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      We are such stuff as dreams are made on,
and our little life is rounded with a sleep.

      
      William Shakespeare,
The Tempest

      




      
      
      PROLOGUE 1

      
      It always began in the dark. Not the crepuscular velvet blue of romantic nights but the sort of total blackness one would find
         deep underground – a coal-black cleft where one wrong move might mean stepping out into a bottomless void.
     

      
      Darkness heightened every other sense, even the rank smell of fear prickling skin that was already damp and chill. And there
         was something else; something foul and rank as though some dead creature was buried underfoot.
     

      
      The sound of a heartbeat hammering within a tightening chest was the only sign of life until … until that voice called out,
         soft and heavy within the thick blackness.
     

      
      Then a sigh, relief that he had come again. That it would soon be over. Knowing he was here was better than the anticipation
         that had made this feverish sweat trickle down between thin shoulder blades.
     

      
      Knowing he was here made what was to happen next inevitable.

      
      The fingertips touched an unresisting throat, moving slowly in a mock caress. Then a pause, as though to consider the next
         move. But it was only the hesitation of a cat toying with its prey. That was understood.
     

      
      
      With a suddenness that never failed to shock, the hands encircled the small white throat and squeezed hard. Then harder.

      
      As ever, dark turned to red, raging behind each eyeball, protesting soundlessly as he pressed the carotid artery, cutting
         off breath and life.
     

      
      Afterwards, blessed silence and a flicker of light from the street lamp outside as eyelids opened on the familiar room.

      
      The bedside clock registered two a.m. Four long hours until daylight returned and life could resume its pattern; hours that
         would be witness to a creature fearful of sleep, desperate for rest.
     

      
      It was always two a.m. when that nightmare act of murder was disturbed by wakefulness. And with it, the belief that one day
         it would finally happen.
     



   
   
      
      
      PROLOGUE 2

      
      The sound of the doorbell ringing was just part of an unremembered dream, wasn’t it? Eyes still gritty with sleep, the man
         turned over but the noise continued to drill into his brain, commanding the wakefulness that he resisted.
     

      
      Thrusting the covers from his body, he felt the cold floor on the bare soles of his feet. The red figures on the bedside clock
         told him it was still the middle of the night. Bad news. It was always bad news when someone came ringing your doorbell.
     

      
      He thudded downstairs, one hand on the wall to steady himself, wondering what was wrong. Whoever stood there, one finger pressed
         on the doorbell, wanted his attention. Now.
     

      
      Bad news. Wasn’t that what his parents had always told him? The call in the night. The scream of an ambulance through the
         darkness.
     

      
      He fumbled for the light switch but somehow his hand didn’t find it and he opened the front door instead. Wanting to stop
         that incessant ringing. Curious to know what was wrong.
     

      
      Out of the dark came a figure then a flash of white as his head exploded in a moment of agonising pain, kicking him through
         time and space.
     

      
      
      Then darkness descended for ever.

      
      The man with the gun shook his head at the body on the floor.

      
      Bad news, indeed.

   

   

      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Detective Chief Inspector William Lorimer felt the swish of the plastic tape behind him as he entered the crime scene. He glanced
         at the house, one eyebrow raised in slight surprise. It was such an ordinary two-up, two-down mid-terrace, a modest suburban
         home, like thousands of others in and around this city in a district not particularly known for a high rate of crime. And
         certainly not for ones like this. But impressions could be deceptive, that was something he’d learned long ago, and as the
         Chief Inspector took another look around him his mouth became a hard thin line: scratch the surface of any neighbourhood and
         the veneer of respectability could expose all manner of human depravity.
     

      
      The entire garden was cordoned off and a uniformed officer stood guard at the front gate, his eyes shifting only momentarily
         to the DCI. Lorimer turned to look behind him. Across the street a huddle of people stood, clearly undeterred by the driving
         rain, their curiosity or compassion binding them in a pool of silent anticipation. Three police vehicles lined the pavement,
         a clear sign of the gravity of the situation.
     

      
      The incident had occurred sometime during the night yet the bright glare from a sun struggling to emerge from layers of cloud
         made a mockery of the situation. This was an ordinary Monday morning where nothing like this should be happening. He could hear the hum of motorway traffic several streets away as people
         headed to work, oblivious to the little drama that was about to unfold. A bit in tomorrow’s newspaper would command their
         attention for a few moments, perhaps, then they would dismiss it as someone else’s tragedy and continue about their business,
         glad that it didn’t impinge upon their own lives.
     

      
      His business lay ahead, behind that white tent erected outside the doorway, keeping the scene free from prying eyes. Lorimer
         nodded, satisfied to see it in place. At least one journalist might be among that knot of watchers over the road, he thought
         wryly. Closing the gate behind him he ventured up the path then stopped. Someone had been violently sick out here, the traces
         of vomit splashed over a clump of foliage not yet washed away by earlier torrential rain. Whatever lay inside had been shocking
         enough to make one person’s stomach heave.
     

      
      With a word to the duty officer the DCI let himself into the house, his gloved hands closing the door carefully behind him.

      
      The body lay spreadeagled on the hall carpet, the gunshot wound clearly visible in the artificial light. He was clad in thin
         summer pyjamas, the shirt open revealing his bare chest. Any traces in the immediate area would assist the scene of crime
         officers in learning a little more about the victim’s end, as would the bullet lodged within his head. For Lorimer, the story
         was one that seemed sadly familiar; a gangland shooting, maybe drug related. The single shot to the temple indicated a professional
         hit man at any rate, he thought, hunkering down beside the body.
     

      
      ‘What can you tell me?’ he asked, looking up at Detective Sergeant Ramsay, the crime scene manager, who had arrived before
         him.
     

      
      
      ‘Well, so far as we can make out there was no call from neighbours about hearing a weapon being discharged.’ The officer shrugged
         as if to say that didn’t mean much at this stage. To many people, having a quiet life was preferable to giving evidence in
         a criminal trial.
     

      
      ‘The killer’s weapon may have been fitted with a silencer, of course,’ Ramsay continued, ‘or the neighbours on either side
         could just be heavy sleepers. We haven’t found a cartridge case, by the way,’ he added.
     

      
      ‘So who called it in?’ Lorimer wanted to know.

      
      ‘Colleague of the victim, sir. Was coming to give him a lift to work. Didn’t get an answer to the doorbell so he looked through
         the letterbox, saw the body …’
     

      
      ‘… And dialled 999,’ Lorimer finished for him. ‘Suppose that was the same person who was sick outside?’

      
      Ramsay nodded. ‘Poor guy’s still shivering out there in the patrol car. Had to wrap a blanket around his shoulders. He’s been
         trying to give us what information he can.’
     

      
      ‘Okay. What do we know so far?’ Lorimer asked, looking at the dead man, wondering what his story had been, how he had been
         brought to this untimely end. The victim was a man about his own age, perhaps younger, he thought, noting the mid-brown hair
         devoid of any flecks of grey. For a moment Lorimer wanted to place his fingers upon the man’s head, stroke it gently as if
         to express the pity that he felt. No matter what his history, nobody deserved to die like this.
     

      
      ‘Kenneth Scott,’ the DS told him. ‘Thirty-seven. Lived alone. Divorced. No children. Parents both dead. We haven’t managed
         to get a lot else out of the colleague yet,’ he added, jerking his head in the direction of the street. ‘Too shocked to say
         much when we arrived. After he’d seen his pal.’
     

      
      
      Lorimer continued to focus upon the dead man on the floor.

      
      The victim’s eyes were still wide with surprise, the mouth open as if to register a sudden protest, but it was not an expression
         of terror.
     

      
      ‘It must have happened too quickly for him to have realised what was happening,’ Lorimer murmured almost to himself. ‘Or had
         he known his assailant?’
     

      
      ‘There was no forced entry, sir, but that might not mean all that much.’

      
      The DCI nodded a brief agreement. Men were less likely to worry about opening their doors to strangers, if indeed this had
         been a stranger. And a strong-armed assassin would have been in and out of there in seconds, one quick shot and away.
     

      
      Lorimer sat back on his heels, thinking hard. They would have to find out about the man’s background as a priority as well
         as notifying his next of kin. The pal outside had given some information. They’d be checking all that out, of course.
     

      
      ‘What about his work background?’ Lorimer asked.

      
      ‘They were in IT, the guy out there told us, shared lifts to a call centre on a regular basis.’

      
      Lorimer stood up as the door opened again to admit a small figure dressed, like himself, in the regulation white boiler suit.
         His face creased into a grin as he recognised the consultant forensic pathologist. Despite her advanced state of pregnancy,
         Doctor Rosie Fergusson was still attending crime scenes on a regular basis.
     

      
      ‘Still managing not to throw up?’ he asked mischievously.

      
      ‘Give over, Lorimer,’ the woman replied, elbowing her way past him, ‘I’m way past that stage now, you know,’ she protested,
         patting her burgeoning belly. ‘Into my third trimester.’
     

      
      ‘Right, what have we here?’ she asked, bending down slowly and opening her kitbag. Her tone, Lorimer noticed, was immediately softer as she regarded the victim. It was something they
         had in common, that unspoken compassion that made them accord a certain dignity towards a dead person. Lorimer heard Rosie
         sigh as her glance fell on the victim’s bare feet; clad only in his nightwear that somehow made him seem all the more vulnerable.
     

      
      ‘Name’s Kenneth Scott. His mate came to collect him for work at seven this morning. Nobody heard anything last night as far
         as we know,’ he offered, making eye contact with Ramsay to include him in the discussion. This was a team effort and though
         he was senior investigating officer Lorimer was well aware of the value everyone placed on the scene of crime manager who
         would coordinate everyone’s part in the case.
     

      
      ‘Hm,’ Rosie murmured, her gloved hands already examining the body. ‘He’s been dead for several hours anyway,’ she said, more
         to herself than for Lorimer’s benefit.
     

      
      ‘Rigor’s just beginning to establish. May have died around two to four this morning.’ Rosie glanced up at the radiator next
         to the body. ‘I take it that’s been off?’
     

      
      ‘I suppose so,’ Lorimer answered, feeling the cold metal under the layers of surgical gloves. He shrugged. ‘It’s still officially
         summertime, you know.’
     

      
      ‘Could have fooled me,’ Rosie replied darkly, listening to the rain battering down once again on the canvas roof of the tent
         outside. ‘That’s two whole weeks since July the fifteenth and it’s never let up.’
     

      
      Lorimer regarded her quizzically.

      
      ‘St Swithin’s day,’ she told him. ‘Tradition has it that whatever weather happens that particular day will last for forty
         days. Or else it’s more of that global warming the doom merchants have been threatening us with,’ she added under her breath.
     

      
      
      ‘But this fellow’s not been warmed up any, has he?’ Lorimer said. ‘Nothing to change the time of death?’

      
      The pathologist shook her blonde curls under the white hood. ‘No. Normal temperature in here. Wasn’t cold last night either
         so we can probably assume it happened in the death hours.’
     

      
      Lorimer nodded silently. Two until four a.m. were regarded as the optimum times for deaths to occur, not only those inflicted
         by other hands. He had read somewhere that the human spirit seemed to be at its most vulnerable then. And villains seeking
         to do away with another mortal tended to choose that time as well.
     

      
      They’d find out more after Rosie and her team had performed the actual post-mortem and forensic toxicology tests had been
         carried out. Until then it was part of his own job to find out what he could about the late Kenneth Scott.
     

      
      ‘It’s okay, take your time,’ he told the man sitting on the chair beside him. Paul Crichton was still shivering with shock,
         a mug of hot sweet tea clasped in his hands. The car had taken them back to police headquarters and Lorimer had insisted on
         using a family room, not one of the usual interview rooms. Here there were soft furnishings in unthreatening shades of beige
         and brown; Lorimer had chosen to seat them both in a couple of easy chairs, a low coffee table handy for the tea and biscuits
         he’d ordered up. Victims came in all sorts of guises; the dead man on the floor back there, his family and friends, this work
         colleague who’d had the misfortune to find him. He glanced at the young man again. What age was he? Late twenties, perhaps?
         His dark hair tumbled over his face as he drooped forwards, the call centre lanyard swinging into space.
     

      
      Maybe he wouldn’t find out much about Kenneth Scott at this interview, but it was always worth a try. Despite the horror of
         finding their mate lying dead, some people had a strange sort of fascination with the whole scene of crime process. He’d noticed the
         man’s eyes following Rosie Fergusson as she’d left the house, bag in hand. But whatever questions were on his mind had remained
         unasked. Now it was the detective who sought information and Lorimer hoped that Crichton was in a fit state to give him the
         details he wanted to know.
     

      
      ‘How well did you know Mr Scott?’

      
      Crichton licked his lips. ‘We’d been mates ever since he came to the call centre,’ Crichton replied. ‘Turned out he lived
         not all that far from me so we decided to car share. Cost of petrol,’ he added, attempting a shrug and failing, his shoulders
         still raised like twin hillocks of tension.
     

      
      ‘What can you tell me about him?’

      
      ‘Oh, he was a decent sort of bloke. Lived on his own. No kids. Least not any that I know of,’ Crichton gave a weak grin as
         though such a mild joke was permitted under the circumstances.
     

      
      ‘Girlfriends?’

      
      Crichton nodded. ‘He had been seeing someone from work. A lassie name of Frances Donnelly. Don’t think it was anything very
         serious, though. Just the odd drink and that.’
     

      
      Lorimer made a note of the name. She’d be near the top of his interview list. Women were often better at giving personal details
         in between tears of grief.
     

      
      ‘It’s obviously a huge shock to you, Mr Crichton,’ Lorimer continued, trying a different tack.

      
      The man nodded his head. ‘Can’t believe it. Ken wasn’t the sort of person you’d expect anyone to harm. I mean …’ he tailed
         off, as though struggling to find the right words. ‘Don’t want to sound bad. But Ken was a really ordinary sort of bloke.
         Didn’t do drugs, never really got plastered either. Nice fellow, but …’
     

      
      ‘Not the type to keep dodgy company?’ Lorimer suggested.

      
      
      ‘Exactly,’ Crichton nodded eagerly, ‘Couldn’t say he was a boring sort either, cos he was nice, you know? We talked about
         the footie on our way to work, mostly. And work itself, I suppose. There was nothing bad about him.’
     

      
      ‘Did he ever talk about his previous marriage?’

      
      ‘No,’ Crichton shook his head. ‘Subject never really came up. I only knew he’d been married when there was a whip-round for
         one of our young guys getting hitched. I remember Ken saying he’d tried that once himself.’
     

      
      Paul Crichton leaned forward, cupping the mug of tea in both hands. ‘It was as if he’d made a big mistake and didn’t want
         to be involved like that ever again.’ He looked sideways at Lorimer. ‘Know what I mean?’
     

      
      Lorimer merely smiled. Too many marriages ended unhappily nowadays and he was only grateful that his own had lasted the distance.
         But it would be worth finding out about the ex and asking questions.
     

      
      ‘How long ago was it that he’d been divorced?’

      
      ‘Sorry, haven’t a clue. He was living on his own all the time I knew him. About eighteen months, I suppose since he joined
         the centre. So it must have been before that.’
     

      
      ‘And you have no idea who might have wanted him dead?’

      
      Paul Crichton shuddered visibly. ‘Hell, no!’ he muttered. ‘It must have been a mistake. I mean, you hear of that don’t you?
         Didn’t the IRA shoot folk by mistake?’
     

      
      Crichton had leaned back, relaxing a little, Lorimer noted, this new idea releasing him from the shock that had gripped him.
         The words would flow now, a reaction after the strain that had gripped him so tightly.
     

      
      ‘That must be it, don’t you think? A case of mistaken identity!’ he finished, sitting up straighter as though he’d scored
         a point.
     

      
      
      ‘That is always a possibility that the police must consider, Mr Crichton,’ Lorimer told him blandly. Yet it wasn’t something
         that happened often in this city. Still, if Crichton wanted a lifeline to rescue him from the awfulness of his experience,
         he could have it.
     

      
      ‘I take it the car sharing scheme was pretty much a regular thing?’

      
      Crichton nodded. ‘Week about. This was my week, Ken’s would have been next week. We always had the same shifts. We even had
         the same week off on holiday. This was our first day back.’
     

      
      ‘Do you know if Mr Scott was away anywhere?’ Lorimer tried to keep his tone as neutral as possible. This might be leading
         somewhere and he didn’t want Paul Crichton becoming overexcited.
     

      
      ‘I was in the Canary Islands with my girlfriend. Fuerteventura.’ He shrugged. Ken said he might go up north to see some mates.
         No idea whereabouts, though.’
     

      
      ‘But someone else from work might know?’

      
      ‘Suppose so. Don’t have a lot of time to chat at that place. Talk enough on the calls to IT support as it is,’ he added. There
         was something rather defensive about Crichton’s tone and Lorimer noticed he was digging his fingernails into the soft flesh
         of his palms. He was trying to hold it all together; not show any signs of the emotions churning his stomach. There was just
         one last detail Lorimer needed then he’d let the poor bloke go.
     

      
      ‘Your workmates were aware that you travelled together week about?’

      
      Crichton’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘I suppose so. It was no big deal. Loads of folk car share these days. Cost of petrol,’
         he repeated in case the police officer had missed it the first time. Lorimer ignored the slight. The man was still in the
         aftermath of shock.
     

      
      
      ‘Okay, I think that’s us done for now, sir. If you can leave us your contact details that would be appreciated. Anything else
         you might think of, give me a ring,’ Lorimer drew a card out of the box on his desk and handed it over. ‘Don’t suppose you’ll
         feel like going to work now?’
     

      
      Crichton shook his head. ‘Think I’ll phone in sick,’ he said. ‘Pick up my car later on.’

      
      ‘I’ll find someone to drive you home, sir. But I’d be grateful if you don’t mention the incident to anyone at the call centre
         until the police have had time to contact the management there first.’
     

      
      Lorimer stood up and offered Crichton his hand. It was like shaking hands with a wet fish, the young man’s hand was so sweaty
         and cold. A sudden vision of Ken Scott came to mind, his limbs dead and cold, rigid now with the onset of rigor.
     

      
      A nice, ordinary bloke, his mate said. Perhaps. In Lorimer’s line of work there were often hidden depths to the most ordinary
         appearances. Maybe there had been more to this victim than Paul Crichton could ever have imagined.
     

      
      ‘No sign of the ex-wife, sir,’ Detective Constable Annie Irvine shook her head, an expression of annoyance on her face. ‘We
         have her last known address but there’s no sign of any car ownership, so no joy there.’
     

      
      ‘Employer?’

      
      Irvine made another face. ‘Hasn’t signed on and there’s no trace of tax being paid for the last few years.’

      
      ‘What about full-time education?’

      
      ‘Ah,’ Annie’s mouth took a little time to close as she pondered this option. ‘She’s well into her thirties, but I suppose
         …’
     

      
      ‘New life after marriage? New directions?’ Lorimer suggested. ‘It happens, you know.’

      
      
      ‘Oh, and talking of new things, there’s that new detective constable in with His Nibs right now, sir. Omar something,’ Annie
         risked a smile as she left Lorimer’s room.
     

      
      Lorimer nodded. His day was so full of distractions from the important matters like the sudden death of an ordinary man; he’d
         clean forgotten that this was the starting date for a new member of his department. Detective Constable Omar Adel Fathy had
         come with the highest recommendations from his previous division in Grampian Region. He’d passed out of Tulliallan with the
         best results of his initial training too, Lorimer remembered from reading the fellow’s CV. A fast tracker, Detective Superintendent Mitchison had told him, pointedly. It was a matter of pride to the Superintendent that his CID
         team were mostly university graduates; and a matter for scorn that DCI Lorimer had chosen to drop out of his own university
         course to join the police force. He’d have to see Fathy sooner or later, he supposed, but he hoped Mitchison would keep him
         for now.
     

      
      Lorimer’s hopes were short-lived.

      
      ‘Ah, Detective Chief Inspector Lorimer,’ the nasal tones of the Detective Superintendent greeted him from the doorway and
         Lorimer gave an inward groan even as he stood up to receive his visitors.
     

      
      Detective Superintendent Mark Mitchison strode into the room, ushering in the man by his side.

      
      Lorimer’s first impression of Fathy was how much of a contrast he presented to the super. DC Omar Adel Fathy was a slightly
         built young man, bright and quick in his movements as he came forward to shake the DCI’s hand. Northern Egyptian, Lorimer
         guessed, from the darkness of the man’s skin. Nubian blood somewhere judging by that gracefully sculpted head, he thought,
         recalling the statuary he had seen during his history of art years, though this particular man lacked the height he associated with those elegant people. Beside him Mark Mitchison looked washed
         out, his conventional handsomeness faded by contrast.
     

      
      ‘It is a pleasure to meet you, sir,’ Fathy told him, giving the merest hint of a bow as he spoke. But it was not an obsequious
         sort of gesture, more an innate courtesy. The direct way he looked Lorimer in the eye, a smile hovering around his mouth,
         was instantly appealing to the DCI. Here was someone he could work with, he thought. Someone who’d not suffer the sort of
         bullshit that Mitchison doled out on a daily basis.
     

      
      ‘Detective Constable Fathy comes with a glowing report,’ Mitchison drawled and Lorimer was heartened to see that this utterance
         had the effect of making the Egyptian frown slightly in embarrassment.
     

      
      ‘Good,’ Lorimer said. ‘You’ll be ready for anything then? Like a new murder case, hm?’

      
      Fathy’s grin was answer enough.

      
      ‘I’ll leave you gentlemen, then, must press on,’ Mitchison nodded to them both. ‘Door’s always open if you need to talk, Fathy.’
         Then he was gone.
     

      
      Lorimer exhaled in relief. His immediate boss was the only thorn in his flesh in a job that he loved. When his previous super
         had retired the word on the grapevine was that Lorimer himself would step into his shoes, but that hadn’t happened, and, apart
         from a couple of secondments as acting superintendent, Lorimer still hadn’t gained the expected promotion. It was only a matter
         of time, his wife Maggie had reassured him. But Lorimer wasn’t so sure. The fast trackers with university degrees like the
         man before him were the ones destined for greater things, he believed.
     

      
      ‘Sit down, Fathy. That’s the correct pronunciation, is it? Fa-thy?’

      
      
      ‘Yes, sir. The TH is hard, almost like a V sound. Of course many will call me fatty,’ he grinned, showing perfect white teeth.
         Lorimer returned the smile. The officer’s spare frame gave the lie to that.
     

      
      ‘This murder inquiry, sir?’ Fathy continued. ‘May I be included in the investigation team?’

      
      ‘Possibly,’ Lorimer told him. ‘The actions have already been given out but I think you might be able to accompany DC Irvine,
         at least for today. Hopefully we’ll have it wrapped up soon,’ he raised his eyebrows in a rueful gesture. It was every officer’s
         hope that a murder case would be quickly solved. The longer it took, the harder it was to find the perpetrator.
     

      
      Fathy’s answering nod seemed to indicate that he understood exactly what the DCI meant and Lorimer wondered just what sort
         of cases this young man had tackled in his brief career.
     

      
      Later, on his own, Lorimer had the opportunity to check on DC Fathy’s past experience. It was just as Mitchison had said.
         A bright and able police officer who had taken part in some fairly high profile investigations. Yet he had asked especially
         for a transfer to Strathclyde Police. No particular reason had been given and Lorimer had a sudden uneasy feeling that it
         might not have been just to enhance the young man’s promotion prospects. Had he been unhappy in Grampian? And if so, why?
         There were often jealousies within the police force, officers jockeying for the few senior positions available. Had someone
         resented Fathy’s obvious potential? Or had he been too pushy? He was very keen to play a part in the new case. But perhaps
         as the new boy he should be trying to keep his head down for a bit and settle in. Lorimer stared out of the window, wondering.
         He’d taken an instant liking to the handsome Egyptian. It would be a pity if he failed to fit comfortably into his team.
     

      




      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      The man laid down the gun then fiddled with the straps on the worn leather bag. He had it down to a fine art, now, could strip
         down the weapon in seconds, transforming it into several parts easily stowed away in the holdall. The job had been simple
         enough. The guy had been sleepy, hardly registering his presence before the shot that had penetrated his skull. ‘Didn’t know
         what hit him,’ he muttered under his breath. It was a mantra he often whispered to himself, partly to expunge the act he had
         committed. He’d forget the man, his address, anything he had known about him, as soon as the money was handed over. He was
         just another job, that was all. The hit man preferred not to know why he had been assigned to kill this man or why the target
         had deserved such an end. And there was certainly no room in a mind like his for false sentiment. Sitting along the edge of
         the unmade bed he stuffed some balled-up clothes into the bag, tucking the bundle closely around the pieces of hardware.
     

      
      A quick look around the room sufficed to seek anything that might tell of his presence, but he saw nothing; the gunman was
         as meticulous in his habits as he was cautious, always choosing some bland, cut-price chain of hotel where there was a large
         client turnover. Soon a maid would come to clean this room, put on fresh linen and another traveller would lay their head on that pillow, oblivious to the identity of the room’s previous occupant.
         He tightened the final notch, slung the bag over his shoulder and headed out of the hotel room, just another tourist checking
         out.
     

      
      ‘There you are, sir. I hope you enjoyed your stay with us. Have a lovely day.’ The girl with the sleek, dark ponytail barely
         gave the man a glance, though she did fasten a smile on her lips before turning her attention back to her paperwork. A pleasant
         faced, middle-aged man of medium build, wearing a khaki-coloured jacket and washed out blue jeans, he was out of her mind
         even before he had left the building.
     

      
      Now he was ready to pick up his wages. His car’s satellite navigation system would have to take him to the meeting place,
         across the city. He’d never been to that particular spot before. Then he’d be heading back down the motorway, safe in the
         knowledge that he had completed another satisfactory assignment. The wind whipped his jacket as he walked around the corner
         of the building to where he had parked his car, stinging his face with a hint of rain. Looking up at a sky full of grey clouds
         scudding across the heavens, he muttered a curse under his breath, hoping that he wouldn’t have to wait too long for the handover.
     

      
      Minutes later he was heading past Glasgow International Airport towards the city, one eye on the screen showing his route.

      
      There were not many students about at this time of year. For most of them term did not begin for another two months though
         there were always those unfortunates with failed examinations to take again who pretended to themselves that physical proximity
         to the university buildings was going to make all the difference next time. So, as he lounged against a pillar in the draughty Gothic portico next to the quadrangle, the gunman had little
         to see of comings and goings. That suited him. The fewer nosey parkers who remarked upon his presence there the better.
     

      
      A tall, grey-headed man strode out of a door and paused momentarily in his stride as he caught sight of the stranger. A sudden
         flare of nostrils at the wisp of cigarette smoke issuing from the stranger’s lips expressed his disapproval. Then he was sweeping
         past on his way and into another massive doorway before the gunman could blink.
     

      
      ‘Bang!’ he said softly, making a pistol from his fingers and pointing it in the grey man’s direction. Then he gave a low chuckle.
         Snooty academic! He could blow him away as soon as look at him. He’d had his fill of that type in the forces; the ones who
         enjoyed tormenting you because they could pull rank. He’d left a couple of them with souvenirs that they’d carry on their
         bodies for the rest of their lives.
     

      
      A quick glance at his wristwatch made him frown. He was late. And he didn’t want to hit the rush hour traffic further down
         the motorway. Flicking the stub of his cigarette towards the door where the donnish looking man had gone, he took a step forward,
         wondering if he could stretch his legs. It didn’t do to look conspicuous. And if the tall guy reappeared and asked what he
         was doing, well, that wouldn’t be good, would it? Maybe he could risk a stroll around that square of grass where he could
         keep one eye on this place?
     

      
      Doctor Solomon Brightman emerged from the door opposite the quad clutching an overflowing briefcase tightly to his side. It
         was still a while until the new term began but for Solly and his colleagues the work was already well underway. Still, he’d
         done enough for today and now he wanted to drop this lot off before going into town to visit his favourite bookshop.
     

      
      As the psychology lecturer stepped onto the grass he was aware of a figure strolling towards him. A stranger, dressed in casual
         clothes, a cigarette palmed in his right hand. A tourist, probably, visiting the University of Glasgow on the hop-on, hop-off
         bus that took visitors around the city. As they passed one another, Solly prepared to smile and nod, a common enough courtesy,
         but the man turned his head away, almost deliberately, as though avoiding Solly’s glance.
     

      
      It was enough to make the psychologist curious. He was perennially curious about human behaviour, of course, and looking at
         the departing figure of the man, he couldn’t help but feel that here was a person who wanted to remain anonymous. And he began to wonder why.
     

      
      An hour later the gunman realised that nobody was going to arrive. The wind that had threatened rain whipped through the cloisters
         with a ferocity that made the dried leaves scurry into the shelter of doorways. With one last look at the green square beyond
         the chilly pillars, he turned his heel, grinding the stub of a cigarette before moving into the warmth of a nearby corridor.
     

      
      It had happened before and might well happen again. Sometimes it just took a little more time and not-so-gentle persuasion
         to get the money out of whoever had hired him. He clenched his teeth as he strode through the building, eyes alert for the
         nearest exit. Soon he was out and heading over the hill towards his car. He’d have to make a couple of phone calls then key
         in another address to the sat-nav. He swore as the blast of rain drove into his face. What he wanted was a few hours on the
         motorway then home, not hanging around this godforsaken city. The piece of plastic fluttering madly against the windscreen made him stop and swear again. Bloody parking ticket! With one swipe
         he tore it free from the wiper blades and stuffed it into his pocket. They could whistle for their fine. It was just one more
         aggravation added to the inconvenience of having to remain here a while. A grim smile hovered across his mouth.
     

      
      Someone was going to pay dearly for this.

      




      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      ‘Once upon a time,’ that was how stories ought to begin, Solly mused, walking slowly past the rows of books for the third time.
         Hadn’t his own childhood reading been like that? Well, perhaps not, he smiled, recognising The House at Pooh Corner and a couple of familiar Roald Dahls. It was an interesting idea, though, that traditional phrases like ‘Once upon a time’
         were somehow rooted in one’s own consciousness. Perhaps he could use that in one of his seminar meetings for the second year
         students next term. The smile above the dark beard continued as Doctor Solomon Brightman, psychologist and expectant father,
         stopped beside a shelf of brightly coloured books for very small children.
     

      
      Little blue men and flowers with grinning faces peered up at him. Shaking his head slightly, Solly picked out a cloth book
         that rustled as he touched its pages. Ah, this was more like it. He remembered a conference in Sweden where he had been in
         conversation with a fellow psychologist when the subject of tactile stimulation had been under discussion. Flipping the first
         page in his hands, Solly saw the black and white shapes, like petals, some large and some repeating a pattern. A young baby
         would receive visual information while being attracted by the sensual feel of its soft pages, crackling plastic portions cleverly
         concealed within.
     

      
      
      Quite without warning he blinked away a sudden tear. A baby. His baby. His and Rosie’s. Standing still in that bookshop, oblivious to other people moving past him, Solly experienced a moment
         of revelation. He was well aware that fatherhood could produce such feelings in an individual. Hadn’t he been teaching that
         for some considerable time now? His rational self might well be able to identify each chemical and hormonal surge producing
         a physical sensation having no name other than the abstract: joy. But that he should have such feelings in his own breast was nothing short of a miracle. Wasn’t that what he’d heard grandmothers
         call a newborn? A little miracle.
     

      
      ‘Doctor Brightman!’

      
      Solly spun around as his name was called out. A woman stood at the end of the aisle, a quizzical look on her face as though
         she wasn’t absolutely certain that she had the correct person. Solly smiled tentatively, trying hard to recall the woman to
         mind. Too old to be one of his university students, and yet there was something familiar about that mane of red hair cascading
         down her shoulders, and those unwavering eyes.
     

      
      ‘Fancy seeing you here,’ she continued, sweeping her gaze along the row of children’s books. Then she looked at him again,
         as though she were aware of his discomfiture and it amused her. Head held high, she regarded him boldly, a smile playing around
         her mouth.
     

      
      ‘Yes, indeed,’ Solly remarked, struggling to put a name to a face that he felt should be familiar. Was she one of his mature
         students? There were a few married women under his tutelage. Could he remember their names, though? His eyes fell on to her
         hands: no wedding ring, no help there, then.
     

      
      ‘It’s funny,’ she said, staring at him, ‘I’ve often imagined running into you, wondering what I would say if I did.’ The woman
         regarded him steadily, her eyes dark with an unfathomable expression.
     

      
      ‘I’ve got a lot to thank you for, you know,’ she said, adding almost as an afterthought, ‘See you next term.’ Then, with a
         brittle smile and a wave of her hand she turned on her heel, disappeared around the row of books and was gone.
     

      
      Solly stood for a moment, strangely disquieted at the enigmatic remark. She knew him. She expected to see him next term, so
         she must be one of his students, surely? And what had she to thank him for? Passing the exams? He frowned. Her words had been
         spoken in a tone of sudden gravity. So why couldn’t he conjure up her name?
     

      
      A frown creased his dark brow as the psychologist stared into space, struggling to remember. Mhairi. Was that her name? Or
         Marie something … Hadn’t she been the one with the funny surname? Or maybe not. Names were not the psychologist’s strong point
         but he did have a good recall for faces. But the woman he had just seen bore little resemblance to the student he remembered.
         This woman seemed altogether more confident, more … alive than the person he had taught all of last session.
     

      
      Solly bit his lip thoughtfully. Alive. That was the correct word to use, right enough. For the Mari something or other who
         had sat through his seminars and scraped a bare pass in her first year exams was a mere shadow of the woman who had spoken
         to him moments ago. That stream of Titian hair had been screwed up into a messy bun at the back of her head, often as not,
         her pale face devoid of makeup, Solly remembered, casting his mind back to the seminars in his office at Glasgow University.
         There was a vibrancy about this creature that was at odds with his memory of her; Mari (was it Mhairi?) had dragged herself
         to his classes, a permanent air of grey exhaustion about her. At one point in the session he remembered asking if she had been unwell. Her dulleyed expression had given the lie to her assurance that she was
         fine.
     

      
      The psychologist hadn’t expected the woman to continue her course. But she’d gained the necessary grades and now she’d be
         back in his orbit once again. Whatever had happened to make her change so dramatically had to be good, Solly thought to himself.
         Love, perhaps? Or was it merely the escape from the drudgery of constant study? Shrugging his shoulders, the psychologist
         gazed at the spot where the woman had stood before resuming his inspection of the rows of little books.
     

      
      In the weeks to come Doctor Solomon Brightman would have cause to consider this chance encounter and just what it had revealed.
         But for now his disquiet remained a temporary distraction, not the thing of darkness and despair that would come to haunt
         his dreams.
     


   


      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      He was really the only person in the world she could trust. Brother Billy. Wee toerag, his da had called him often enough before
         he’d been thrown out of the family home. No sweat, though. He knew his da had been right in his assessment of him. Billy Brogan,
         class A toerag, dealer in illegal substances, now doing a runner before all the shit caught up with him.
     

      
      Billy chuckled to himself. She’d given him the 10K in used notes, dead careful not to have them traced to her bank account.
         Clever, she was clever all right, but not a match for her wee brother. No siree.
     

      
      Billy swung the backpack onto his shoulders as he left the aircraft. The heat from the fuselage mixed with something else,
         a warmth that you didn’t get even in the best of Glasgow summers. Man, this would be the life all right. A wee holiday in
         Spain first, since he had plenty of spending money, then off again to where the action was. Morocco, natch. Marrakesh. Where
         it all came from. He’d be the main man in no time at all, nae pushers coming in between him and the gear, giving him a hard
         time.
     

      
      Billy strode up the corridor, glancing now and again out of the tinted windows. It was still daylight but the sky had a rosy
         pink hue where the light met the horizon. For a moment he slowed down, the bravado he’d been feeling lost in the realisation that he was in a different country now. Och, but it was Spain,
         Majorca, where Glesca folk came all the time on their holidays. They’d all speak English, eh? Billy tried to reassure himself.
         Then the corridor opened out into a large hall where loads of people were sitting waiting on rows of plastic seats. Waiting
         to go home again, he thought, seeing sun-reddened flesh and down-turned mouths. And ah’m jist arriving, he told them silently.
     

      
      Joining a queue to show his passport, Billy kept staring straight ahead as though fearful that his expression might give the
         game away. But it was a quick in and out, a Spanish hand waving him along as the man in the booth barely glanced at his picture.
     

      
      Further along past the luggage carousels he could see holiday reps with placards showing the names of their companies. But
         nobody was there to meet Billy Brogan. A shiver passed down the young man’s spine. Whit the hell wis he doin’ here onywey?
         The sudden panic made him want to turn straight around and get back on that plane bound for Glasgow. But that wasn’t possible
         any more, was it?
     

      
      A familiar sign just ahead of him quickened his step. An advertisement for Burger King was plastered across the wall. That
         was okay, then, he sighed, letting out his breath. It was just what he’d promised himself. A wee home frae home. Then on to
         pastures new.
     

      
      Outside the airport building Billy glanced past the rows of palm trees till he saw what he wanted. Taxi. Another international
         word.
     

      
      ‘Hey, pal. Any chance of takin’ me intae Cala Millor?’ Billy asked, pronouncing the Millor like Miller. He’d seen the place
         on the internet when he’d booked his ticket. Remembered a name he’d been given a long time ago.
     

      
      
      The taxi driver seemed pleased as he slung Billy’s pack into the back seat, the price of forty euros agreed as Billy shrugged
         his shoulders. Forty euros? An hour’s journey. Sounded okay, he thought, settling back into the leather seats. Plenty time
         to chat the guy up, find a hotel he’d recommend. The driver looked the sort of person he could trust.
     

      
      Billy smiled to himself, remembering what his big sister had told him.

      
      ‘You’re the only person I can trust, Billy,’ she’d said. And it was true. At least for what she had in mind. He would find
         out the right person, he’d promised her. No contact made with her, personally; that was guaranteed. He’d be the go-between,
         the middle man; wee Billy Brogan, sure of himself, cocky as you liked, living somewhere in the shades where she dare not enter.
         It was just a question of how much. Ten thousand pounds didn’t just drop off the trees. But luck had helped them with Amit’s
         timely arrival into both their lives.
     

      
      Handing it over to little brother Billy seemed to be as much a relief as knowing that it would all be over soon. And hadn’t
         he promised her that it would be? He’d left her happy, assured that now she could sleep easy knowing that he was the only
         person in the world that she could trust.
     

      




      
      
      CHAPTER 5

      
      The flame burned low, melting the pale wood, then the wick spurted and she let the blackened matchstick fall, sizzling into
         the water, before it burned her fingers.
     

      
      Lying back she slid down as far as she could, hair spread out like waterweed. Eyes closed, she could smell the fragrance from
         the scented candle: frangipani. Funny how evocative a scent could be. Memories flooded back now. Warm blue lagoons with sun
         umbrellas made from twists of thatch; sitting out on their own private deck at breakfast time, the mynah birds chattering;
         multi-coloured fish darting in the reef – electric blues and stripy yellows; flower petals strewn across their beds at night
         by some discreet, unseen hand.
     

      
      In the beginning it had all been full of promise, full of hope. He’d lavished so much on that honeymoon, hadn’t he? Seduced
         her into believing this would be paradise on earth, just the two of them.
     

      
      She fingered the place on her neck where bruises had formed so often, so very often …

      
      Despite the warmth of the bathwater, she shivered. Time to soap her arms, rub away the day’s sweat and dirt. Sitting up, she
         displaced the volume of water, hearing it swoosh around her legs. The spent match bobbed towards her, adrift on the scummy surface. She scooped it up on the third attempt and flicked it on
         to the floor. For a moment she let the water settle around her, trying not to imagine what it had been like at the end. Darkness.
         Gunfire. A sudden blast and then he was gone.
     

      
      Like that spent match. All his fires out.


   


      
      
      CHAPTER 6

      
      ‘The wife’s last address, sir,’ DC Irvine laid the paper on Lorimer’s desk. ‘You were spot on about further education. She did
         a course at Anniesland College two years ago so she could apply for Glasgow University.’
     

      
      Lorimer’s raised eyebrows showed his unspoken question: What then?

      
      Annie Irvine blushed. ‘No trace of her after that so we don’t even know if she’s still in the country. But we’re working on
         it. Sir,’ she added earnestly.
     

      
      Lorimer made a face. ‘Tracing Mrs Kenneth Scott is becoming a nuisance. Maybe the current girlfriend, Frances Donnelly, can
         fill us in better anyway,’ he raised a questioning eyebrow at his detective constable. ‘Women like knowing things about their
         lovers, especially the other women in their lives,’ he smiled wickedly.
     

      
      Annie shook her head, giving Lorimer a mock smile. Did he think the divisional headquarters was a hotbed of sexual intrigue
         or something? If only.
     

      
      ‘Take Fathy with you to the call centre, will you? We want to know all that the girlfriend can tell us about Scott, especially
         where he was the week before he was killed. Okay?’
     

      
      
      ‘Sir,’ Irvine backed out of the doorway and breathed a sigh of relief. The Scott woman had vanished into thin air, apparently.
         And that made it all the more suspicious, didn’t it? Why would someone disappear like that, not want to be found, unless they
         had something to hide?
     

      
      Annie Irvine gave a little skip as she crossed the
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