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Awfy/Awfa — awful

Bawbag — Glasgow insult, (literally) scrotum.

Deid — dead

Heid — head

Ken – know. Aye, I ken him weel (I know him well)

Ma — a term meaning either Mother, or more usually, my

Numpty – idiot

Polis — police

SOCO — Scenes of Crimes Officer

Stovies — potatoes cooked with onions and corned beef

TWOCKER — from TWOCK, to take without owners’ consent

Teuchter — originally a Scottish Highlander. Usually meant affectionately. 
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The End
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All things considered, getting shot through the head didn’t feature on the list of possible and/or annoying events Relic Black anticipated as a consequence of his recent career change. 

Admittedly, he should’ve seen it coming, should’ve allowed for a higher level of risk, the unexpected incident, the interference of unknown, outside, agencies. I mean, he thinks to himself, if you decide to make a living by taking things that don’t belong to you, there’s an expectation that sooner or later the brown stuff is going to hit the wind machine. 

Trouble is, Relic never thought there’d be so much of it.

The small, neat room where he now finds himself, is located at the back of the house. There is a bathroom, a toilet and a good-sized bed, but (of course) no windows and only one door with a big fat lock on it. 

The man with the gun leans on the doorframe. ‘I'm afraid I won't be able to offer you a last phone call, for obvious reasons, but I'll make breakfast in the morning and then we'll go for a drive.’ He keeps the weapon aimed at his prisoner’s head while undoing the rope from Relic’s wrists, then makes him stand at the other side of the room until the door is shut and bolted.

‘Thanks.’ Relic takes in the space that is to be his retreat for this last night on earth. The word humble springs to mind. Basic. Cell-like. Good for nuns, maybe.

He sits on the bed. What would James Bond do?

Several Days Earlier
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Day 1—Saturday
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George Street, Aberdeen
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Relic Black doesn’t enjoy working. Nobody with half a brain would if they paused to think about it for five minutes. But everyone has to make a living, one way or another and you can’t give up work unless another opportunity comes along. So, when one did, Relic took it. 

Let’s face it, he says to himself, popping two more crumpets in the toaster, why would anyone sweat buckets slaving for someone else when they could work just as hard for themselves and keep all the profits? Like some Tory arsehole once said, you have to get on your bike and make stuff happen yourself. Or something along those lines. Of course, that particular old fart probably didn’t have in mind the sort of enterprise Relic has been considering for the last few weeks—wouldn’t go down well with the Old Boys’ Network.

Catching sight of his reflection in the kitchen window, he refastens his M and S dressing gown and gazes out across the back gardens from his second-floor flat. Aberdeen is rightly known as the Granite City—even on a good day, the whole damn place is as grey as a grey thing with extra grey. While it’s been fine for the last year or so, you wouldn’t want to live here forever, would you?

No, Relic has his sights set further afield. Inverness, for starters, then maybe Edinburgh. It’ll happen. He just needs to set the wheels in motion. 
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Ridley Steele Recruitment, Bank Lane, Inverness
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As Relic Black dreams of Inverness, Chrissy Ridley is already there. Unlike Relic, she enjoys what she does—loves the adventure of running her own business, the thrill of negotiating contracts, the excitement of creating new jobs, new opportunities.  And she loves being the boss. 

Sitting here at her desk gazing out across the river, it's easy to forget the shit part of her life—the part involving her husband. Swivelling around, she sees him now, smiling up at the new girl, the one he'll be banging like a tambourine in a couple of weeks if recent history's anything to go by. She wonders what it is about him that women find attractive. Lacking good taste in almost everything, it can't be his appreciation of art and culture, and it certainly isn't his massive cock, since he's deficient in that area, too. And regarding the money, well, that's all hers. No, it must be the tongue—that tainted, smooth-talking, charm-laced, pussy-licking tongue of his, because—let’s face it—that's what attracted her.

Twisting her chair, she hunches down, peering through the gap between the twin monitors to watch him reel in the new girl. And there it is for all to see—the placing of the bait, the casting out, the tentative first bite. And of course, the girl ticks every box: laughing at his jokes, blushing at the innuendoes, tittering in that way they all do when they're on the hook and ripe to be landed.

It wouldn't be so bad if he'd confine himself to just one—the Latvian woman, for instance. At least she only shows her face to hand in her timesheets. But this one...

Chrissy lets out an involuntary groan. The new girl looks up, startled. She catches Chrissy’s eye, realises her mistake and trots off towards the photocopier.

Steven Ridley glances at his wife, his expression shifting effortlessly from lustful to charitable. ‘Fancy a coffee, darl?’

She sits up. ‘No, thanks. I've got that thing with Stevensons in a few minutes.’ She turns away and wills herself to stay calm. It's not worth it. He's not worth it. 

Yes. It’s definitely time to think about removing him from her life. She shakes her head, as if telling herself it's a ridiculous idea. She wouldn’t come out of a divorce better off or with her head held high, but at least she'd know for sure he wasn't coming home at night, instead of the sordid uncertainty of his nocturnal habits.

‘Hey.’

She looks up, manufacturing a smile.

‘I've a meeting tonight, so I'll be a wee bit late, okay?’ His eyes slide away from hers. ‘In case you were plannin on waitin up.’

‘Meeting with who?’

He takes a breath, avoids her gaze. ‘Oh, just the guys who're organising that conference at Eden Court next weekend. One of the keynote speakers pulled out and they wondered if I'd be interested in taking the empty slot. Might bring some business our way.’ He looks down. ‘Worth a punt, anyway.’

She stares up at him. ‘What would you talk about?’

His eyes slide towards hers, then away again. He gazes out the window. ‘Oh, I don't know. Something around workplace labour. Productivity. Financial performance, perhaps.’ He shrugs.

‘Sounds fascinating.’ Like he'd have any clue. She shoogles her mouse and studies the spreadsheet in front of her, trying not to smile. ‘Hope it goes well.’

But he's already moving away, not interested in her reply. 

Grabbing her mobile, she flicks through her contacts. The new girl comes back into the office, carefully avoiding eye contact, and scurries over to her own desk. That's right, bitch. In the fucking corner where you belong. 

‘Oh, hi.’ Chrissy swivels round to face the wall. She drops her voice. ‘It's Christine Ridley...’ She listens for a moment, then, ‘Yes, that's right. The matter we discussed.’ She glances at the new girl. ‘I'd like to go ahead.’

Disconnecting, she sits for a moment, thinking. Going down the traditional route of having someone spy on her husband to obtain evidence of adultery might take time, but it’s the easier option. It’d be more difficult to fix things so the cheating bastard ends up with nothing. 

There’s another—more permanent—solution, of course, but that isn’t one she wants to explore. Not yet, at least.
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A96, Outskirts of Inverness
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The drive to Inverness is almost second nature now, having made the trip several times over the previous few weeks. Relic fiddles with the pile of CDs on the passenger seat, fumbling with the cases while keeping his eyes on the road. Wouldn’t want to smash up the car at this early stage. Besides, if things go to plan, he’ll have that Merc he’s had his eye on—the one with the ultra-high-tech sound system. No more scratched CDs. Finding the one he wants, he slides the disc into the slot. Moments later, the rain-effect comes in, followed by a crash of thunder before the guitarist hits that classic three-note riff. It takes him back to the headbanging days of his teens, when he still had a decent head of hair and wouldn’t consider going anywhere without his Black Sabbath T-shirt. 

But things are different now. To have any chance of making this new venture work, he’ll need to smarten up his image. That’s what the new suits are for. Look the part. Speak the part. Live the part. 

Once in town, he finds the B and B on Island Bank Road. The house overlooks the River Ness, or at least it would do if the trees weren’t in the way. A homely-looking woman in her sixties owns the place. He’s halfway through the door when she rattles off the Rules of the House, before giving directions to his room and leaving him to it. 

The whole house feels pleasantly warm and for a minute he wishes he didn’t have to brave the chill November night to carry out the first part of this particular mission. But needs must. Ten minutes in the shower, then he tries out his new look before Googling nearby restaurants. Flicking through the list, he plumps for the beautifully and centrally located Waterside Hotel, which offers all he needs, friendly staff etc. Sounds perfect, he thinks, and won’t break the bank—not that money’s going to be an issue for the newly-minted Relic Black. So, a quick pizza and chips, then off to the pub. With any luck, his target will be well into his third or fourth pint before Relic needs to go anywhere near him. 
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The Columba Hotel, Ness Walk, Inverness
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The walk from the restaurant down to the bridge and over the river should’ve satisfied his need for post-meal exercise, but as usual, the pizza had been too tempting and the appetite too unrestricted. One of these days Relic might get his foodie yearnings under control. In the meantime, he loosens his belt just enough to allow reasonable movement. Doesn’t want a full stomach cramping his proposed activities.  

Pushing through the double doors, he wanders into the pub self-consciously fingering his latest facial accessory. The Columba is one of those does-what-it-says-on-the-tin pubs—jammed with a nice cross section of local populace. Early-evening horsey types and young farmers gravitate towards the restaurant area, leaving the teuchters and students to the joys of the public bar. Relic selects a spot propping up the bar next to the half-glass partition that separates the two rooms. From here he can observe his objective.

By leaning forwards, he has a clear view past the partition into the other room. Keeping an eye on his target has never been easier, and when the man and his current squeeze move off to one of the alcoves (as they surely will do), he'll still be able to see them. More to the point, if Mr Slapdash acts as he usually does, it'll be an easy matter of lifting and departing. 

‘Ye wantin another one, pet?’

Relic turns his attention back to the barmaid and offers his glass. ‘Aye, thanks.’

Fetching him another bottle of the piss-water that passes for alcohol-free-lager, he notes her steady hand as she executes an excellent pour, producing a head to be proud of. 

Her eyes, however, are on him. ‘Seen you in here afore, eh?’

He blinks. ‘What? No, I don't think so.’ His mind flicks through the images relating to his previous visit but her face is not among them. Course, he's not as young as he was, so maybe the brain cells aren't chugging on all cylinders.

‘Aye, ye were,’ she insists. ‘Stood in the same place, ye did.’

Fuck. All praise, observant barmaids. Probably best just to go with it—if her memory's better than his (and it clearly is), there's no point making her suspicious. ‘Oh aye, you're right. Last Friday.’

‘Saturday.’ She grins. ‘I only do Thursdays an Saturdays, an it wasnae Thursday cos we had a private function on.’

‘Ah.’ He takes the glass and slides a fiver across the bar.

‘I get off at ten if you're interested,’ she says, with a wink. 

Oh, for Christ's sake. ‘I'm waiting for a friend, actually.’ He turns away from the bar just as Palfreyman emerges from the restaurant. Relic watches as his target approaches, pushes two empty glasses across the counter and crosses the room towards the gents. This is it. Relic takes his drink and meanders over to the jukebox, makes like he's choosing something. Seeing the man on the return journey, Relic follows him back to the bar. Luckily, there are a half a dozen punters already there, some getting served, others standing drinking. Relic slides in next to Palfreyman. It's a long two minutes before the drinks are passed across, but it's perfect. The mark pockets his wallet then stretches towards the glasses, allowing just enough leeway for Relic's hand to slide into the outer jacket pocket (only an idiot sticks his money in there) and lift out the wallet. Easy as pie. Then it's into the toilets, lock the door, whip out that handy little gadget he got off the Internet and a minute later the card details are copied onto a plastic dummy.

Putting the wallet back where it belongs is a little more problematic, involving a well-timed trip-and-slip technique Relic's been working on for several weeks. Waiting until his victim is settled, he makes his move. It goes well. Giving Palfreyman a well-aimed knee to the thigh, Relic pushes him into his girlfriend's lap while the wallet slips nicely back into the man's outside pocket. 

‘Yer dozy twat,’ mutters the Yorkshireman, brushing a hand down his trousers. ‘Nearly had me fuckin beer over.’

Relic adopts a generic Cockney accent, offering a, ‘Sorry, me old son, nevva saw yer.’

Palfreyman doesn't quite make eye contact, but even if he had, it's doubtful he'd remember this face. Relic moves away, pushing through the crowd at the bar, but waits until he's outside before peeling the fake tache off his upper lip. Throwing it into a rubbish bin, he heads for the taxi rank. Job done.
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Auldcastle Road, Inverness
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Tania Morrison isn't happy. Sliding the tray onto the dining table, she transfers the plates and food dishes onto it. The lasagna's past its best and she's already worked her way through half the dessert wine. Since there's no dessert, why bother waiting? She glances at the clock—almost eight.

‘We're no waitin are we?’

Tania sniffs. ‘No, pet. We'll start. I'm sure your dad's just got caught up at work.’

The teenage girl pulls a face. ‘Aye, for a change, eh?’

‘It's not his fault—probably that new email system he’s using. He did say it's been playing up.’

‘Aye, whatever.’ The girl digs a serving spoon into the lasagna and shovels a large helping onto her plate.

Tania watches her daughter, glad that at least one of them hasn't lost their appetite. ‘You away out with Bev, later?’

‘Aye. Probably stay over.’

‘Make sure you let me know, alright?’

The young woman nods. ‘Course.’ She puts her fork down and rests a hand over her mother's. ‘I can stay here—if ye like?’

Tania sees the fleeting look of pity in her daughter's eyes and shakes her head. ‘No, pet. You go and have fun. I'll be fine.’ She pours another glass of wine and blinks away the imminent tears.
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Eddie’s Flat, Milburn Road, Inverness
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The man Tania Morrison is waiting for pushes back the chair and picks up his jacket.

‘No away already, are ye?’

Morrison gives a shrug. ‘Need to get home, Eddie.’

The two guys at the table exchange glances. The one called Eddie pulls a face. ‘Ye gonnae gie us a chance to win oor money back, aren’t ye?’

Morrison nods. ‘Course. But it'll have to be some other time, okay?’

‘Fine, only don't ye go forgettin, eh?’ This from Malc, the one with the face like cinder toffee. 

‘Aye,’ says Eddie. ‘Or we'll hae tae come an find ye.’ His mouth widens into a grin, but there's no humour there.

‘Sure.’ Morrison turns and heads for the door, alert for the slightest movement behind him. But there's nothing, no scraping back of chairs, no shouts of Where the hell d'ye think ye're goin?  Just silence.

Reaching the foot of the back stairs, he stops again. Listens. Nothing. Satisfied, he walks through the darkened shop and lets himself out. On the pavement, he takes a breath and pulls on his jacket. Crossing the road to the supermarket, he scans the deserted car park before getting into his car. Closing his eyes, he sinks into the seat, the stack of twenties in his pocket screaming to be hauled out, counted, fawned over. But no. It'll wait. With the pubs kicking out soon, this is not a street anyone in their right mind would want to be on when flaunting a handful of cash. 

Aware he’s only ten minutes from home, he sets off in the opposite direction, just in case. No point taking chances. A minute later, he's half a mile away and crossing the river. Allowing himself a smile, he recalls his parting words. Maybe it's the shock of winning for a change. Maybe he will go back, give them a chance to equalize. But let's face it—how many times has he lost to that pair of tossers over the last few days? It's his turn this time and why the hell should he feel bad about it?

Swinging a right at the Salvation Army building, he checks his speed, eases off the accelerator—don't want to spoil it all by getting nicked. Almost on cue, a car appears in his rear-view mirror. He glances at it. Could be anyone. No reason to think just because he's got a pocketful of cash he'll get pulled over. Okay, he's had a couple of drinks but hardly enough to be over the limit. 

He looks again. Saloon—dark blue, maybe black. Generic something or other. Dropping back momentarily, he's close enough to catch sight of the number plate but it's too dark to make out the registration. 

Pulling ahead again, he takes another look—still there. He indicates right and makes a careful turn. Glancing up, he sees the other vehicle following suit. Nothing unusual, probably heading back into town. 

He makes a left, then two more, swinging back onto the main drag towards the river. His new friend follows. Okay, time for a burst of speed. Banging the accelerator, he roars up to the lights. Slamming on the brakes, he pulls a sharp lefthander as the lights change to red, then hoofs it up to the Greig Street Bridge. Not wishing to wait for his pursuer to catch up, Morrison screams a sharp right, realising too late it’s a one-way street with no room for overtaking. And wouldn’t you know it, there’s a lorry in front of him, pootling along at twenty miles an hour. Glancing in his wing mirror, he sees the saloon come into view behind him. Fifty yards away. If it’s just some twocker getting his kicks before the cops catch him, that’d be fine. But if not... 

Glancing left, he clocks the pavement. Dotted with trees and the occasional drunkard, there’s a lot to consider. But losing his newly-acquired wealth makes it worth the gamble. Taking a quick breath, he stamps on the gas, pulls out and tears along the footpath, skidding back onto the road in front of the lorry, missing a tree by several millimetres. The manoeuvre prompts a chorus of horny disapproval from the lorry driver, but that’s okay, Morrison’s back in front. 

Checking the rear-view, there's no sign of the pursuer. Hah—if the clever bastard can match that, he deserves to catch me.
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In the black Audi, Ali McKay eases off the gas. Nae point taking risks. Dinnae want to go crashin through the railings into the river. That’d be stupid. Sort of thing Eddie and Malc might do. Anyway, no reason to let Morrison know what's in store for him. Not just yet. Taking a left over the Ness Bridge, he switches the music back on. A bit of Holst to get him in the mood for what he's planning for those two wankers back at the shop. Who am I, pal? I'm Mars—the Bringer of Fuckin War.
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Day 2—Sunday 
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Whitehouse Lodge, Blackpark, Inverness
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Magnus Flood watches the early morning sun work its way across the ceiling. They say it's not good to leave your curtains open during the night—something to do with melatonin—but he prefers it this way. Besides, he always liked the feeling of bravado that sweeps over him while standing in the window to greet the new day in the altogether. Couldn't have done that on Ladbroke Grove, now could you? No, like as not some arsehole would report you to the etiquette cognoscenti of Notting Hill. No, he'd had good reasons to be in the big city, but equally good ones, albeit different, for being back here.

Gazing round the room, it's fine to have a bit of space again, and it'd be nice to share the house with someone—even if just for the odd night of debauchery. He sniffs. Time to give Sheila a call. Sample whatever delights she's managed to recruit into her den of iniquity since his last visit. It’ll give him the opportunity to see how things are going financially and, if necessary, bring a little pressure to bear. But first, he'd better get an update on the current jobs and make sure the hired help is doing what they're paid for.

Picking up his mobile from the bedside cabinet, he flicks through the contacts. ‘Hi. How's it going?’ He stifles a sigh, listens to details, the stuff he doesn't need to know about, then nods. ‘Right. And where are they now?’
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Eddie’s Flat/Finbar’s Food Store, Milburn Road, Inverness
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The man who knows where they are, allows himself a grin. ‘Oh, they're fine, so they are. Just fine. Gonnae pack things up for Christmas. I'll no call unless there's a problem, aye?’

Ali McKay slips the phone back into his pocket and does a last check around the flat. Nothing incriminating, so he wipes down everything he’s touched and heads downstairs. In the shop, he crosses to one of the dozen or so chest freezers at the rear of the food store. Hauling up the lid, he jams the broom handle back under to keep it open, then gazes down at his soon-to-be former employees.  

‘Bit nippy, boys, eh?’

The two men lying head to toe in the cramped compartment are shivering. No doubt the lack of clothing has hastened the freezing process, but at least they're still breathing. Leaning an elbow on the edge of the freezer, McKay prods the taller of the two men. ‘Anythin tae say in yer defence, son?’

The one called Malc starts to speak but it comes out sounding more like static than actual words.

‘What's that, pal? Some sort of apology, maybe?’ 

A grunt comes from the other one. ‘Jist...let...us...oot...’ 

Mckay shakes his head. ‘Cannae dae that Eddie, not with what the pair of ye's have done.’ Leaning further in, so his mouth is only inches away from Eddie's, he drops the Mr Nice Guy routine and mutters, ‘Ye’s only had tae find oot what he knew. But no. Instead, ye decided to hae a bit o' fun wi him first. An aye, right enough, that'd been fine if it wasnae for the fact ye's ended up giving him all your money.’ He opens his mouth in mock horror. ‘What's that ye say? It wasnae your money?’

Reaching down, he lifts the free end of the rope that binds Eddie's wrists, carefully uncoils the man's index finger from the knot of stiff little fingers and wraps his hand around it. The digit is already deathly cold, and it takes more effort than he anticipated to pull it upwards, then back, breaking the joint. The finger's owner lets out a stifled scream, but above the dull hum of the freezer, it's barely audible.

‘No, son. That money’s mine. An you guys ken how this works, don't ye's? A big mannie tells me what tae dae and I tell yous two what tae dae. An cos ye's havnae done it, now I'm away to dae the job for ye. Right?’

Stepping back, he knocks the broom handle away, letting the lid slam shut. 
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Montague Row, Inverness
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Steven Ridley slides out of his Latvian lover and struggles to his feet, breathing heavily, knees creaking as he does so. Getting too old for all this jumping about, he thinks, rubbing a hand up and down his lower back.

Angelina, still on all fours in front of the three-bar electric fire, twists her head round. ‘Where you go?’

He's already at the door. ‘Toilet.’ But it's the bedroom he's headed for and a moment later he's flat out, panting from his exertions. Turning his head, he looks at the clock. Ten a.m. already. Have to get a move on. 

Angelina appears in the doorway, hands on hips. Her mouth turned downwards in that sluttish way he rather likes. But if she's ready for round three, she'll be disappointed.

‘Have to get to the office.’ He follows this up with a isn't-that-a-shame face, but she isn't buying.

‘You work Sunday? Since when?’

He shrugs.

‘You want to fuck someone else, maybe? Your bitch wife?’

He sits up. ‘Course not, sweetheart, but I've got a business to run, you know?’

Angelina persists. ‘Who is she?’

He shakes his head and rolls his eyes dramatically. ‘I've told you, there's no-one else. It's just work.’

She watches as he pulls his clothes on.

‘Anyway,’ he continues, trying for a little distraction, ‘I'm sure you've things to do too. A whole day off. Could go shopping...’

She makes a humphing noise. ‘If your bitch wife pay me more, I be happy to go shopping.’

Zipping himself up, he takes her hands and raises them to his mouth, intending to kiss her fingers. The reek reminds him what those fingers were doing a few short minutes ago, so he affects a cough and drops her hands. Pulling her towards him, he kisses her neck instead.
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Auldcastle Road, Inverness
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Tania gives him the look. The one that says she’s not happy. But Jim Morrison keeps his head down, concentrating on his Shredded Wheat.

‘I told you last week—it's the one day I can go, for God's sake.’

Jim makes a gesture with his spoon but avoids raising his eyes to hers. ‘Sorry love, too much to do.’ He takes another mouthful and chews for a moment, then, ‘I'll be back mid-afternoon at the latest. You can go then, surely?’

She works at her lower lip and closes her eyes. ‘Fine.’

And she's off, clattering the breakfast dishes into a pile like a circus clown preparing for a balancing act. The pile wobbles as she turns back to berate him one last time.

‘I'm going at three, then. Just make sure you're back.’

The six-year-old on the sofa glares at him. ‘Bad Daddy.’ She holds his stare as long as she can, then giggles.

Morrison mimes smacking himself on the wrist. ‘Three o'clock it is.’ 
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The Twa Heids Barber Shop, Castle Street, Inverness
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Big Sheila settles into the chair and stares at her reflection, tilting her head this way and that as if a different angle might hide the lines.

Hughie leans against the open door and lights another cigarette. ‘Don't get too comfy. There'll likely be a few in on their way to the pub. A pint, a haircut and a gobble.’

‘Aye. Should put that on our website.’ She sniffs
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