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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Playing With Dolls takes place about six weeks after the events in With Friends Like These… and around eight months after the events in Vanity Project.

      It works as a standalone novel, and you should be able to follow along even if you haven’t read the latter two books.

      That said, you’ll have a better understanding of the characters – and, I like to think, the reading experience will be richer – if you start with Vanity Project and With Friends Like These… before you dive into this.

      I should warn you that Playing With Dolls tackles heavy subject-matter, including abuse, addiction, misogyny, and suicide. If you find these themes upsetting, or are uncomfortable with graphic violence, you might want to give it a miss.
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      The tinkle of electronic chimes is so unexpected I almost lop off three fingers with my kitchen knife.

      I'm dicing onions, mincing garlic, and relishing my evening plans – steak for one (rare, of course) washed down with a large glass of red, The Restoration Man on TV, and absolutely no thinking about work allowed – when the doorbell rings. I manage to stop the blade before it slices skin. Set it aside, wipe my hands on the bunched-up tea towel next to the chopping board, then walk to the hallway. Who on earth's on my doorstep at six in the evening? Hopefully, not one of those charity volunteers who'll try to get me to sign up for a regular direct debit. I feel for them; I really do. Which is why it's so hard to say no. But it's not like I can donate to every single charity that comes knocking, can I?

      The first thing I register when I swing the front door inward is the hair. Straight. Brown. Unkempt. It hangs in frizzy clumps, covering most of the woman’s unlined but haggard face. Trails of mascara peek through the gaps, running down her cheeks; its blackness makes her fine skin look almost translucent in contrast. Her clothes – a blue-and-white-striped T-shirt and black leggings – are ripped in several places. Her Nike trainers are splattered with dirt. Angry weals, the thickness of two fingers, encircle both her wrists.

      I take a step forward, and the woman at the door reflexively jumps three steps back, stumbling and almost falling flat, but regaining her balance just in time. She looks at me beseechingly. Doubles over, gasping for breath.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask, wanting to reach out to her, but worried that doing so might distress her further. ‘Are … are you hurt?’

      ‘Please,’ she begs, voice hoarse, cracked lips trembling. ‘Please. If I could just—’ She takes several steps backward, putting more distance between herself and the front door. Keens. Her shoulders shudder. She presses her hand against the pebble-dash façade for support. The section of wall beneath her palm flakes, and a dusting of small stones rains down onto the concrete pathway leading up to the house. ‘Please. Please, I—’ The rest of it is a garbled mess, drowned out by liquid, hitching sobs.

      Confusion and concern fight for dominance in my mind; this woman is in serious difficulty – that much would be obvious to anyone – but what's wrong? And how did she get here? This sleepy corner of Strathburgh – where the most exciting thing to happen over the last twelve months is a two-day bin-collectors’ strike – isn’t somewhere you’d end up by chance, or on your way to somewhere else.

      More than that, though, the woman’s bedraggled appearance is bound to have attracted attention. And yet… I scan the street. Nobody around. No telltale twitching of curtains, or anyone who’s got the sudden urge to trim the hedges or wash their cars even though it'll be dark in less than an hour. And no vehicle I don’t recognise, either. Which means my caller isn’t driving.

      Slowly, I step onto the concrete pathway, careful to keep a straight line between me and the front door so I can beat a hasty retreat if necessary. I inch toward the woman, palms outstretched, doing my level best to seem non-threatening.

      ‘Can I⁠—?’

      The woman’s piercing wail freezes me.

      ‘It’s all right. Nobody’s going to hurt you. I’m⁠—’

      ‘Oh God! God, please,’ the woman blubbers. ‘He’ll find me. He’ll kill me! I … I … I …’

      She's stopped hyperventilating, but her body's shaking all over. Her eyes are vacant.

      ‘Who’ll find you?’ I try to make eye contact, to no avail. ‘Is somebody after you? Are you in danger?’

      No answer.

      ‘Look,’ I say. ‘I can help. You’re safe, I promise.’

      ‘No,’ the woman says, shaking her head violently. ‘You don’t understand. He’ll have found out by now. He knows. He’ll be …’

      She trails off. Puts her face in her hands. Sobs. Loud gasps that echo around the empty street. From this distance, the skin on her wrists looks raw. Oozing with clear fluid.

      Are those wounds⁠—?

      I grip my phone, thankful I brought it with me when I answered the door. Force of habit. A woman living alone can never be too careful. ‘I’m going to call 999, OK? Nothing’s going to happen to you.’

      The woman gives me a look that wrenches my heart. A look that says that, as desperate as she is to believe me, her supposed rescuer, she’s been let down once too often to do it.

      I take another tentative step forward. This time, she doesn't move. Progress of sorts. I raise the phone to my face and swipe up to unlock it. Launch the phone app.

      The woman looks up. Eyes widening. Jaw clenched.

      ‘Please don’t worry,’ I say, keeping my voice gentle, my tone even. ‘The polis’ll know what to do, OK?’ The key is to remain calm. She'll pick up on it and calm down, too.

      I dial the three numbers that will connect me to the emergency switchboard. ‘It’s all right. Help is on its⁠—’

      Something cold pierces the skin of my neck. Plunges into the soft tissue beneath. My brain orders my head to turn so I can see what has pricked me. But the tendons won’t move. Too stiff. Too heavy.

      A rush of heat spreads through my body. My vision swims in and out of focus. A swarm of angry bees buzzes in my ears. My knees buckle. The phone clatters onto the concrete. The last thing my mind registers as I fall to the ground is the spiderweb crack that has appeared across its screen.

      It’s a new phone, damn it. How much will it cost to fix⁠—
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      DI Brian Brandon leaned forward, his whole body thrumming.

      He placed his sweaty left hand on the chipped melamine table. Balled it into a fist. His right hand – the one he’d injured back in January, when he’d accidentally grabbed the business end of a knife while overdosing on sleeping pills – clenched and unclenched. It was one of the exercises the NHS physio had given him in a bid to restore some range of motion in his ring and pinkie fingers. Exercises that hadn’t brought about any noticeable improvement, even though, over the past eight months, doing them had become a habit as ingrained as breathing. The two damaged fingers remained stiff and straight, refusing to move with the other three.

      On the video monitor, the suspect – florid, jowly, with eyes that were slightly too close together and a thin carpet of curly hair which, as far as Brian was concerned, hadn’t been worth the trip to Istanbul – blinked several times in rapid succession. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. And for a second, Brian forgot himself and everything that had transpired over the past six weeks. He was right there, in the windowless interview room, heart hammering in anticipation of the bloke’s admission that they were right. That he had, in fact, attempted to rob a DayToday store. An attempt that had ended in the shop attendant’s death. Not here, watching the interview on a screen peppered with clusters of dead pixels. Forced to do his job with both hands tied behind his back, because some true-crime blogger⁠—

      ‘True’, my pimply arse. He’s a pompous, blustering prick, is what he is.

      —had made it his life’s mission to turn him into the poster child for polis incompetence. Had singled him out as the officer ultimately responsible for an arrest that had gone off the rails.

      On the screen, his right-hand woman, DS Fiona Atwood, moved in for the kill. She slipped out a single sheet of paper from a document folder. Placed it on the table.

      ‘For the recording,’ she recited, ‘I’m showing Mr Ventner document JDF23 – a still of a white Audi A1 taken from an ANPR camera on Inchview Way, timestamped five minutes after the attempted robbery. Do you recognise that number plate, Jamie?’

      She held Ventner’s gaze. Ventner dropped his eyes almost straight away. Fiona nodded. Produced another document from the folder. Placed it on the table next to the first one.

      ‘I’m now showing Mr Ventner document JDF44 – an online invoice confirming his purchase of a deactivated Bettinisoli twelve-gauge over/under shotgun.’

      Another pause. Brian barely felt the nails digging into the soft flesh of his palm.

      Come on. Admit it. Admit it was you. Do us all a favour and end this fucking pain.

      ‘Shall I carry on, Jamie?’ Fiona said, her voice steely. ‘I’ve got loads more evidence I can show you that places you at the DayToday at the time of the attempted robbery if you’d like. Och, and you didn’t wipe the shotgun properly before dumping it. Your prints are all over it.’

      Brian flushed with pride. Fiona had always been an excellent officer. Meticulous. Methodical. And she had great instincts, which was something you couldn’t teach. But ever since his senior officer DCI Lowe had told him, in no uncertain terms, that he needed to take a back seat while the palaver around the botched arrest blew over, she’d really stepped up. He’d have to speak to her about taking the DI exam. With his friend and colleague DI Liam Craddock still signed off while recovering from a head injury, they were short of senior officers. But even if that weren’t the case, she’d still be a huge asset to East Strathburgh’s Major Investigations Team. Already was.

      ‘So?’ Fiona prodded.

      Ventner’s Adam’s apple did some more bobbing. His lower lip trembled. He opened his mouth to say something. Snapped it shut. Brian was hunched over the table, his nose barely inches away from the screen.

      Come on, damn you. Say it.

      SAY IT!

      In the interview room, Fiona waited, tapping her nails on the table. Brian couldn’t hear them through the tinny speakers, but he bet they sounded unnervingly loud to Ventner. He’d feel compelled to talk before long. Had to. It didn’t take a genius to realise he was about to crack⁠—

      ‘I only wanted the cash and the scratch cards—’ Ventner blurted.

      ‘Halle-fucking-lujah!’ Brian shot to his feet, fists raised. The chair legs squeaked on the vinyl.

      ‘—How was I supposed to know the bloke had a dodgy heart? Not my fault he pished himself and keeled over, is it?’

      That was it. With everything they had on Ventner, there was no way he’d go free. The victim’s family would finally get the closure they deserved, and the bastard would pay for his brash stupidity.

      Time to celebrate the win.

      Brian walked out of the room and headed for MIT's open-plan office. Fiona entered a minute later, eyes twinkling.

      ‘Well bloody done, Fiona,’ he said, pumping her hand. 'We got the prick. I'd say drinks are in order.'
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      Ever since what was billed with too much fanfare as a ‘grand reopening’, The Green Lady’s owners had gone to great pains to make it clear that the pub was under new management.

      To their credit, the decor was much improved since its heyday as the unofficial HQ of the Red Hand – an organised crime gang that, before being wiped out in a bloody turf war, controlled the drugs trade in east Strathburgh. But the pristine white walls, forest-green panelling, recycled mid-century furniture, and industrial lighting couldn’t quite hide all the scars of the pub’s past, like the warped vinyl floor from when some genius had tried flushing a brick of heroin during a raid and only succeeded in flooding the lavvy.

      Brian picked up the drinks tray – wine for Fiona and her beau, Frank Adams from Digital Forensics, a pint of local IPA for MIT's newest recruit DC Kat Chatham, Thistly Cross for DC Tom Denny, and, gallingly, a pint of Fanta for himself – and weaved his way to the corner table where they’d gathered. Given the huge amount of evidence they’d collected on Jamie Ventner, the Procurator Fiscal would’ve been happy to prosecute him for culpable homicide even without the confession. That Fiona had got him to admit to everything was the icing on the cake.

      ‘Here you go,’ Brian said, placing the tray in the middle of the table without spilling so much as a single drop.

      There were murmurs of approval all round as they reached for their drinks.

      ‘What you did in that interview room was a thing of beauty, Fiona,’ Brian said as he took his seat, meaning every word.

      Fiona flushed at the compliment.

      ‘In fact’ – Brian looked around the table – ‘you all did a smashing job. Really good work, everyone.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ Chatham said, raising her beer.

      They clinked their glasses. Brian sipped. The Fanta’s citrusy tang was nice. But he still wished⁠—

      It’s not the same, is it?

      —he could’ve ordered something more celebratory. He’d have settled even for Teacher’s or Ballantine’s, but he didn’t want to feed the rumour mill he suspected that constant pain in his arse of starting if he could help it. And⁠—

      ‘OK, lads and lassies, I’m here. Who’s ready tae party then, eh?’ DS Murray McGillivray – the pain-in-the-arse in question – said, clapping his beefy hands together.

      Ach, shite.

      Brian gripped his glass tighter. Took a much longer gulp than he’d intended. It burned the back of his throat and made his eyes water.

      ‘Are you all right, sir?’ Chatham asked, her eyes widening in alarm.

      Brian waved a hand while grinding his teeth. His bad hand. The two injured fingers jutted out awkwardly. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Just went down the wrong pipe.’

      ‘Good thing it’s a soft drink, eh?’ McGillivray said, smiling wide. One of his bottom molars was twisted at an angle, marring what would otherwise have been a toothpaste-ad smile.

      Brian bristled. Opened his mouth to snap back, but Denny’s obliviousness saved him before he could say something that would ruin the atmosphere.

      'Heading out on annual leave with a bang, eh?' he said to Fiona from across the table. ‘It's going to be strange with you away.'

      'It's only for a few days, you'll get over it,' Fiona said. 'You might even start seeing the bright side of me being away.'

      'Me? Never!' Denny said in mock horror, to a wave of chuckles. 'So what are you going to get up to? Off on a wee jolly?'

      ‘Och, hardly,’ Fiona said. ‘Nothing like that. Frankie’s working tomorrow and Friday, so I’m just going to take it easy. Decompress. Maybe visit Ma up in Aberdeenshire.’

      ‘Aberdeenshire?’ McGillivray cut in from his spot on a stool at the head of the table. ‘I didn’t know you’re a fellow Aberdonian.’

      Brian groaned inwardly. The bloke had spent – what? – a year, year and a half tops in Aberdeen when he was a toddler. He didn’t get why he had to crowbar it into the conversation whenever he got the chance. Gratifyingly, he spied Chatham surreptitiously rolling her eyes. He lifted the glass to his lips to conceal the half-smile that was starting to form⁠—

      Bzz. Bzz.

      Bzz. Bzz.

      The sensation of his phone dancing around in his trouser pocket caught him unawares. Made him almost spill a mouthful of Fanta down the front of his shirt.

      ‘Going two for two are we, sir?’ McGillivray quipped.

      Denny sniggered. Brian ignored them and checked the text he’d received.

      
        
        We really need to start talking strategy

      

      

      Naveen. His fed rep. Another consequence of that bloody blogger, George Hyland, playing things up for clicks.

      Well, OK. Fine. The reason they’d launched an internal investigation into the botched arrest at Strathburgh Airport was the public uproar. But wasn’t Hyland, with his completely baseless sensationalism, at least partly to blame? Shite, he’d gone to great pains to stoke the fire.

      ‘… “Got any nails, pal?”’ McGillivray’s voice, raised into a mock falsetto that made him sound like a mouse being blowtorched alive, filtered through the fug of his thoughts. ‘The landlord says: “No.” So the duck says: “Magic. Got any crackers, then?”’

      The table erupted in laughter.

      ‘That’s the daftest thing I’ve ever heard,’ Denny chortled. ‘Absolutely ridiculous.’

      McGillivray’s laugh, a high-pitched braying sound, set Brian’s teeth on edge.

      Come on, don’t be unreasonable now.

      Aye, being around McGillivray wasn’t helping his mood. It didn’t help at the best of times. But, truth be told, the reason he was in a funk lately was probably … everything, wasn’t it? That the taste of victory wasn’t quite the same when he was forced to act like a middle manager instead of doing real, honest-to-God police work. Hyland’s poison keyboard. The internal inquiry. Naveen badgering him. The dose of sertraline he’d had with breakfast starting to wear off. Not being able to have a proper drink⁠—

      He stood up, half his Fanta still untouched on the table. ‘I’m knackered,’ he said, ‘Going to call it a night. Anyone want another round before I leave?’

      ‘A lager would be nice, please, ta,’ McGillivray said.

      ‘Anyone else? Kat? Tom? Fiona?’ Brian said. 'Frank?'

      Chatham nodded and pointed at her nearly empty glass. Fiona, Adams, and Denny shook their heads.

      ‘Coming right up,’ Brian said, heading to the bar, which was crowded with punters.

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t take long to get served. He had his own private party to get to.

      One where the pours were long, and he could enjoy them without the background noise of McGillivray’s silly jokes.
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      Even though, in the end, Brian had only had one drink – last January, it would’ve been most of the bottle – he’d forgone his morning run, brushed his teeth twice, and gargled half a bottle of Listerine before heading to the station. Aye, it was just a small, celebratory treat. But why risk drawing unnecessary attention to himself? He’d resume his good habits⁠—

      When I’ve put this bloody inquiry behind me

      —at the weekend. Get back into the swing of things with a light two-mile run.

      When he arrived at nine thirty on the dot, MIT was a hive of activity. But the atmosphere was decidedly subdued.

      ‘… fucking sick,’ Brian overheard McGillivray say as he approached the double doors leading into the rectangular open-plan office.

      For once, there was no hint of irony or sarcasm in the bloke’s voice. His tone was uncharacteristically hushed, which made Brian’s stomach tingle.

      What had happened that even the class clown thought it had crossed the line?

      In one corner of the room, somebody had Blu-Tacked two photos to the whiteboard. One of them was a printout from Google Maps. An overhead view of a green area. The other was⁠—

      Brian frowned. Mechanically, he reached into his front trouser pocket and extracted his phone. One text from Liam, checking in from the outpatient clinic where he went for his physical therapy appointments, and that was it. Nothing from the station. No missed calls or emails either.

      He walked deeper into the room, face scrunched. Unsure if he was really seeing what he thought he was seeing.

      Aye, his eyes weren’t deceiving him. The second photo showed a doll in a Victorian-style dress – high neckline, puffed sleeves, high waist – patterned with blue cornflowers.

      What the hell was it doing on the whiteboard? Some daft prick’s idea of a practical joke?

      ‘All right.’

      The voice wasn’t much higher than a mumble, but the room was so quiet it still cut through. Brian pivoted. DCI Lowe, humongous eyebrows knotted together, clutching a thin sheaf of papers in one hairy hand, walked to the centre of the room with all the enthusiasm of a convict climbing the gallows. Brian’s chest tightened. Lowe never came to the main desk area if he could help it. When he did, it was either to bollock somebody – read: Brian – or to summon them to his office for a bollocking. But now, it looked like he was going to conduct a briefing? And, more to the point, what did the briefing relate to? Why had nobody told him, the ranking officer, about it?

      Without realising it, he moved to his usual spot: the empty cubicle next to Fiona’s pristine – and, today, unoccupied – desk. Sat down heavily. Took a closer look at the photo of the doll.

      She sat demurely in the shade of a sycamore. Hands folded neatly in her lap. Legs stretched out in front of her. Back resting against the tree’s thick trunk. Her straight brown hair, stunningly lifelike, had a middle parting, falling into two braids tied with bows that echoed the blue of the flowers on the dress. Two spots of rouge gave a touch of colour to her cheeks. The rest of her face was expressionless, the skin impossibly smooth and white. Glassy. Eyes fixed on her lap.

      The hair on the back of Brian’s neck stood on end. And, suddenly, he understood what Lowe was doing here, first thing on a Thursday morning.

      This wasn’t a doll he was looking at, was it? A closer look revealed a different truth. The hair didn’t have the unnatural, glossy lustre or stiff uniformity that even high-quality imitations couldn’t escape. The small, dark mole on the right cheekbone was slightly raised, its edges too soft and feathery to have been painted on with make-up.

      The giveaway, though, was the eyes. A strikingly soulful brown. Almond-shaped, with thick eyelashes. Too flat, too stylised, to have been anything but painted.

      Onto the closed eyelids of an actual human woman.
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      Standing next to the whiteboard, hands down by his sides, leather belt struggling to contain his belly, DCI Lowe surveyed the team. Pointed at the pictures without looking. Opened his mouth to speak. Snapped it shut. Coughed dryly.

      ‘Right,’ he tried again. ‘A dog walker, ehm …’

      He shuffled his papers. Produced his reading glasses from his shirt pocket, placed them gingerly on the edge of his nose, then traced a stubby finger down one of the pages, silently mouthing the words.

      ‘Ehm, aye,’ he began again. ‘A dog walker, Melissa Cuthbert, found our victim this morning at Queen Mary Gardens.’ He cleared his throat. Stuck the thumb of his free hand into one of his belt loops. Continued. ‘She told the uniforms on scene that she got there at around seven thirty this morning after collecting the dogs from her client’s homes. She had stopped for coffee at a kiosk nearby when one of the dogs ran off. She found her pawing at the body.’

      Another pause while Lowe consulted his notes.

      With difficulty, Brian tore his gaze away from the photo. Closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. Looked back up, trying to focus on Lowe but unable to stop his eyes from wandering back to the whiteboard.

      The woman’s painted-on eyes bored into him, demanding his attention. But the subtext of the situation was also gnawing at him. Why was Lowe conducting a briefing when he was so obviously out of his element? If memory served, the last time he’d conducted one, Brian had just been promoted to DS. His jaw tightened. Something lodged itself in his throat. Granted, he’d been benched pending the internal inquiry, but Lowe could’ve at least extended him the courtesy of a heads-up, couldn’t he?

      ‘PM’s this afternoon,’ Lowe continued. ‘But the pathologist’s preliminary finding is that she was strangled.’ The silence, already thick and heavy, solidified. ‘We should re-interview Cuthbert. She was in shock, so they couldn’t get much out of her.’

      Lowe shuffled his notes. Folded them in half.

      ‘Och, and the bloke at the coffee kiosk,’ he said. ‘Femi Aladie. One of youse best interview him, too.’ Lowe glanced at his watch. ‘Right⁠—’

      ‘Ehm, sir?’ Brian cut in.

      ‘Brian,’ Lowe said, as if he’d only just realised he was there. ‘What is it?’

      Feeling guilty for not keeping me in the loop, are we?

      ‘Do we have an ID?’ Brian said. And when Lowe gave him an uncomprehending look: ‘On the victim. Do we know her name?’

      ‘Och, aye. Right you are,’ Lowe said. ‘No. She had no ID on her. So we need to find out who she is ASAP.’

      Ta very much, Captain Obvious.

      ‘Right, let’s get to work,’ Lowe said, making a beeline to the door. ‘And Brian, let’s talk in my office.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lowe eased himself behind his desk. Unbuttoned his collar and loosened his tie. ‘Grab a pew, Brian.’

      Brian sat. Crossed one leg over the other and gathered his hands in his lap, gripping them together so they wouldn’t shake. He made an effort to feel the anger coursing through his body, instead of ignoring it in the hope that it would leave him alone; a pattern of behaviour that had got him into the deep, deep hole he’d been working so hard to dig himself out of  over the past eight months with the help of therapy and meds.

      Slowly, the sensation dissipated. And, with it, the voice willing him to shout: ‘What the fuck was that all about? Why wasn’t I told?’ faded into the background, too. Losing his rag wouldn’t do him any favours.

      Lowe opened his mouth to speak, but the buzzing of his phone cut him off. He peered at it down his nose. A shadow passed across his face.

      ‘Ma’am?’ he said, leaning forward and running his free hand through his hair.

      Judging by the contortions Lowe’s eyebrows were twisting themselves into, she wasn’t bearing good news. Lowe reached into a drawer, from which he produced a Bic pen and a spiral-bound A4 notebook, opened it to a fresh page, and began scribbling furiously.

      ‘Aye,’ Lowe said. His tone was oily, but his pinched and flushed face betrayed his true feelings. ‘Aye, of course.’

      Brian unclasped his hands and started one of the other exercises the NHS physio had given him. Hand flat on his thigh, lift and hold up one finger at a time. Thumb, absolutely no bother. Index, same. Middle finger, good – though it elicited a vague niggle of discomfort somewhere deep inside the back of his hand. Ring finger, raw burning pain. Pinkie – a set of rusty forks stabbing him repeatedly all the way up to his elbow.

      ‘Leave it to me, Ma’am. I’ll sort it,’ Lowe said. He jerked his ear away from his phone. Tinny mumbling that, while indecipherable, sounded suspiciously close to a bollocking, exploded out of the phone’s speaker in a machine-gun-like spray. ‘I’m on it. Aye, I’ll keep you posted … Aye. Of course. Ta. Of course, aye. Bye now.’

      Lowe jabbed the screen, placed his phone on the desk and sighed wearily, his chair creaking ominously under his weight.

      It didn’t matter how far up the food chain you were, there’d always be somebody on the rung before yours, ready to chew your arse out to protect their own. Same shite, different salary bracket.

      ‘Bloody hacks,’ Lowe said at last. ‘The Detective Super’s raging.’

      ‘What happened?’ Brian asked.

      ‘The body,’ Lowe said. ‘It’s all over the bloody internet.’

      Brian stopped in the middle of lifting his index finger. Sat straighter. ‘Already?’

      He glanced at his watch. Ten twenty-four a.m. It had taken less than three hours for the news to break. Then again, given how and where she’d been found – Queen Mary Gardens was nine acres of landscaped green on the west side of Strathburgh Way, the traffic-light-studded four-lane thoroughfare that cut through the centre of town; a green space that was immensely popular with both locals and tourists – why was he surprised? The case was tailormade for lurid headlines.

      Lowe pulled his open laptop toward him and stabbed at the keyboard with his index fingers before pressing Enter with a flourish. He turned the laptop around so Brian could see.

      Even though he was expecting it to be bad – Lowe’s unprompted ire had given him fair warning – the search results still cut off Brian’s air supply.

      ‘Human Doll Found in Queen Mary Gardens’ said one of the headlines. The mildest of the lot.

      ‘Killer “Dolls Up” Victim in Sadistic Ritual Murder’ proclaimed another.

      And the worst one of all. Not only because of the headline, but because it came complete with a photo from the scene: ‘Could The Dollmaker Case be Connected to the Glasgow Eight?’

      ‘Christ alive,’ Brian said, mostly to himself. ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘Hyland,’ Lowe spat.

      ‘Caledonian Case Files Hyland?’ Brian asked, again already knowing the answer.

      Lowe scoffed. ‘Who else?’

      Brian’s stomach lurched. ‘How did he manage to get his hands on a photo of the victim?’

      The photo was somewhat grainy. The angle awkward. So not a crime-scene photo, then. But the victim’s made-up face was unmistakable. Either some overly nosey hack had managed to shove their camera where they shouldn’t and come up trumps, or the snap had been Hyland’s own handiwork, using one of those ridiculous telescopic bits of kit he lugged around ‘in the field’.

      ‘Look, Brian,’ Lowe said. ‘I know what you’re thinking, but the answer’s no.’

      Shite.

      ‘But how am I supposed to run a murder inquiry like this from behind a desk⁠—’

      ‘Because I’m the SIO on this one,’ Lowe said. ‘You’ll report to me.’

      Smashing. So not just both arms tied behind his back then, but a leash as well. He racked his brain for something politic to say. But what could he say?

      ‘That briefing was a car crash’? ‘You best stick to politics and leave the investigating to me’?

      Aye, that would go down well. Really put him on the front page of Lowe’s good books.

      ‘I understand,’ Lowe said, and Brian couldn’t suppress a flush of guilt. Were his thoughts so painfully obvious? ‘You’re the ranking officer, the budget is what it is, blah, blah, blah. But you can’t be the face of this thing, Brian. Not with a pending inquiry. And you know it.’

      ‘But … how am I going to work around it?’ Brian protested. His voice rose in pitch, and he made a conscious effort to lower it. To breathe.

      ‘You’ve got a team, don’t you?’ Lowe said. ‘So delegate.’

      ‘DS Atwood’s on annual leave,’ Brian said feebly.

      ‘DS McGillivray?’ Lowe cut in.

      It took every ounce of willpower for Brian not to roll his eyes. McGillivray had potential. He was good at the job – when he applied himself. Had a knack for connecting dots. Except, most of the time, for reasons that escaped Brian, he chose to twiddle his thumbs and chat shite instead of pulling his weight. And they didn’t see eye to eye. Hadn’t from day one. The bloke was insufferable. Though, if he was honest, his personal dislike might have something to do with the fact that he strongly suspected – though couldn’t prove – that McGillivray had blabbed to Lowe about him drinking on the job.

      ‘Or you could take one of the new officers under your wing,’ Lowe said. ‘Maybe Tom Denny.’

      Now, Brian did scoff. ‘With the greatest respect to Tom, sir, this isn’t the right case for that. He’s got what? Seven months on the job?’

      Brian leaned forward in the chair. Gave Lowe a look he hoped was earnest. A look that might bring him on side.

      ‘We’ve got a sick killer on the loose, and the brass and the media are all over us,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t be fair to put Tom under that kind of scrutiny. Besides, I can’t run a murder inquiry to the best of my ability with my wings clipped.’

      Lowe closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. Implacably. He was a brick wall.

      Well, fuck.

      ‘The answer’s no,’ Lowe said. ‘It’s exactly because of the scrutiny we’re under that I can’t have you fronting this. Can you imagine the headlines?’

      Brian could indeed. But he was about to protest anyway. Lowe forestalled him.

      ‘I agree with you … up to a point. You’re my most experienced officer, which is why you’re on the case,’ Lowe said. ‘Had Professional Standards got their way, you’d be off MIT altogether.’ He paused, no doubt so this last part would sink in. Except Brian didn’t feel particularly grateful. More like a dog who’d been thrown a very small, very brittle bone. ‘But your role is strictly managerial, you hear? You don’t interview witnesses. Actually, unless you absolutely have to, you’re not to be physically present in the room when witnesses are being interviewed. And you don’t interface with the public. We can’t have somebody mouth off about you to the media. At least, not until the inquiry clears you.’

      ‘But that could take months,’ Brian complained. ‘They’ll draw it out⁠—’

      Lowe shot him a warning look. Then his face softened.

      ‘Look, Brian, I know it’s frustrating,’ he said. ‘But it is what it is. So what I told you the first time round stands: until this thing’s sorted, keep your head down. Work behind the scenes and do everything by the book. Leave the spadework to others. Clear?’

      Brian bit down several retorts and nodded deferentially.

      What did ‘behind the scenes’ mean after all? What counted as spadework?

      If he gave it some thought, maybe over a nice dram of Monkey Shoulder, he was sure he could settle on a definition that would let him do his job the way he knew best and keep Lowe sweet.
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      Brian pushed his unsatisfactory conversation with Lowe out of his mind, at least for the time being, and did what his senior officer had seemingly forgotten in his rush to get the briefing over and done with: he assigned tasks to the rest of the team. With that out of the way, he spent the following hour holed up in his office, trawling through the misper database. When that didn’t turn up a possible match to their victim, he switched to the crime-scene photos. Shots depicting the body’s location relative to the rest of the park. Shots of the grass, trampled flat – the weather had been dry for the past week, so SOCO hadn’t found any discernible prints. Shots of the victim – Brian reckoned she was likely in her late twenties or early thirties – from various angles. Wide. Front. Side. Overhead. Close-up and detail shots. He studied them until his vision doubled and his eyes smarted. They were a poor substitute for attending the scene in person while everything was fresh and the body still in situ. But here he was, having to make do.

      Even from the photos, he could tell the dress was cheaply made, the haphazard stitching coming undone in several places. It jarred with the rest of the scene. The make-up. The deliberate posing. The choice of a very public site.

      You meant for us to find her, didn’t you? Why else go through all this trouble, put in all this effort, if not because you wanted to show off what you’d done?

      That last thought chilled him to the bone. Even to his admittedly inexperienced eye – in his eighteen years on the force, he’d never seen a murder quite like this one, where the body had been, for want of a better word, prepared – this seemed like the culmination of somebody’s deepest, darkest fantasy. Leaving aside the poor workmanship of the dress – the only (glaring) incongruity – there was too much attention to detail for the killer not to have obsessed over this for a very long time.

      Brian sighed. Lifted his mug and sipped. Grimaced. The coffee, barely touched, had gone cold. He scanned the notes he’d jotted down so far. Precious little.

      Victim not a misper. PNC?!

      Dress? Hers? Sourced? Where from?

      IMP! Call Prentice to discuss PM findings.

      Dr Hamish Prentice had stepped in for Dr Harris Henderson when he’d suffered a serious heart attack in August. Soon after, Henderson had decided to hang up his lab coat altogether – though nowhere near soon enough, as far as Brian was concerned – and Prentice had stayed on.

      When he was SIO on a case, Brian made it a point to attend the PM himself. This was partly out of a sense of obligation to the victim, but mostly because he preferred being there during the procedure so he’d experience any discoveries as they happened instead of hearing about them from somebody else. It helped solidify his thinking, and his gut-level reactions often took him in directions he might not have considered if he’d simply quizzed a subordinate and read the report. He wasn’t sure whether Lowe would be as keen to attend the PM. But in any case, based on the quality of that morning’s briefing, he preferred getting the info straight from the horse’s mouth.

      A phone call isn’t technically legwork, no?

      Voice-work maybe. Ha!

      He double-clicked on one of the photos of the victim, a full-length, overhead shot then cropped it so that only the dress was visible; running a reverse image search on a crime-scene photo with the victim’s face showing would risk opening another can of worms alongside the several he was already juggling courtesy of one George ‘Prick Of The Century’ Hyland.

      The search results made his stomach plummet.

      Amazon. Etsy. eBay. Vinted. At least fifteen websites he’d never heard of that specialised in Victorian fashion. Cosplay sites. Costume shops. And that was leaving aside independent shops and premium boutiques, the latter of which, based on the crime-scene dress’s quality, Brian thought he could safely dismiss. At least for the time being.

      He put his face in his hands.

      Needles. Haystacks.

      Silos.

      Fields. Acres upon acres.

      Instinctively, he looked up at his office door, half expecting to find Fiona there, eyes twinkling in triumph, waiting for him to beckon her in so she could share what she’d found out. But there was only an aluminium doorframe and a sliver of chipped magnolia beyond.

      I could really use her help right now.

      Briefly, he wondered why she hadn’t turned up at the station unannounced. Had she not read the headlines? The thought elicited a rush of guilt. What had Liam told him⁠—

      Or imagined he told me.

      —last January?

      ‘At the end of the day, it’s just a job. And no job’s worth sacrificing your well-being for.’

      Liam had learned that the hard way. Brian had learned that the hard way. Why should he expect Fiona to make the same mistakes?

      Och. Well.

      Brian stood up. His right leg, which had been crossed over his left beneath the desk for so long it had gone numb, broke out in pins and needles. As he headed out to the main desk area, his stomach rumbled faintly.

      ‘Right,’ he said, clapping his hands to get the room’s attention. Everyone turned toward him. ‘Talk to me. What do we have so far?’

      ‘Phones ringing off the hook,’ McGillivray moaned. ‘The press really fucked us. Half of Strathburgh thinks the killer’s their creepy colleague who takes a pish with the toilet stall door open. We got over thirty tips just in the past hour.’

      ‘I’ll talk to Lowe about setting up a dedicated tip line,’ Brian said. ‘It might make it easier for us to handle the volume if we direct the public toward one point of contact.’

      ‘Aye, that would help,’ McGillivray said.

      ‘We’ll still need to follow up on all the tips, of course,’ Brian added.

      McGillivray scowled. And, maybe because it was only just past noon, or because of McGillivray’s slightly-more-sober-than-usual attitude, or a mixture of both, Brian commiserated. The vast majority of tips were always a waste of time. When a crime was this sensational, people wanted to get involved even if they had nothing meaningful to contribute. Main-character syndrome. So they could brag to family and friends that they’d helped. The silver lining was that, in a way, Hyland had done them a favour releasing the victim’s photo; they’d run her prints through the Police National Computer to see if she was in the system, but if that came up short – as the misper database had – their best chance of an ID would be a member of the public recognising her and coming forward. But releasing a photo themselves would’ve been fraught, probably requiring meetings about meetings about meetings.

      ‘Did you manage to get a hold of the dog walker? Melissa Cuthbert?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Ehm,’ DC Denny said, flipping through his handwritten notes, a barely visible tremble in his fingers. ‘I didn’t get much more out of her than we already know.’

      ‘Nothing that caught her attention?’ Brian tried. ‘Anything that put her back up? Somebody who looked dodgy or out of place, lurking around the area?’

      A bloke carrying a dead woman dressed as a vintage doll, ideally.

      Even better if she got a good look at his face. That would be smashing.

      Denny frowned and stared at his notes, flicking between pages. Brian clenched and unclenched his fists. Having to get all his information second-hand – and not having any control over what was gathered and how – was throwing him for a loop. They always started a murder inquiry on the back foot – it was the nature of the game – but this roundabout set-up was slowing him down at the exact moment when he needed to step on the gas pedal. It was maddening.

      Denny hesitated. ‘She said the dog began pulling on her lead as soon as they reached the park, which is unlike her. And that she’s never, ever run off before.’

      ‘Must’ve smelled death,’ McGillivray said. ‘What breed is it?’

      ‘Ehm,’ Denny stammered. ‘Labrador. I think?’

      ‘Figures,’ McGillivray replied. ‘They’re hunting dogs. It’s what they were bred for.’

      ‘And she didn’t recognise the victim, did she?’ Brian asked, already knowing the answer but wanting to bring the discussion back to the point.

      ‘Never seen her before,’ Denny said.

      ‘And the barista bloke?’ Brian said. ‘Aladie? What did he say?’

      ‘That he served Cuthbert, then moved on to the next customer. Was arguing with them when he heard Cuthbert scream,’ Denny said. ‘The customer wanted to pay cash, and he only accepts card payments. He went on a whole tirade about how it’s too much faff, but the customer kept insisting it’s illegal for him to refuse their money.’

      ‘Must be something in the air,’ McGillivray said. ‘Some bloke in front of me at a caff on the riverfront was having the same argument last weekend. Made me want to grab him by the shoulders and shake some sense into him.’

      ‘So he didn’t see anything suspicious either?’ Brian cut in before they could get any deeper into the totally irrelevant discussion.

      Denny shook his head.

      Brian fought the urge to scream. ‘What time was he there?’ he asked.

      Denny gave him a deer-in-the-headlights look.

      ‘Did Aladie say what time he opens his kiosk, Tom?’ Brian tried again.

      The light of understanding turned on in Denny’s eyes. ‘Och. Aye,’ he said. He flipped through his notebook, then straightened up, looking like he’d just found out he’d passed an important test. ‘Seven a.m. So he’s there to catch the dog walkers. Said then it tends to be quiet until nine-ish, when the office workers and the tourists arrive.’

      ‘Right,’ Brian said reflectively. ‘So that means our killer must’ve dumped the body before seven.’

      ‘Or maybe Aladie was too busy serving customers to notice, sir?’ Denny suggested.

      Brian stopped pacing. Looked at the map on the whiteboard. Whoever had printed the map had had the presence of mind to use the terrain layer, so the gridiron of streets, the expanse of green, and the doodle-like pedestrian walkways were all clearly discernible. Still, he was finding it difficult to orient himself. Like most Strathburghers, he’d been to Queen Mary Gardens enough times to have a very good grasp of its main landmarks. But the problem with memory is that it reflects back what you expect. If he were to have any hope of getting a fresh perspective that might lead to a breakthrough, he needed to see it for himself.

      ‘Have they wrapped up the scene?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Aye,’ Denny replied.

      Good. Technically, if he went to Queen Mary Gardens now that SOCO were done and the witnesses had been interviewed, he’d be working ‘behind the scenes’, no?

      After the scenes, ha ha.

      He made a show of checking his watch. Twenty minutes to one. He could combine a trip to Queen Mary Gardens with lunch and be back here to do more desk driving within the next hour and a half, tops.

      As if to confirm that this course of action wouldn’t contravene Lowe’s orders, his stomach announced its approval with an audible gurgle.
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      The tup, tup, tup of water hitting solid plastic dragged her out of her fitful semi-doze.

      For the briefest of seconds, there was only confusion. Where was she? What was this place? How had she ended up here?

      And then she remembered, and a wave of panic rocked her back to her senses.

      She sat up. The cold, rough concrete grazed the skin of her back through the thin fabric of her blue-and-white-striped T-shirt. Her breathing grew more and more ragged as the memories came flooding back. Agreeing to meet the nice bloke she’d been messaging with for coffee. How easy he’d been to talk to. How much she’d enjoyed herself. So what if he wasn’t classically handsome? It wasn’t like he was bad-looking. No, not bad-looking at all. And he asked intelligent, probing questions. Held eye contact. Didn’t look at his phone. Not even once during the whole date. Made her feel as if she had his undivided attention. Like she was the only person in the room.

      And then her mouth had gone dry, her body numb. The cafe’s floor and ceiling had started trading places. His offer to drive her home. Blacking out. Regaining consciousness here, where it was draughty and smelled faintly of old chemicals.

      That had been … Two, three, five days ago?

      She had no idea. Couldn’t remember. With nothing to do but count the minutes until he came back to⁠—

      Play.

      —poke her, prod her, make her suffer; she’d lost track of time terrifyingly quickly. Especially after …

      Aggie.

      Mein Gott, Aggie.

      She would be next. She knew that.

      Not yet. He was still enjoying himself. Drawing it out. And why not? There was no rush. It wasn’t as if anybody was going to come looking for her. There was nobody.

      But how long would it last? How long until he tired of her? Until he could no longer resist the urge to take things to the next level?

      She shifted as much as her restraints allowed. Something sharp poked out of the mattress and through her black leggings. Dug into the soft flesh on the underside of her thigh. She jerked away. Too quickly. The sudden movement made her vision swim in and out of focus. She clenched and unclenched her fists. Shook her hands to get the blood flowing. The skin beneath the zip ties on her wrists was bright red. Raw. Angry. Her stomach ached. Dully, but vaguely. Just enough to remind her that she hadn’t had anything to eat in … she had no idea. A thought she’d rather not contemplate. Because if when he next came to visit he was bearing a tray of food … a tray of food and a floral dress⁠—

      Then that was that. It would be too late for her.

      She closed her eyes. Swallowed drily. Something small, rough, stuck in her throat. How easy would it be to give up? Right here, right now? To lie back down and accept her fate? To welcome it, even?

      So easy.

      So, so easy.

      And yet, in spite of it all, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. To surrender. That would be giving him her tacit agreement. Permission to make her his plaything. She refused to do that.

      She stared at her wrists. The plastic dug deeper into her skin with every movement. Making it burn and ooze clear fluid. She didn’t flinch or look away.

      Maybe, just maybe, not all was lost.

      Maybe there was still something she could do to fight back. To give herself a chance, no matter how slim, of getting out of this. Of returning to safety. To the land of the⁠—

      If I fail, I’m dead.

      Her jaw tightened. She guffawed. A choked, gurgling sound that devolved into a dry, wheezy coughing fit.

      If I don’t try, I’m dead.

      She let that thought settle. Waited for the voice inside her head, the voice she was beginning to think of as the voice of Defeat, to make its counterargument. To persuade her that the path of least resistance would be better. Kinder.

      It didn’t. Its silence spoke volumes.

      She opened her mouth. Her dry, cracked lips had stuck to each other. They came apart slowly. Painfully. Flesh ripping flesh.

      Eyes fixed on the zip ties, she lifted her arms. Brought her wrists toward her. Got to work on the stiff but thin plastic, ignoring the
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