‘Jesus, Harry. Can you come to my house.’

      ‘I can, but I don't know where you live.’

      ‘I live in the next street down. If it weren’t for the hedges you could see my house. It’s along a bit from Vanessa’s.’ She gave him the address.

      ‘I’m with Jimmy Dunbar and young Robbie. We’ll be there shortly.’

      As the crow flies, it would have taken them twenty seconds, but they had to dodge past the reporters until they got to Murrayfield Road, then they took the first left and headed back again until they came to the dead-end part of the street where Lisa lived.

      It was a nice detached house, the last one in the street on that side, and Harry noticed two rows of garages on either side of the street as Robbie turned the car to face downhill.

      Lisa was waiting at the open door, Farquhar by her side. The little boy’s face lit up when he saw Evans get out of the car.

      ‘Uncle Robbie!’ he shouted and ran across the driveway to meet him, this time with no fist extended. Evans picked him up.

      ‘Hey, champ!’ he said. ‘Look who I brought with me; the two finest policemen in the whole of Scotland. After me, of course. I’m their boss.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yep.’ He put him down. ‘Go and say hi to them. They’ll be pleased to see you.’

      He ran to Harry and Dunbar, both men on red alert in case Watch Man had decided that watching wasn’t as much fun as punching, but he came up and held out a fist for a fist bump.

      That done, they went into the house, Farquhar being asked to go and play with some toys. Evans offered to go with him so he could be shown the collection of toy cars.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Harry,’ Lisa said as they sat down in the sitting room. ‘Why is this happening?’

      ‘I wish I knew.’ Harry looked around for a second. ‘Is Jeremy working?’

      ‘No, he took time off from the uni. He and Robert are on the last legs of this book they’re writing. He wants to give it his all. He only teaches part time these days anyway. He goes to Robert's farm when they’re finishing a book. To be honest, I get more peace when he’s away playing at being a writer.’

      She took a tissue out of a box and offered them to the detectives, but they both declined.

      ‘That’s three of us been murdered in the space of a few days,’ Lisa said. ‘I can’t believe it.’

      ‘Do you know anybody who’s angry with the nursery?’ Harry asked. He was trying to imagine Vanessa lying in her house with her throat cut. Whenever somebody had been killed in a horrific way and disfigured so badly, he would tell the family the old cliché, about remembering them the way they were. He tried to listen to his own advice.

      Alex jumped into his mind. Where the hell was she? He was still hoping that she had gone off with a friend, but not a male one. He was on the verge of asking Simon Gregg to go round to Alex’s ex and see if she was there.

      ‘Nobody. All the parents are superb. Yes, there have been minor disagreements in the past, but nothing that would warrant this.’

      Harry felt foolish for asking the question, but they had to cover all bases. Of course it wasn’t a disgruntled parent. It was him. The man who sent him the fingers, who tried to run his son down, who was now talking to him on a fucking mobile phone.

      He felt a hand on his arm. Dunbar. Lisa was looking at him.

      ‘Are you alright, Harry? Would you like some water?’

      Harry nodded. ‘Yes, that would be great.’

      He looked at Dunbar after Lisa left the room. ‘Christ, I thought I was going to lose it there.’

      ‘It’s to be expected, neighbour. Vanessa was a woman you had a long relationship with, and I would have thought you a real wanker if you didn’t have any feelings now that she’s been taken in that manner. You’re only human, pal.’

      Then Harry got a text from Chance. Alex sent me a text. She’s hungover and wants me to pick her up at her flat. Take her home. Katie dropped me off. TXT U l8r.

      ‘Alex is safe. She sent a text to Chance asking him to meet her at her flat because she’s hungover and doesn’t want to… drive.’ He frowned.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Dunbar asked.

      ‘Alex doesn’t have her phone on her. How did she text Chance?’

      ‘Borrowed a phone?’

      ‘Yes, but how many mobile phone numbers have you memorised, Jimmy? Christ, I don’t know Alex’s phone number off by heart. I just open the contacts list and her name is there. So what’s the odds of her knowing Chance’s phone number. Hell, I don’t even know it.’

      Dunbar stood up so fast, Harry thought for a moment he’d been scalded.

      ‘Get him back on the phone. Now, Harry. I think Alex was taken last night, and the fucker’s going to take Chance. Do it, Harry!’

      Harry pulled his phone out and fumbled with it, but Dunbar had taken his own phone out and quickly got the contacts up and found Chance’s number. He pressed dial and it rang and rang until it went to voicemail.

      ‘Fuck. Text him.’

      Harry was trying his best to send a text. Run! Danger! Don’t go in! He hit send and heard the little whoop telling him it had gone to the recipient.

      Lisa came back in with the water. Harry took a mouthful and set the glass down.

      ‘Did your father call you by any chance?’ he asked her.

      ‘No. I wouldn’t expect him to. I don’t even know if he remembers how to make a phone call.’

      ‘I didn’t think he would. He’s not missing, Lisa, somebody took him. Then they set the place on fire to cover the fact. I think he’s in danger.’

      ‘Who would have taken him?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ The Tattoo Artist.

      ‘I have to go, Lisa. I think my boy’s in danger.’

      ‘Oh God, no, Harry. Not Chance.’

      ‘Can you go and get Robbie?’ he asked Dunbar.

      ‘Nae bother. See you in the car.’

      He left the room and Harry waited a moment. ‘When you showed me those photos, you were convinced Willie was a killer. It wasn’t just the photos though, or the clothes I passed to the lab. What else made you suspect that he might be a killer?’

      She looked uncertain for a moment before looking him in the eyes. ‘I was at the house one time, and I was bringing them a coffee.’

      ‘Them?’ Harry asked, interrupting.

      ‘My dad and Robert. They were talking in the woodwork shop under the house. I couldn't see them at first but I heard their voices. They were talking about the murders. My dad said to Robert, Nobody knows. It was a strange thing, and when I made a scraping sound with my foot, they came round from the little corridor that I took you along. I just had a… feeling. You know what I mean?’

      ‘I do indeed.’

      ‘Do you know where Robert lives?’

      ‘I don't have the address. I never thought to ask. It’s in Fife.’

      Dunbar came back in with Evans.

      ‘Thanks for your help, Lisa.’

      ‘Keep me posted, Harry,’ she said, her face looking like it carried the troubles of the world.
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      Chance saw Alex’s red Audi parked near her flat and it brought a smile to his face. She was young, but she was going to be his stepmum, and that was just fine with him.

      Katie had dropped him off at the end of the street; she’d offered to come in with him, but he didn't want to hold her back any longer.

      Yet, he knew that wasn't the truth. There was something niggling away at the back of his mind. Something about her mother. No feet. A missing finger.

      He looked up at Alex’s front door. It would be good to have her back home, and she and his dad could work out any differences they had. He hated to think it, but Vanessa being gone might be the best thing for his dad. Then he immediately hated himself for thinking it. The poor woman was dead. Murdered in her own home.

      He climbed the concrete steps and when he got to the door, he saw it was slightly ajar. He pushed it open and walked in.

      ‘Alex! It’s Chance. I’m here.’

      He closed the door behind him, headed for the sitting room, and looked in. Nothing. The smell was terrible. What the hell had she been doing?

      He went into the kitchen.

      Alex wasn't there.

      Somebody else was.

      Somebody wearing a hat and scarf. And pointing a gun at him.

      ‘Come in, son.’

      Just then, Chance’s phone dinged with an incoming text.

      ‘Look at that phone, and I’ll shoot you through the heart. Take it out slowly, and put it face down on the table there. You won't be needing it.’

      Chance did as he was told.

      ‘Good boy. Now, this can go easily, or I can make it very painful for you.’

      ‘Give him a fucking good skelp, Michel,’ Colin said.

      ‘Will you shut the fuck up for a minute. Can't you see I’m busy?’

      Chance looked at the man but said nothing.

      ‘I’ve had a better idea; pick up your phone and send a text to your dad. This is what I want you to say. And let me see it before you hit send, or else all your father will find when he comes here is you holding your entrails. Got it?’

      ‘I got it.’

      ‘Super. Now start typing. And I’ll tell you when to hit send. Not now. Only when I tell you.’
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      There were no parking spaces at the end of Alex’s street so Evans parked in the recessed area on the double yellows.

      Harry’s phone dinged and he took it out and read the message.

      ‘Good God, it’s from Chance. He thinks Robert Briggs is involved in all of this.’ He explained about what Chance had told him about Katie’s mother having no feet and a missing finger.

      ‘Jesus,’ Dunbar said. ‘Let’s move.’

      The day was cold and windy, and the river ran by, opposite the houses, cold and dark, just how Harry felt.

      They ran down the street and up the stairs, Harry stopping when he saw the door wide open.

      ‘Aw fuck,’ he said, about to charge through. Dunbar put a hand on his arm.

      ‘No point in bringing a dog and barking ourselves.’ He turned to Evans. ‘Get in there, son, and you have my permission to start headbutting.’

      Evans barged past, looking into the rooms as they followed. He ran upstairs and then came back down. ‘Nothing, sir.’

      They were in the kitchen when Harry saw the phone, with the Scottish flag case. It was Chance’s. He picked it up and looked at it but the screen was locked.

      ‘Jesus, I think Chance was right; Robert Briggs is involved in this, and not only this, but the killings from back then, too. Him and Willie Dowd. I think they worked together with Colin Harris.’

      ‘Where would he have taken Chance?’ Evans said.

      ‘I don’t know where Briggs lives.’

      They went outside into the cold, and Harry pulled the front door shut. The man whose house was next to Alex’s and whose front door was level with hers, came out.

      ‘You just missed them,’ he said, buttoning his jacket and closing the door behind him.

      ‘Missed who?’ Harry said, wanting to hear it from this man.

      ‘The young lad and the older bloke. I was coming in, but I forgot to get something, so now I have to go back out. But anyway, they were coming down the stairs, and the lad didn’t seem too pleased. By the time I got to the top, they were getting into a black car at the top of the street. Nice looking machine.’

      ‘Did you get the number?’

      ‘No, sorry. But it was a two-door sports car. A Jaguar I think it was. Convertible. You can tell by the roof.’

      ‘Thanks, pal,’ Dunbar said, and they made their way down the stairs.

      ‘I know where I want to go now,’ Harry said, and they got back into the car.
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      Evans didn’t know the way to Abbeyhill, but Harry guided him through Canonmills and up Broughton Street into London Road.

      ‘What is this place?’ Dunbar said as they went through the entrance tunnel to Edinburgh Motors. It went right underneath the tenements above and down to a car repair place below.

      ‘This is where I store my fucking Jag,’ Harry said. ‘Or I thought I had.’

      An old man came across to them, wiping his hands on a rag. ‘Harry! Good to see you, son. Ready for me to start working on the Jag?’

      ‘Davie, these are colleagues of mine from Glasgow.’ Harry made the introductions.

      ‘How do,’ Dunbar said.

      ‘I’d like to look at the car, Davie. I don't want it fixed just now, just to look at it.’

      ‘Sure, son, no problem. It just needs a bit of tweaking on the transmission, but to be honest, it’s in great shape. It runs well.’

      ‘Take me to it, Davie.’

      ‘Well, can you come back later? I’m backed up here.’ He looked at Dunbar. ‘We service cars and do MOTs and the like as well as provide car storage.’

      ‘Now, Davie. If you don't mind.’

      ‘You want to drive it?’

      ‘He just wants to look at it, neighbour,’ Dunbar said, starting to get irritated.

      Davie looked at them for a moment. ‘Okay. It’s through here.’

      He led them into a small warehouse, where the cars were stored. A couple of Range Rovers, a few German cars, but the one they were interested in was over on the right in the back corner, sitting under a thick dust sheet.

      ‘There you are,’ Davie said, smiling, but it was the sort of smile that somebody might wear when trying to take away a German Shepherd’s dinner bowl.

      ‘Take the cover off,’ Harry said, his voice low and menacing.

      ‘Look, you can’t come in here and make demands,’ Davie replied, his smile gone now.

      Dunbar nodded to Evans, who went over and pulled the cover off.

      Underneath sat an old Porsche 911.

      ‘How the hell did that get there?’ Davie said, scratching his head with one hand.

      ‘Listen, cock, I’ve heard enough shite,’ Dunbar said. ‘There are people in danger, and if any of them come to harm because you’re here fannying about with us, I will come back with my younger colleague and give you a rectal exam with a steel toecap. Now, tell him where his fucking car is.’

      ‘I’m an old man, you know. With a bad heart.’

      ‘You’ll have a fucking bad bawbag in a minute,’ Dunbar said, taking a step forward.

      ‘Everything okay, Davie?’ a younger man said, standing in the doorway to the warehouse.

      Evans took a step towards him and brought out his warrant card. ‘Polis.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘So, fucking beat it. If we want to speak to you, you’ll know it, because I’ll be in your face and you’ll see my lips moving.’

      Davie looked at the man and nodded. He went away.

      ‘You need to start talking, Davie,’ Harry said. ‘If people die, I’ll see to it you get charged as an accomplice, and you won't fare well in prison. In fact, you’ll probably die there.’

      Davie held up a hand. ‘Alright, alright, let’s not get excited. I can explain. It was that bastard, Robert Briggs. Do you know him? He knew your dad.’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘He said he wanted to borrow it. Take Willie Dowd out and about in it for a few days. The poor old sod is in a home now. He’s got dementia.’

      ‘I know all of this, Davie. Get to the fucking point,’ Harry said. ‘My son is missing, and he was taken in that fucking car and I better find him in one piece.’

      ‘Right, right. Well, when Briggs asked me if he could borrow the car, of course I said no, that it was your car. He said you had given him permission. And, Harry, it was for a good cause. The car was Willie’s, back in the day.’

      ‘How much?’ Dunbar said.

      ‘What?’ Davie replied, looking puzzled.

      ‘Simple question, Grandpa; how much fucking money did he give you to borrow the car?’

      ‘A grand,’ Davie said. He was starting to have doubts whether the Glaswegians were really polis.

      ‘Where does he live?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Who, Willie?’

      ‘I swear to Christ, ya feckless old bastard,’ Dunbar said.

      ‘I have Robert’s address written down. And tell him from me he should have had the car back yesterday. The weekend, he said. He better have put petrol in it as well.’

      They marched over to the office where Davie raked about in an old desk in a shabby office behind a public counter.

      ‘Ah, here it is. My wee address book.’ He smiled and looked through the door of his office. ‘Have you met Willie’s lassie? Lisa? Nice lassie. Such a nice person. God knows what she saw in that gormless bastard.’

      ‘How long have you known Briggs?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Since before the ark was built. We grew up together. I wanted to work with cars, and he went into the polis.’

      ‘And now he makes a ton writing psychology books,’ Harry said.

      ‘And now a crime book. Some true crime pish.’

      ‘I didn't know that.’

      ‘Aye. Him and that muppet, Jeremy Wilson.’ He wrote down the address on a piece of paper and Harry read it.

      ‘It’s in Fife. A farm outside Dunfermline.’

      ‘Aye. He’s lived there for years.’

      ‘We’ll talk about this later, Davie.’ They all walked out.

      ‘If Briggs has taken Alex and Chance, then it will take some time to get over there,’ Harry said.

      ‘Call that DI in Fife we dealt with before. What’s his name again?’

      ‘Matt Keen.’

      ‘Do it now, Harry. We need somebody to go to that address right now.’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      DCI Carol Lambert wound the window down a little as DI Matt Keen floored it out of the station car park.

      ‘You don’t mind if I smoke, do you, Matt?’

      ‘Er…’

      ‘The answer is, No, ma’am, because I have an evaluation coming up.’

      ‘Let’s go with that answer,’ he said, the lights flashing on the pool car and the siren wailing. They were behind a convoy of patrol cars, heading west along the Carnock road.

      Carol held onto the Oh shit handle and lit the cigarette with her other hand.

      ‘You’ve done that before,’ Keen observed.

      ‘I’ve done a lot of things in a car before, none of which I’m going to discuss with you.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      ‘I hope that lead car knows where’s he going, because I sure as hell don't,’ she said, blowing smoke out of one side of her mouth, an art learned only by smokers.

      ‘This DCI McNeil; he a good guy?’ she asked.

      ‘I’ve worked with him a couple of times. There’re two blokes through from Glasgow as well. I’ve met them before, too. They’re sound.’

      ‘Glasgow, eh? We’re one big, happy family now. Police Scotland. Who would ever have thought that would happen?’

      ‘It makes life a lot simpler.’

      ‘It does that, Matt. It means we get to help out the nice posh folks from Edinburgh, so we can do the hard work and they get the credit.’

      Keen knew Carol had been round the block and she was starting to look older than her fifty years. He liked her a lot though.

      They cut the sirens on the approach to the farm and the cars kicked up dust as they drove down the track.

      They stopped at the front door of the farmhouse. There was an old four-wheel drive estate car out front.

      Carol jumped out, nipping the fag and putting it back in the packet. ‘We’ve got a search warrant,’ she said to a uniformed sergeant. ‘If the door’s locked, get it fucking tanned.’

      The door was unlocked.

      The uniforms rushed in ahead of Carol and Keen.

      ‘Let’s see what we’ve got,’ she said, entering the house.

      The uniforms were shouting.

      Carol and Keen got to the living room where an old man was sitting on his own.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ Willie Dowd said.
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      The mobile phone rang in Harry’s pocket and he scrambled to answer it.

      ‘Harry! I don't know where you are right now, my friend, but I want to play.’

      ‘Where’s my son? And my fiancée?’

      Dunbar looked at him and he nodded, confirming it was Robert Briggs on the phone.

      ‘Look at you! Jesus, you do want to play. That’s good news. However, by now, you’ll have realised that this is not the same game that I played with your father and Willie all those years ago. This one is different. I’m older now, Harry, and I’m tired, but I wanted one last hurrah before I go.’

      ‘What do you mean, before you go?’

      ‘Never to be seen again. This time I’m gone for good. No more killing women.’

      ‘You don't have to do this.’

      ‘But I do. I didn't think you would take me seriously or see the urgency. I killed Vanessa to show you I mean what I say. You know I have no problem killing.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll play your little game.’

      ‘Deary me. Little game, he says, like I’m some spoiled brat waiting to go to bed. Except you can’t ignore me now, Harry. You have to play. It’s the rules. Unless, of course, you want Chance and Alex to play a completely different game.’

      ‘No, I said I’ll play.’

      ‘Good. Now, tell me what you’ve been up to today.’

      ‘I know about the car, Robert. I know you took it.’

      ‘Davie is quite the blabbermouth, isn't he? Tut tut. I might have to pay him a visit.’

      ‘I made him tell. He’s not to blame. He didn't want to show me, but I made him.’

      ‘I believe you. You’re such a persuasive man, Harry. Are the two gentlemen from Glasgow still with you?’

      Harry was silent for a moment. ‘Yes. They’re with me.’

      ‘Then I have to assume that if you were talking to Davie, you know where I live by now. And procedure would mean you wouldn't just go over by yourself, like they do on TV. You would call ahead to your colleagues in Fife, who are no doubt there by now. Call them, Harry. Confirm that I’m not there.’

      ‘Why don't you just meet me, Robert, and we can talk?’

      ‘Oh. You would like that, wouldn't you? Are you going to tell me next that it doesn't have to end this way? I have news for you, Harry; it does. My game. My rules. You’ve been playing my game for a little while now. You just haven’t realised it.’

      ‘Why don't you just take me instead of Chance and Alex?’ He tapped Dunbar on the shoulder and he looked round. He made a pull over motion with his hand. They were almost at Barnton and Dunbar indicated for Evans to turn into a side street.

      ‘It’s a game, Harry. Alex and Chance are the prize. You guess correctly where they are, then you get them back alive. But the clock is ticking.’

      ‘You could be anywhere. If you’re not at home like you say and I can call the Fife MIT to confirm, then you could be anywhere.’ He looked at Dunbar, and Dunbar stepped out of the car, understanding what Harry meant.

      ‘Let me give you a clue; a truck driver goes the wrong way down a one-way street and there’s a policeman there but he doesn’t get a ticket. Why?’

      ‘It’s not much of a clue.’

      ‘You want me to send a plane overhead pulling a banner? You have an hour, Harry, or I start cutting off fingers. Two, and they’re dead. Two hours, Harry, and your life is changed forever. When we meet, if I see any other police, I’ll kill them before you even get near me. And remember, I have an all-seeing eye. I’ll be watching for you, Harry. Come alone. Or else.’

      He ended the call.

      ‘Fuck,’ Harry said as Dunbar got back in the car.

      ‘I spoke to a DCI Carol Lambert in Fife. Willie Dowd was at Briggs’s farm outside Dunfermline, and he’s fine. He doesn’t know much, if anything at all. He said that Briggs was there but doesn’t know when he left or where he was going. They searched the whole place. Nothing. What did he say to you on the phone?’

      ‘He said, a truck driver goes the wrong way down a one-way street and there’s a policeman there but he doesn’t get a ticket. Why?’

      ‘Christ, what kind of a clue is that? You ask me, he’s lost the fucking plot,’ Dunbar said.

      ‘The truck driver didn’t get a ticket because he was walking,’ Evans said.

      ‘What?’ Dunbar looked at him.

      ‘He didn’t get a ticket because he wasn’t driving. He just said, a truck driver goes down a one-way street the wrong way, he didn’t say that he was in his truck.’

      ‘You’re right, Robbie,’ Harry said. ‘But what sort of a clue is that?’

      ‘Aye, what’s that pish all about?’ Dunbar added.

      ‘It’s to make you think outside the box,’ Evans said. ‘He wants you to think about where he’s at but come at it from a different angle. I think you know where Alex and Chance are, sir, you just don't know it. If you see what I mean.’

      ‘Maybe I won’t play you at Blackjack, bloody hustler.’

      Evans smiled at him. ‘It’s just us younger guys are more mentally and physically fit.’

      ‘Don't talk pish.’

      Harry snapped his fingers, took out his own mobile phone and called Lisa. She answered on the third ring.

      ‘Lisa, it’s Harry McNeil. I need to ask you something.’

      ‘Go ahead, Harry.’

      ‘Both Willie and my dad worked with Robert Briggs, but how well did they know him on a personal level? I mean, how much did he know about your personal lives?’

      Silence for a minute, like she was thinking. ‘They were best friends. Robert was by my dad’s side when my mum died. He was at my wedding. He knows everything there is to know about us. Why?’

      ‘I need to talk to him, Lisa. If you see him, don't go near him. I think he’s involved.’

      ‘No, that can’t be right!’

      ‘I think he has my son and fiancée, Lisa. He’s going to kill them.’ Then he had a thought. ‘Where’s Jeremy?’

      ‘He had to go in and do a couple of lectures this morning. He’s at work.’

      ‘Call him and tell him to stay at the university building until you call him back. He’ll be safe there. Is there somewhere you can go with Farquhar? Somewhere Briggs doesn’t know about?’

      ‘Just Jeremy’s old place. It’s a wee house outside of Penicuik. It’s a bit rundown but the house is fine. We were going to do it up and sell it, whenever Jeremy can pull himself away from writing.’

      ‘And Briggs doesn’t know about this place?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      ‘We’ll go and check it out. Meantime, take Farquhar somewhere public, like the Gyle shopping centre. Briggs won't touch you with people around. Text me that address.’

      ‘Okay. Keep me in the loop, Harry.’

      He cut the call and a minute later, she sent the address.

      ‘Up on the bypass, Robbie,’ Harry said. ‘Just outside Penicuik. I think that’s where he’s holding Alex.’

      ‘You got it, boss.’

      ‘Let’s hope the fucking wheels don't fall off this thing,’ Dunbar said, holding on for dear life as Evans booted it away, joining the main road.

      ‘It’s the brakes you have to worry about,’ Evans replied.

      Harry got on the phone to the police station in Penicuik. Explained who he was and what he wanted.

      By the time they got to Penicuik and found the address, the patrol cars were sitting on the main road, waiting.

      The entrance to the farm was along a dirt track that dissected two hills. They were shielded from view.

      Dunbar went to talk to the uniformed sergeant while Harry got out and stood staring along the track.

      ‘What is this place?’ Harry asked the uniform.

      ‘It’s an old farm and riding stables, sir. Been empty for a while. People still come and go. I’ve seen a car myself, going in and out. The stables have been closed for years.’

      ‘Have you spoken to the man who owns this place recently?’

      ‘Not for a while.’

      Harry turned to Dunbar. ‘He said he’s all-seeing. How can he see me until I get to the house?’

      ‘He can’t,’ the uniform answered. ‘I’ve been there before. You can’t be seen from the house until you’re right in front of it. There are trees round there, blocking the view from the track. Then there’s the old barn. Another one sitting at a right angle. The house is tucked out of sight behind the barn.’

      ‘I’m going to go round there, Jimmy.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      ‘No, I can't risk him seeing anybody but me. He said I should go in alone. He’s watching. He wants me. It’s his game, and Alex and Chance are the prize, but he wants me.’

      ‘He’s a dangerous old bastard.’

      ‘I don’t care what he does to me, as long as my son and Alex go free.’

      Evans stepped up. ‘That’s not going to happen. He’s going to kill you all, sir.’ He handed Harry the keys to his car.

      ‘If you think we’re going to stand by and watch him kill you, you can think again, neighbour,’ Dunbar said.

      Harry said nothing but clapped his friend on the arm and got into the car.
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      Harry looked in the rear-view mirror as the old car rounded the bend in the track and the others disappeared from view. He straightened the car up and held the mobile phone in one hand, and pressed redial.

      ‘Harry! I’m having fun, how about you?’

      ‘I’m approaching now. I’m in a car. I’m on my own and I’m unarmed. I want you to let Chance and Alex go. I’ve played your game and now I’m here. You win.’

      ‘I can’t see you, Harry. Put the blues on to let me know exactly where you are.’

      ‘I want to talk to Alex.’

      ‘Nope. That’s not the rules. Just keep on coming, Harry.’

      ‘It’s an old car.’

      Harry parked in front of the house. ‘I’m coming in, Robert.’ He parked the car and turned the engine off.

      The phone was disconnected from the other end.

      The air was cold as it rolled through the fields. This part of the farm was more open but Harry didn't feel the cold as his heart rate went up.

      The front door of the farmhouse was open. Harry walked slowly towards it and stopped just inside, letting his eyes adjust to the gloom.

      ‘Robert! I’m here. I made it on time. You win. You’re the better policeman. You can let them go now, and I promise I’ll stay here with you.’

      There was no response as he walked through each room, keeping an eye on the doorway in case he was rushed.

      The air was stale as if the place hadn't been cleaned in a long time. The ground floor was empty. He realised that they might not even be in here, but out in the barn.

      Nevertheless, he made his way upstairs, adrenaline coursing through him. The stairs creaked alarmingly and the upstairs was even more dusty than downstairs.

      The place was empty.

      He was being played.

      He took his phone out and started making his way downstairs. He was calling Jimmy Dunbar, but when he got to the ground floor, he could hear the phone ringing.

      ‘Right here, neighbour. Me and Robbie had a squint in the big barn. It’s empty. There’s nobody here. The uniforms are coming.’

      ‘Where the hell is he?’

      Then he knew. He took his phone out and pulled up Google Maps.

      ‘I need you to drive, Robbie. We’re not going far and we’re taking a back road. Come on, Jimmy. You can wait with him outside.’

      ‘Outside where?’

      ‘You’ll see.’
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      The car sat on the main road, a couple of patrol cars further up. They couldn't be seen from the house itself, so they kept the blues on. Harry got out and walked the last few feet. He stopped at the entrance and looked back. Gave Dunbar the thumbs up.

      He walked into the small car park, the pink gravel crunching under his feet. Looked at the house where Willie Dowd once lived.

      His black Jaguar was parked over to one side, out of sight of the entrance to the driveway.

      He looked up at the side of the building and saw the camera. He took the phone out and dialled the number again, staring up at the camera.

      It wasn’t answered. There was no need. Briggs was watching him approach.

      He headed to the left, the wind making him feel cold, but he felt the fire inside. How dare this old bastard do this to his family.

      Then a thought hit him; what if they’re already dead? He couldn't think that way.

      He walked along the side of the house to Willie Dowd’s woodworking basement.

      The door was slightly ajar. He nudged it with his foot and it opened silently. The room was in darkness so he reached a hand round, located the light switch and flicked it.

      Nothing.

      Shit. He took his phone out and turned the light on. The daylight coming in through the open door didn't afford much light. He shone the beam around, picking out the machinery sitting idle. Pieces of wood on the shelves, tins and cans lying about.

      He wanted to shout out but he had a feeling Briggs knew he was there.

      The shot when it came, sounded like an explosion in the confines of the workshop, and Harry ducked but then realised he hadn’t seen any muzzle flash and the gunfire sounded like it had come from round the back where he had been with Lisa.

      Thoughts bombarded his head as he inched his way forward; he’s shot Alex, or he’s shot Chance. He expected another shot and wanted to shout out, to announce his presence, but that would make him a target.

      If Briggs shot him right now, then there would be no incentive to keep the others alive.

      His mouth was dry. He put his fingers over the light, letting just a little bleed through so he wouldn’t trip as he edged forward.

      He made his way to the little junction where the corridor turned, and switched off the phone torch.

      Then he quickly moved round and turned the light back on.

      Robert Briggs was sitting on the floor, his back against the wall. The bullet had gone in through his chin and out of the top of his head, taking brain and bone with it. Blood spattered the wall behind his head.

      The gun was in his hand by his side.

      Harry moved past the prone figure until he came to the corner in the passageway and the door that led through to the next corridor. There was a sliding bolt and he roughly pulled it to one side, panic welling up inside him.

      He shone the light in and saw Alex and Chance sitting on the floor, their hands tied behind their backs with gags in their mouths.

      ‘Thank God you’re alright,’ he said, tugging the gag from Alex’s mouth.

      ‘I love you, sweetheart,’ he said, kissing her.

      ‘I love you too, Harry. But get us the hell out of here.’

      Harry had just leaned over to remove the gag from Chance’s mouth when he heard a piece of machinery start up. He looked Alex in the eyes and pulled Chance’s gag down.

      ‘Let me untie you, quick,’ he said, but Alex shook her head.

      ‘He handcuffed us. You got a key?’

      ‘Shit. No. I’ll go and get a tool. Stay here.’

      ‘Who started that machine?’ Chance said.

      ‘Not Robert Briggs,’ Harry replied. ‘He’s dead.’

      He stood up straight, the light from his phone dancing about in the dark. He left the room and shone the light on Briggs. The gun was gone.

      He put the light out and stood silent until his eyes became more adjusted to the darkness. A faint light crept along the corridor, coming from the main workshop area.

      Harry moved slowly, crouching down and peering around the corner at the way he had come. He realised that there was actually a corridor straight ahead, something he’d previously thought was only a recess.

      He edged round, slowly, putting his feet carefully on the ground with each step.

      The light was brighter the closer he got to the workshop, but it was hardly a football stadium. One bulb hanging from the ceiling.

      The machine that was on was the old table saw, the one that had been covered by a sheet.

      The one that had killed Willie’s wife.

      Harry stood close to the wall, having put his phone away.

      Too late, he realised he still had the other one. It started to ring.

      He scrambled to get it out of his pocket when Robert Briggs’s killer stepped into the light, pointing the gun at him.

      ‘Hello, Harry,’ the Tattoo Artist said to him.
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      He was standing in the shadows, his face covered by a scarf.

      ‘Let him fucking have it,’ Colin Harris said.

      ‘Let me handle this, Colin.’

      Harry looked at the man, keeping his hands out by his sides. ‘You don’t have to hide anymore, Jeremy.’

      Jeremy Wilson pulled the scarf down and smiled. ‘See, this is why I said Harry was a worthy opponent. Did I say that, Colin?’

      ‘Colin?’ Harry said. ‘It’s me, Harry.’

      ‘I know that, but Colin Harris is with me. I brought him along.’

      Harry knew then that Wilson wasn’t all there. He would have to talk his way out of this one, which wasn’t going to be easy.

      ‘You don’t need the gun, Jeremy.’ He raised his voice over the noise of the old table saw.

      ‘Why couldn’t you have just thought it was Briggs who was the killer?’ He smiled, a sort of sad smile, Harry thought.

      ‘It didn’t fit. Robert is a year older than Willie. That makes him seventy-six. I can’t imagine a man that old doing all these things. You, however, are in your early sixties, but I knew you were fit. Your handshake in the nursing home wasn’t that of a man gone to seed. You have the strength and the intelligence to carry out these murders.’

      ‘Don’t underestimate old Bobby; his mind was as sharp as a tack. That’s why we wrote those books together.’

      ‘Did he have a choice?’

      Wilson smiled. ‘Of course he did. He also had a choice to go to the police any time he wanted to. But he didn’t.’

      ‘I can only surmise you had an insurance policy,’ Harry said. ‘Something you had on him. Just like you had on Willie with those photographs and the clothes in that locker. The lab will come back and tell me there’s blood on them, won’t they? Whose blood?’ Harry shook his head. ‘Doesn’t matter. You killed him and made it look like he had killed himself just now, didn’t you?’

      ‘Of course I did. Your colleagues will come in here and find you, and the other two, all killed by Briggs, who then decided to take his own life. Colin cut off his daughter’s feet and finger back then. I killed her husband. Robert’s granddaughter thinks her dad died in a car crash. I told Willie I would do the same to Lisa. I wanted them to help me frame Colin Harris, which they did. Colin helped me kill, of course, but the blame had to fall squarely on his shoulders and not mine.’

      ‘Hey, you never told me that before,’ Colin said.

      ‘I was hardly likely to tell you, Colin. You enjoyed the killing as much as I did, back in the day. You even enjoyed watching me kill Vanessa.’

      ‘You’re a bastard, Jeremy. I called you Michelangelo because I thought your work was that of an artist. Now you’re just a user.’

      ‘Oh, don’t get all moody now,’ Wilson said, taking his eyes off Harry.

      ‘I’m going. I’m not standing around here listening to your deceit and lies.’

      ‘Don’t go…’ Wilson said, but it was too late. Colin Harris went back to where he had come from, in a deep, dark recess of Jeremy Wilson’s mind.

      He laughed. ‘We don’t need him, do we, Harry? Now, where were we?’

      ‘You were telling me why you got Willie and Briggs to help you.’

      ‘Ah, yes. I knew there was a possibility that they would round us up, so I had things that would implicate Briggs and Willie if they didn’t put all the blame on Colin. I told them I knew who the killer was, and it was Briggs who first suspected me. I told him I wasn’t working alone and I would give up my accomplice in return for my own freedom. They didn’t want to hear about it, but I had an alibi for the night Briggs’s daughter was attacked. Briggs was enraged. He said he would put me away. That’s when I told him I had things from the crime scenes that would put both him and Willie away for life. Irrefutable evidence that nobody could argue with. They would be implicated, along with Colin. We had to get rid of Colin though. I made Willie kill him, so he wouldn’t be able to talk.’

      ‘And they went along with you? Just like that?’

      ‘I showed them. I gave them each a trinket from the murders. I said there were plenty more and if I went to jail, I would tell the law where everything was and that I was working with them both. Can you imagine, two detectives going to prison for being serial killers? God, it was so much fun. They agreed. Willie was sick over killing Colin, but it was better than the alternative of spending the rest of his life in prison. And then I started dating Lisa. I charmed her like no other man ever did and we got married. Willie was speechless.’

      ‘Jesus. You married his daughter and worked with Briggs. Effectively keeping an eye on them.’

      ‘Correct. Briggs didn’t like me much, but his hatred for me changed to indifference after time. Plus, he didn’t complain about the money he was making from the books.’

      ‘What about Willie’s wife?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Ay yes, the inimitable Mrs Dowd. Nosy cow went raking about through the back one day, looking for her cat, believe it or not. Tiddles or whatever his fucking name was, ran out but I was worried she would go raking about again and find something. I started the bandsaw and told her I was going to learn to turn some wood.’

      ‘Then you killed her.’

      ‘Then I killed her. It was easy. I just let her walk past then tripped her and pushed her onto the machine so it would look authentic if they tried any reconstruction or the pathologist got suspicious. Nobody did. It was an accident. Willie swore he turned the machine off, but he blamed himself.’

      ‘And that was it, all neatly wrapped up. You were married to Lisa and she became your insurance policy against Willie talking.’

      ‘Yes. I knew one day that I would have to clear the stuff out from that room through the back. As far as I knew, Willie didn’t check back there, or else he might have found the photos. Like Lisa did. But if he had, then no matter; I had plenty of other stuff hidden away.’

      Harry smiled and moved closer, running a finger through the sawdust on a workbench.

      ‘You didn’t count on Lisa coming to me, did you?’

      ‘I did not. I wouldn’t have known had I not overheard her. That was a close call. However, it just brought my plans forward. Willie going into a home was unexpected, but I’ve always planned for this day. I would have just got rid of the stuff.’

      ‘You’ve been killing all this time, haven’t you? Glasgow?’

      ‘Yes. Don’t forget Fife, although those killings were just like a jogger might take a drink of water to quench a thirst. Glasgow was fun. Tough, but fun. But all good things must come to an end, as they say. When Lisa found those things, I had to start the killing again and blame Briggs. That would have closed the case once and for all.’

      ‘Why did you kill Vanessa’s mother? And Vanessa?’

      ‘You really need me to explain that to you? You’re the detective, you work it out.’

      Harry nodded. Took another couple of steps. ‘You killed the mother, so Vanessa would get in touch with me. You knew about my relationship with her and figured on her calling me to express her concerns. Then when you killed her, I would feel bad, but I would also take you seriously. How am I doing?’

      ‘Perfect. Right on both counts. And it worked, like I knew it would. I’m a psychology professor, remember?’

      ‘I want to ask you something,’ Harry said, taking two, very small steps towards Wilson. The table saw was loud in the tight confines.

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘Did you involve my father in all of this? Did he cover up for you?’

      Wilson laughed. ‘I’m not going to tell you. You’re going to die not knowing. Talking of which…’

      He slid a can of petrol out with a foot. It had a soaked rag in it. He brought out a lighter and lit the petrol-soaked rag and then kicked it over. The flames spread quickly.

      They both heard the sound at the same time, coming from two directions. Chance was standing next to Alex as they came into the workshop.

      And Robbie Evans was rushing Wilson who swung the gun round, but Evans was quick. He wrestled with Wilson who fired off a shot. Harry saw a rubber mallet on a workbench, grabbed it and swung it at Wilson, connecting with the man’s temple. He went down like a sack of potatoes, taking Evans with him. Dunbar was right in behind Evans, and he grabbed the gun.

      ‘Chance, Alex! Move. Get out, now!’

      ‘Dad!’ Chance screamed. ‘It’s Alex.’

      Harry ran past the flames to the back where Alex was lying on her back, her hands still cuffed behind her back.

      ‘She jumped in front of me, Dad, then she fell down!’

      They could see the blood spreading across her front.

      ‘Jesus, please, no!’ Harry shouted. He reached his hands under her and lifted. ‘Get out, Chance. Now!’

      They ran through the thick smoke and flames, Dunbar and Evans trying to get Wilson out, but there was an explosion and the two detectives ran out into the fresh air, coughing and hacking.

      Harry was running away from the house with Alex in his arms. They got to the grass area and he laid her down, about to yell for somebody to call an ambulance, but uniforms were pouring in, one of them on the radio.

      Evans slid to a halt on the grass beside Alex. ‘Out the way, Harry,’ he said, tearing open Alex’s shirt. He took his own shirt off and tore it into strips, trying to stop the bleeding.

      ‘Aw, Alex,’ Harry said, holding her hand and looking into her eyes. ‘I love you. I never stopped loving you. There was nothing between Vanessa and me.’

      ‘I… know,’ she said.

      Sirens split the air as Evans worked on her, Dunbar also on his knees, putting pressure on the wound.

      ‘Oh God, please hurry,’ Harry said, paralysed by the sight of Alex bleeding.

      What seemed like a lifetime was only minutes as the paramedics screeched into the car park, their tyres crunching the gravel.

      Then they made Harry and the other two stand back and all they could do was watch.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      SIX MONTHS LATER

      

      ‘You ready, Chief Inspector?’ Alex said, walking up behind Harry and putting her arms around him.

      He turned from the window and smiled at her. ‘I am indeed, Mrs McNeil.’

      She kissed him and let him go. ‘I love you.’ She looked into his eyes again. ‘Our boy is going to make a great copper.’

      ‘I know. Graduation tomorrow, him and Katie, and then he’s off to Govan with Jimmy and Robbie. I’m going to miss him.’ He was silent for a moment. ‘You know, not everybody would have done what you did; you stepped in front of my boy and took a bullet for him.’

      She smiled and gently slapped him on the arm. ‘Our boy. I told you before, I might not have given birth to him, but he’s my boy, too.’

      ‘I know. Our boy. But I’ll never forget what you did for him.’

      He thought about their wedding day, almost a month ago. Chance with a day pass, Jimmy and Robbie standing by his side. Derek, Harry’s brother, giving Alex away because her own father and mother refused to come to the wedding. At least her sister, Jessica, made the effort.

      Even Lisa and little Farquhar had come along, and Harry was glad to see Punching Man didn’t make an appearance. Robbie had kept his promise and had taken the little boy out in a police car.

      Harry thought about Lisa and her son. It had been traumatic for both of them, knowing that Jeremy was a serial killer and had died in the fire.

      Willie Dowd died two months later, his heart giving out.

      Harry and Alex had talked long into the night about Vanessa, and they got through it. Vanessa left everything to Harry, including the house at Murrayfield, and the nursery school.

      Alex sold her flat in the colonies and Harry had her name put on the title deeds, just like it should have been in the first place.

      Life would never be the same again, but they had moved on.

      But the most disturbing thing for Harry was when he cleaned out the Jaguar to put it up for sale. Checking to see if the jack was where it was supposed to be, he found a finger, wrapped in a cloth, sealed in a bag.

      Katie’s mum’s finger, he presumed. Robert Briggs’s daughter. Victim number six of the Tattoo Artist.

      Harry was going to hand it in, but he thought of his father. Did George McNeil know about Willie Dowd being blackmailed by the killer? Or was he just a pawn in the game? George had bought the car from Willie, but did he really buy it just to impress Harry’s mother, or was he taking the heat off Willie?

      Too many questions. Not enough answers.

      Harry had ultimately thrown it away. He assumed it was in a landfill by now, buried under tonnes of household waste.

      Some secrets were better left as secrets.
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      Before you ask, yes, Punching Man did exist. A long time ago. Myself and my dad were on the receiving end of his punch, and he almost floored us both.

      I was adopted, and I didn’t get to meet my grandfather until I was 26. I loved him for ten years, but dementia took a hold of him and took him away from us. It started off with small things, like putting a tea bag in a cup of coffee, and progressed worse over the years, culminating in him trying to climb out of a first-storey window to get to his truck as he thought he was late for work. He held onto the curtain rail, it broke off and he fell onto the bed. He was put into hospital after that. I went to see him one evening with my mother and grandmother, and he didn’t know who I was. He died two months later before they could get him into a home. He was such a wonderful man and it was a sorrow to see him go downhill. He’s been gone for almost 20 years but I remember him fondly.

      Now I would like to thank everybody for taking Harry McNeil under their wing. And for writing to me to let me know how much you enjoy him and the Glasgow boys.

      A special thanks goes to my wife for entertaining our dogs while I work. And to my daughter for running about after me while my fingers are flying over my keyboard.

      And thank you too, most of all, to my readers.

      If I could ask you to please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads, that would be most appreciated.

      

      All the best, my friends.

      

      
        
        John Carson

        July 2020

        New York
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