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Author’s Note

In 1836, five boys were hunting rabbits on the north-eastern slopes of Arthur’s Seat, which is the main peak in the group of hills in the centre of the Scottish city of Edinburgh.

In a small cave in the rocky side of the hill, the boys stumbled across something incredible and macabre: seventeen miniature coffins. Each coffin was carved from pine, and each was decorated with ironwork. The coffins were stacked in two neat rows of eight, with one lonely coffin beginning a new row on top.

Bizarrely, each coffin contained a small wooden doll. Each doll was dressed with painted black boots and individually crafted clothing. The dolls were about four inches long.

Even more bizarrely, the coffins appeared to have been buried over a long period of time, with the top ones fresher and the lower ones more decayed.

In the nearly two hundred years since these toy coffins were discovered, no clue has been unearthed to explain what they were made for, who made them and who hid them. I’m sure other writers have, or will, use this bizarre historical story as the basis for their own novels. This is my attempt to put some flesh on the bones, if you will forgive the phrase.

Nigel McCrery, May 2015


Part One


It was strange the things you notice when death is close. Everything becomes clearer; somehow more real. Children screaming with delight as they play. People chattering about nothing in particular, just whiling away a few hours with friends. The wind blowing through the trees, rustling the leaves. Those things that you take for granted when life is passing you by. She even noticed the scent of the roses that were growing close beneath her bedroom window, and the aroma of next door’s freshly cut grass. They all drifted, the sounds and the smells, in through the open window, and filled her senses.

That damn window. If she hadn’t left it wide open, so she could keep cool on what felt like the warmest afternoon of the year, she might not be in this situation now. She needed to sleep during the day; she was on night shift and if she didn’t get some rest she would never get through her shift, but if she had left it closed and locked as she normally did she wouldn’t be having the life squeezed out of her now by a pair of very powerful hands.

Why, her mind screamed, hadn’t she picked up that room fan last Saturday? It was in the sale – why had she been so mean with herself? Everything would have been okay if she had just indulged herself by splashing out a little cash. That way she wouldn’t have needed to leave the window open.

Strange, she pondered as the hands shifted their grip on her throat, how even the most trivial decisions, made days, weeks or even months before, could affect your future in such a dramatic way.

Not that it looked like she had much of a future left. While the world went on normally outside her room, inside it a man was ending her brief life. She had tried to fight back at the start, but it had happened so quickly and he was too strong; then as he gripped her the injection went in. Seconds later she could feel her senses swimming and any remaining strength washed away.

Had the drug caused her thoughts to drift so aimlessly? Or was it just because her mind remained the only functioning organ, and there was little else to do with no other nerves or muscles responding?

Muscles responding. It was then that she felt a faint tingling in her right hand. She moved a couple of fingers and felt her hand respond too. Obviously the drug hadn’t completely taken control, which she should have known from her medical knowledge. It took longer to reach the body’s extremities. But she wouldn’t have long, and would she be able to move her arm enough to swing it, even if she was able to reach the iron-based lamp to one side? She tentatively reached for it, careful not to glance in its direction and alert him. But his eyes seemed fixed on hers as the pressure grew against her throat. She stretched her hand out; only another inch and she’d have the lamp in her grasp.

*

The storm came out of nowhere.

DCI Mark Lapslie looked up at the heavily greying sky as the first strong bite of wind caught the sails and then as quickly changed direction. The mainsail whipped sharply back and forth in protest.

‘I don’t like the look of this. Could get nasty.’

His companion Charlotte eyed the sails and the sky beyond. ‘Are you sure? Might be just a squall.’

‘Might be.’ Lapslie studied the sky more intently, trying to gauge the direction of the ominously dark cloud layer. It appeared to stretch at least five or six miles, filling the visible skyline over the Solent behind them; and while its epicentre might miss them by half a mile, the wind whipping up at its edges seemed equally fierce.

It seemed odd. Just two hours ago they’d been moored peacefully in Osborne Bay, a few hundred yards offshore from Queen Victoria’s old private beach, enjoying strawberries and cream washed down with chilled champagne. They’d broken their pre-lunch ‘no-drinking’ rule, but then that was the sort of rule you broke on holiday, even if it was just a long weekend break. With his own haphazard schedule in the police force and Charlotte’s as a doctor, they didn’t get to see each other as much as they liked, and a long weekend away together was a rare treat indeed.

The water had lapped gently at the side of the boat, a 24-foot Mazury that Lapslie had owned the past two years, and the scene was as close to the Mediterranean as UK shores offered. Charlotte loved it, quickly embracing the mood and setting, so perhaps now she was having an equal problem adjusting to the sudden change in conditions and ambience. Whereas, with almost three years’ sailing under his belt, he’d become more attuned to sudden changes in weather conditions.

Lightning forked out of the approaching dark clouds, followed seconds later by a rumble of thunder, and the boat lurched sharply leeward as the mainsail was hit by a heavier gust.

‘We’re going to have to pull the sails in.’ He had to almost shout to be heard above the billowing wind. ‘I’ll need a hand. If you hold the main boom over to port aft, I’ll—’ He broke off as he realized the only sailing term she’d likely grasped was ‘boom’, from having to dodge it as it swung across. ‘Uh, back towards your left side – I’ll meanwhile winch the sail in.’

Halfway down there was an anxious moment as a fresh gust caught the sail full on, almost wrenching the boom rope from Charlotte’s grasp.

‘Hang on!’ Lapslie shouted above the heavy wind. He reckoned it had already risen to 60 miles per hour, with gusts of 80 to 90. ‘It’s almost down now.’

As he winched in the last of the mainsail and furled and tied it, a steady rain started to fall, becoming a deluge within seconds.

‘Okay, now the jib sail. Don’t worry – it’ll be easier. You pull hard right this time while I winch and furl.’

It took only a couple of minutes, but in that time the wind had whipped the sea up into a vicious chop, tipping them back and forth.

Lapslie wished George was with them. Not that Charlotte wasn’t coping well, given her limited sailing knowledge, but mainly because she now looked anxious. This wasn’t an interlude in their romantic weekend he’d planned. George, a retired Royal Navy man, was Lapslie’s part-time skipper who’d sailed the Mazury from its mooring in Clacton harbour so as to maximize their time sailing round the Isle of Wight and along the Dorset coast. George not only had long experience of sailing in storm conditions, he’d have been able to offer the right assurance to ease Charlotte’s worry lines.

Lapslie started the engine and turned the tiller so that they were heading back the way they’d come. But it meant sailing into the heart of the storm; it would get worse before it got better. The chop of the waves seemed to be striking the boat’s hull midway each time, so there was a sharp pitch and toss to cope with along with a heavy roll. They were getting soaked from waves washing over the bow and side as much as from the heavy rain.

‘I think maybe you should go below,’ he called out to Charlotte. ‘Get inside.’

‘What? And leave you all alone with the main excitement out here?’ She attempted a sly smile which wasn’t wholly convincing, and then two sharp flashes of lightning close together, only a mile away now from the following thunder, highlighted the underlying fear in her face.

‘I’ll be fine. I’ve seen worse.’ Although he hadn’t, and he wasn’t sure he’d been any more convincing.

If they could just get past the point at Ryde, it should get calmer after that. But that five miles might as well be a hundred in this weather. He could hardly see the coastline any more through the heavy rain and flying sea spray.

*

She managed to swing the lamp, but not fast and hard enough. And as her attacker saw her intention in his side vision, he leant away from the lamp’s arc. It brushed with hardly any effect against one shoulder, and then the pressure on her throat increased threefold.

She tried to swing again, but suddenly all her strength had gone, her emotions too seeming to drain away like dirty water from a bath.

She idly wondered why she had been the one chosen, why it hadn’t been someone else, someone in a different block of flats, on a different floor. It seemed so unfair: she had never harmed anyone in her life. In fact she was a nurse, and that involved helping people. As far as she was aware, she didn’t have an enemy in the world.

The other thing that flashed through her mind was that she thought she recognized her murderer. In fact, she was sure that she knew him, and of all the people in her life he was the last one she would ever have considered a threat or a danger. But here he was: her nemesis. She had always been such a bad judge of character.

These were her final thoughts. A few moments later, everything that she could see, smell, hear and feel just folded up on itself and vanished into the darkness.

*

Lapslie continued battling against the storm in his dream, and so he wasn’t sure if they’d actually made it or the storm had won and he was going through his version of a drowning man’s reflections.

All due to his recent obsession with sailing. It had started simply enough, when he’d gone for a day out on the North Sea with a friend, and the odd thing was that he hadn’t been sure about the idea in the first place. The thought of bobbing around on grey water under grey clouds for hours on end really didn’t appeal to him. Finally and reluctantly he was persuaded, and he had enjoyed it so much that he’d enrolled at a sailing school in Clacton-on-Sea and become a qualified sailor.

Once the training was out of the way he then brought his 24-foot Mazury. Made of fibreglass, beautiful lines, teak decks, four berths, and it hadn’t cost him an arm and a leg. It even had a 6 hp outboard motor, not that he used it much – he was far too concerned about the effect its distinctive sound would have on his synaesthesia, which transformed and merged noise with smell and taste. Besides he hardly needed it, the boat had sailed like a dream. When he was out on the water all his troubles seemed to drift away. They all seemed land-bound, unable to follow him across the water. As he looked back at the disappearing horizon he knew he couldn’t be troubled any more.

It was strange: none of the numerous and particular sounds that surrounded him when he was at sea seemed to have any effect on his synaesthesia. The splash of the water against the hull, the wind in the sails, the flags and pendants fluttering out until the halyards rattled. Even the screeching of the inquisitive and ever-hungry seagulls that occasionally followed the boat didn’t seem to translate into tastes in his mouth the way that traffic noise, conversation and all the other sounds on land did. There was nothing, not a single discernible effect. In the water he was free, free to think, free to calculate, free to be himself for the first time in many years.

Maybe it was something to do with the drug he was taking to counter the effects – thorazitol. At first the pills had almost completely suppressed the synaesthesia, but he had began to experience side-effects – hallucinations and strange random thoughts – and so, on his consultant’s advice, he had cut back on the dosage until the side-effects stopped. That still left him with a stub of synaesthesia, but nothing like the scale that he had been experiencing over the past few years.

Lapslie had become used to his own company through necessity. At first he hated it, but as months drifted into years, he had grown to love it, and now even craved it. Being alone, surrounded by water, with a calm and untroubled mind, was the pinnacle of everything he’d searched for. A sort of natural healing.

Alone. Reflecting on how sailing had served at first to heal his own personal ills, he found himself self-castigating for now bringing Charlotte along, putting her through this nightmare ordeal. What had he been thinking of? Or had his desire for them to have a weekend away together prevailed over his thirst for quiet personal space when sailing, one selfishness winning out on the other?

The vibration from his mobile phone broke into Lapslie’s sleep, startling him, sending a wash of bitter coffee across his taste buds. He was slow to rouse, pulling the covers over his head for a moment. The phone kept vibrating insistently until finally he reached out for it.

‘Lapslie.’ As he answered it, his voice husky and still sleepy, he glanced across at the clock: 5.40 p.m. Two hours’ nap since Charlotte had gone ashore. The last of the storm had blown through hours ago and was now no more than a gentle lapping against the hull in the Cowes harbour mooring. Charlotte had taken a taxi to the Villa Rothsay Hotel while Lapslie had elected to stay aboard and wait for George.

Thankfully George had stayed in Portsmouth overnight to catch up with some old mates and would inspect any damage before sailing the boat back to Clacton. And having made all the arrangements, the exertion of battling the storm and the pre-lunch wine had caught up with him and he’d fallen into a deep sleep. He glanced through the porthole towards the dockside. George should be here soon.

Lapslie recognized the voice at the other end instantly. Although the taste of her voice had shifted over the years, it always had a sort of citrusy tang to it. Of all the voices he had tasted over the years her voice was the only one that had that taste. It was Emma Bradbury.

‘Sorry to disturb you, sir . . .’

Lapslie cut her short. ‘But not sorry enough to avoid doing so? You know I’m not on call and this is a weekend away for me.’

Bradbury acknowledged with a sigh. ‘No, sir, I realize that, but Chief Superintendent Rouse sends his compliments and says that he would like you involved in this.’

Lapslie sat up sharper. ‘What exactly is “this”?’

‘A possible murder, sir.’

Lapslie wasn’t impressed. ‘Possible? I tell you what, when it’s definite then call me back. And where the hell is Chalky White? – he’s the one on call.’

‘Already committed with a stabbing, I’m afraid . . .’

‘Is that a “possible” too?’

‘No sir.’ The citrus of her voice was tinged with strawberry – a sign of irritation. ‘The victim is dead, it is a murder, and an arrest has already been made.’

‘Well that makes things easy for him. What’s that, his first murder this year?’

Bradbury didn’t reply, not wanting to get involved in office politics or rivalries. Lapslie couldn’t blame her. ‘Okay,’ he said, trying to be conciliatory, ‘where is it?’

‘A few miles from Abberton Reservoir.’

‘Where’s that when it’s at home?’

‘The nearest village is . . . give me a second . . .’ She paused for a moment, consulting someone out of range of the microphone. ‘The rather improbably named Layer de la Haye. I’ll text the postcode through.’

‘Okay. But I’m on the Isle of Wight right now, so it’ll take me a few hours. You’ll have to hang on meanwhile.’

‘Understood. I’ll grab some tea and leave a constable to secure the scene.’

Lapslie hung up. Well, that was the end of his weekend plans – though any more sailing had been scotched in any case. It was at times like this that he seriously thought about resigning or going off on extended sick leave. Christ, if he wasn’t entitled to sick leave, then surely no one was. The trouble was he could really do with leaving due to some injury he had received while on duty, rather than thanks to a personal condition. He would get more money that way. With an early pension and a large lump sum he could upgrade his boat and just fuck off into the sunset.

Lapslie pulled himself back to reality. It was a stupid idea, if for no other reason than the fact that he needed a bit more sailing experience under his belt – as the storm had made patently clear. No, it would be at least another year before he was in a position to realize his dream. He would have to tread water until then.

Half-smiling at his own inner joke, he looked up as a rapping came against the porthole and George’s face beamed from the other side.

*

It took just under three hours to make the journey, and Lapslie’s senses were sharpened rather than jaded from having driven flat out; he knew it would catch up with him later that night and he’d no doubt crash out.

A familiar sight met him at the crime scene. Arcs of white and flashing blue lights illuminated the area, giving it a surreal look. More like a street in Las Vegas than a British murder scene. White-suited SOCOs moved around with purposeful energy, while detectives in ill-fitting suits seemed to be wandering at random, looking for their next mug of coffee while trying to appear interested and useful. Lapslie drove slowly up to the checkpoint. He flashed his ID at the young pale-faced uniform on the gate. The lad was only there keeping the log because no one had any idea what else to do with him.

Most of the constabulary knew who Lapslie was by his reputation alone, but this young probationer clearly didn’t. ‘Can I have your name for the record, sir?’

Lapslie stared at him. ‘Chief Inspector Lapslie,’ he said, after a marked pause.

Lapslie’s name at least seemed to spark some recognition. ‘Oh right, sir, yes, please go through.’

The lad stood back and saluted. It was the first time Lapslie had been saluted for a long time, and he found he quite liked it. He nodded and drove through the taped cordon. Rank he considered allowed you a few privileges, like not having to stop and answer questions from some snotty-nosed probationer standing at a checkpoint in the middle of nowhere. Still, Lapslie supposed, he was only trying to do his job.

He parked his car by the sign marked ‘Senior Investigating Officer’ – another perk he enjoyed and appreciated. Wherever he went these days there was always a special parking place for him. On this occasion he was impressed at the speed with which the sign had been erected. He probably had Bradbury to thank for that.

As he stepped from the car and looked around he had a sudden feeling that people were moving away from him, not wanting to get too close. It was as if he was infected with some nasty and very contagious disease. In a way he supposed that he was, only it wasn’t contagious. There was a time when only he and Rouse had known about the synaesthesia, but now it was common knowledge. Still it was good to see his detectives moving with some purpose, even if that purpose was only to get away from him.

A figure emerged from a dark corner of the field. Lapslie had trouble identifying it at first due to the glare of one of the powerful arc lamps he had stupidly stood in front of.

‘Bradbury?’

‘Sir.’

‘How are you?’

‘Tired. It was my day off too. They called me in about an hour before I called you.’

Lapslie looked at her for a moment. ‘Clearly Rouse thinks you are more important than I am. Should I watch my back?’

Bradbury stared at him for a moment, unsure if he was joking or not. ‘They always like to get me here before you, sir, so I can get your parking space ready.’

Lapslie cut her short. ‘And tell everyone to move away from me when I get out of my car?’

Bradbury hesitated. ‘Fewer people make less noise. I know how you react to noise.’

Lapslie smiled at her. ‘Yes, I do. Doesn’t mean I have to like it though. Makes me feel like a leper. ‘

Bradbury remained silent. There was nothing she could say, really. Lapslie continued: ‘So what have we got?’

‘Dead male. Been dead a while from the smell of him. Looks like a tramp and it’s probably natural causes.’

There was that word again: probably. He hated it. Either it was murder or it wasn’t, and if it wasn’t then he shouldn’t be here. The pale-faced kid on the gate should be dealing with it.

‘The police surgeon’s examining the remains now,’ Bradbury said.

‘Is he? Well, perhaps a possible will turn into a definite. Let’s see what he has to say.’

Bradbury interrupted. ‘There are some other things you need to know. I—’

Lapslie cut her short. ‘Let’s go and have a look at the body first. You can tell me the rest after that. Now, where to?’

Bradbury pointed to a large bunker at the edge of the field. ‘It’s over there, sir.’

Lapslie looked over to where a large oval shape, covered in grass, was sticking out of the ground. Some kind of natural feature, or an artificial mound? ‘Will I need to suit up?’

Bradbury shook her head. ‘I’ve had a word with the Scene of Crime manager, and he doesn’t seem to think it’s necessary to wear a suit – just cover shoes for now.’

Lapslie nodded. ‘Well, it’s his decision. Lead on.’ He followed his sergeant along a well-used dirt path to the front of the mound where a large iron door was set into a flat face of earth. So, it was a bunker – a large one. As he entered he turned to Bradbury. ‘So, what is this place?’

Bradbury looked up at him. ‘It’s an old fall-out shelter from the Cold War. Built in the fifties for local politicians and dignitaries to keep them safe and running the country if the Russians had ever dropped the bomb.’

‘Local politicians and dignitaries? Brilliant – they cause the bloody war, then they make sure they have a safe place to hide when it starts. How democratic.’

Looking up at it now that he was close, Lapslie was impressed by the size of the bunker and the huge iron doors that secured it. ‘How did you get in?’

Bradbury answered quickly. ‘Locksmith, sir. Apparently took him over an hour – they were considering blowing it off at one point.’

Lapslie looked down at the giant lock still hanging from one of the metal loops. ‘Which I suppose begs the question: if we had trouble getting in, how the hell did the tramp do it?’

Bradbury nodded. ‘Yes, sir, that was one of the other questions we . . .’

Lapslie cut her short again. ‘Who found the body?’

‘A man walking his dog. Well, he smelled the body really: the dog was scratching at the door, and when its owner came to pull him away he could smell the corpse.’

Lapslie looked across at her. ‘Through these doors? Weren’t they designed to stop radiation? How the hell did a smell leak out, even one as gross as a decomposing body?’

‘The bunker hasn’t been maintained, sir. The seals have either perished or just dropped off.’

‘Council money well spent.’ He paused, thinking. ‘How did he know it was a corpse he could smell?’

‘He was an old soldier. He’d smelled a few before.’

Lapslie nodded. Forget about faster cars or more capable computers: the thing the police needed the most was a squad of people walking their dogs. The amount of crime they turned up was extraordinary.

Before they went any further they were stopped by the white-suited presence of Jim Thomson, the Scene of Crime manager and senior SOCO. He gazed across at Lapslie.

‘If you wouldn’t mind slipping a pair of these on, Chief Inspector.’

Petrol. Lapslie licked his lips to be sure. Yes, Thomson’s voice definitely tasted of petrol. Lapslie turned to face him, trying to wipe the taste from his lips with the back of his hand. Taking a pair of the transparent plastic overshoes from Thomson and slipping them over his Timberlands, Lapslie looked at the man one more time and wondered why he tasted of petrol, of all things. Did his mind just randomly assign tastes to sounds, or was there some deeper underlying logic?

He pulled himself back to reality. ‘Thank you. Are you sure you don’t want us suited up?’

Thomson shook his head. ‘Quite sure. Well not at this stage, anyway. The overshoes will be enough.’

Lapslie nodded his understanding before he turned to follow Bradbury into the bunker.

The interior was more basic than Lapslie had imagined. Nothing high-tech – just what appeared to be concrete wall, a concrete floor and piles of old tat, most of it broken. The smell of the decomposing body was strong, however, and seemed to fill the entire room with a thick, unseen fog, refusing to drift away even though the large metal security doors had been left open. Lapslie had never really got used to that smell, even though he lived in a world of tastes and smells. The instant desire to be sick faded quickly, and he wondered idly why no sound he had ever heard had provoked the taste of rotting human flesh.

He looked around. ‘A bit sparse, isn’t it?’

Bradbury nodded. ‘This is just the top level. It goes down several more floors. There are bedrooms, kitchens, command and control centres, even broadcasting facilities. Five hundred people could stay down here for over five years, apparently.’

‘As long as they don’t mind the taste of corned beef. Didn’t know we had that many important people in the area.’

‘With their families.’

Lapslie smiled. ‘Of course. Now it makes sense.’

Lapslie noticed that arc lamps had been positioned at intervals with cables running through. As they reached the far end of the room Lapslie saw a familiar figure packing up his medical bag and standing away from what seemed to be a pile of old rags lying on the floor, but which Lapslie knew to be a body. It was odd, he considered, the strange shapes, positions and appearances people took on after death. So many looked like mannequins: white and stiff, all the life taken out of them. Others died with their mouths wide open in one last desperate scream at the cruel trick that fate had played on them. So few went gentle into that good night, he pondered. Mostly they raged against the dying of the light.

Jeff Whitefoot was the police surgeon for Essex, and had been for years. He tended to share duties with the pathologist, Jane Catherall, and Lapslie usually bumped into one or the other at scenes such as this. He had always liked Whitefoot because he was his own man, and had been even in the bad old days, when the relationship between police surgeons and forensic teams was a little too cosy and often resulted in evidence being altered to fit the circumstances. So many innocent people had been sent down, many for life, because the various people investigating the crimes knew each other, drank together or could be easily bullied or manipulated into saying what was necessary. Whitefoot had always been above all that. Kept himself to himself. Never attended social events, and it would be a brave investigating officer that tried to intimidate him.

As he approached, Lapslie stuck his hand out. Peeling off his white latex protective gloves, Whitefoot took it and shook it enthusiastically.

‘Jeff. Good to see you again. It’s been a while.’

‘Chief Inspector. It’s been a while and a half.’ He gazed up into Lapslie’s eyes. ‘You okay? I heard you’d been ill.’

His voice tasted of dark chocolate with a touch of something else which Lapslie struggled to identify. Lavender, maybe? Whitefoot was always formal, never used first or familiar names. He kept his private and professional lives separate and would never compromise.

‘Under control,’ Lapslie said shortly. The last thing he wanted was a forensic cross-examination of his symptoms by a medical man. Well, not this medical man, anyway. ‘What about you?’ he added quickly. ‘I heard you were on short time?’

Whitefoot shrugged. ‘I work two and a half days a week. I haven’t got the stamina to run with the young bulls any more, but I like to keep my hand in. Keep involved, if you know what I mean. And there were . . . family issues.’

Lapslie nodded. ‘So what do we have? Was he murdered?’

Whitefoot shook his head. ‘I doubt it. Looks like natural causes – well, as natural as the death of a man who lived rough, clearly drank too much and had done for a number of years can be. Won’t really know until after the post-mortem, but there are no signs of violence, no bullet holes, knives in the back, depressed fractures of the skull, that sort of thing.’

Lapslie gave Bradbury a sideways glance. She knew what he was thinking and looked down at her feet.

‘Okay, well thanks for turning out.’

Whitefoot nodded. ‘I thought Inspector White was on call-out?’

‘He is, got a stabbing to deal with.’

‘Really? That I suppose would also explain why I’m here. Doctor Catherall is presumably at the stabbing.’

‘We all have our cross to bear, Jeff. Let me have your report as soon as you can.’

Whitefoot looked slightly indignant. ‘It will be on your desk first thing, as it always is and always will be.’

Lapslie nodded his appreciation before walking past him to where the body was lying. He looked down at the pile of rags that had once been a human being. He often wondered how and why people ended up like this: what it was within their personalities that had allowed this to happen. But then, perhaps they were just unfortunate.

He remembered his first sergeant, Fred Gimber. Gimber had been his sergeant when Lapslie was still a probationer. He had been a sergeant in the Royal Marine Commandos during the Second World War. Hard as nails, a man you didn’t cross lightly. Local villains were terrified of him. Yet there was this one old tramp that he looked after as if they were related. Lapslie had been with him one Christmas Day when Gimber had searched and found the tramp just so he could give him a bottle of whisky and a hundred cigarettes before driving him to a shelter in the area car to make sure he had a decent Christmas dinner. Later Lapslie had discovered that the old tramp had served with Gimber during the war and had won the Military Medal for bravery. He had stayed in the Army after the war, but had been kicked out a few years later due to a stomach ulcer. Without the formal structure of the Army, he had quickly fallen apart. He died a few years later and Gimber had paid for his funeral. Such was the man. Small gestures. If everyone took responsibility for what was within the reach of their arm then the world would be a better place.

Lapslie guessed that if you scratched the body of the man lying before him there might well have been a similar story. Around the corpse was an array of food wrappers, old papers, empty and broken bottles, and a worn-out haversack with ripped seams. He looked across at Jim Thomson, who had followed them to the scene. ‘So what do we know about this poor old sod?’ Thomson shook his head. ‘Nothing much. Just these.’

He handed Lapslie several old black-and-white photos of a man with a pretty wife and two small children. It was impossible to say if the man decomposing at his feet was the same one in the photo. He turned to Bradbury, handing her the photos. ‘Try and find out who he was. Natural death or not, I would like to know.’

Bradbury dropped the photographs into an exhibit bag that Thomson handed to her.

‘I’m still wondering how the hell he got in,’ Lapslie said.

‘We are working on that, sir.’

‘Don’t suppose for some bizarre reason he could have had a key? Maybe he used to be a local councillor.’

Bradbury shrugged. ‘No idea, sir.’

‘Well, when we find out who he is we might have a better chance of finding out how he got in and what he was doing here, besides keeping warm and drinking.’

Bradbury nodded. She glanced away, awkwardly. ‘There’s something else I’d like you to see, sir.’

‘Something connected to this body?’

Bradbury shook her head. ‘No, I don’t believe so, sir – but odd to say the least.’ She moved away and Lapslie followed when she walked into a small antechamber just off the main room. She turned to Lapslie. ‘This room had been locked, sir—’

‘Nothing odd in that, Emma.’

‘No, sir, but it was locked with a new-style Chubb lock. Took our locksmith longer to open this door than it did the main door. Someone’s been using this room on a regular basis.’

Lapslie nodded. ‘Okay. Lead on.’

As he entered the concrete room, Lapslie glanced around. It looked like it might have been a storeroom. Empty metal racking lined the walls. At the far end, lined up on one of the shelves, was what Bradbury wanted to show him. Lapslie moved close, and stared in bewilderment.

Stretching along the entire length of the shelf, standing upright, were twelve small wooden coffins. They were perfectly shaped, and about twelve inches tall. Nine were closed, and three open. The open coffins had what looked like dolls standing up inside them.

Lapslie moved forward for a closer look. The three dolls he could see were dressed bizarrely. The first wore a beautiful lace wedding dress. The second was dressed as a soldier; on his shoulder was a small carefully stitched crown indicating the rank of major. The third and final doll was dressed as an old-fashioned teacher, with a black gown, and a mortar board perched on his head. The dolls seemed to have been made of wax, or something similar, judging by the gloss of their skin. Whatever the material was, they had been well made.

‘“There will be time to murder and create”,’ he murmured softly.

Lapslie slipped on latex gloves, picked up the doll dressed as a bride and stared at it for a moment, running his thumb across the lace and the material that made up the dress. The clothing was well tailored, and the material of a fine quality. He put down the bride doll and went on to peer at the soldier and the teacher. When he leaned over and opened one of the closed coffins it revealed another doll; this one dressed as a mechanic of some sort. It was wearing stained blue overalls and carrying what looked like a small model spanner. The difference between this doll and the ones in the open coffins was that this doll had been crushed and twisted into disfigurement.

As Lapslie watched, Bradbury opened each of the coffins. Within each of them was another doll, each dressed in different clothing. There was a fireman, a nurse and six others. The neck of the fireman had been crushed, falling limply onto its shoulders. Every other doll had been badly damaged in some way. All differently, but all damaged.

Numerous questions raced around his mind. Why were some dolls inside their coffins and not others? Why were the ones inside the coffins damaged and those outside them perfectly fine? What did the costumes signify? Why had they been left here, and did the dead tramp have something to do with it? Were they just dolls someone had made for a horror film, or was there something much more sinister about them? And what was the significance of the number twelve? Twelve apostles; twelve angry men; twelve days of Christmas?

The smell of lavender reached him, and he wondered just which of the dolls might be triggering that smell in his mind: the fireman, the bride, the nurse? Or maybe it was simply coming from the cloth they were made with, somebody impregnating it with lavender to keep moths away.

He turned to Bradbury. ‘I don’t suppose we know anything about the dolls, do we?’

Bradbury shook her head. ‘No, sir, nothing. I was about to get the SOCOs to bag and tag them.’

*

‘No, don’t do that. Well not for now, anyway. Do the media know about this yet?’

Bradbury shook her head again. ‘No, sir, not yet. Seems little point in telling them now. I don’t suppose there’s much of a story in “alcoholic tramp found dead”.’

Lapslie looked at her for a moment. ‘Everyone has their story, Emma – even alcoholic tramps.’ Before she could reply he changed the subject. ‘Let’s wrap up the body ready for removal and run this operation down.’

‘Before we are sure of the cause of death?’

Lapslie nodded. ‘Yes. I’m pretty sure Whitefoot is right, but just in case, no one goes in or out until we have the final results. I want the placed resealed and any sign that we have been here gone. If we do have a suspicious death then there’s no harm done because the evidence will still be intact. If, as I suspect, we don’t, then I want the place watched to see if our doll-maker returns. There are a few questions I would like to ask him.’

Bradbury seemed unsure, but nodded her acceptance.

‘I want the surveillance on for a week, twenty-four hours a day. If anyone is picked up, I want to know at once. There’s something odd about this and I want to know what it is.’

‘Chief Superintendent Rouse isn’t going to like this, sir. He’ll want to know why we’re spending money on surveillance when there’s no obvious crime.’

‘Do it anyway. By the time he finds out it will all be over – unless someone tells him.’

He turned to Bradbury. She held defensive hands up. ‘Not me. I won’t breathe a word.’

Lapslie stared at her for a long moment. ‘It might be nothing,’ he said finally, ‘but equally some important investigations have started out with something small like this.’

Before she could respond, Lapslie moved off, heading out and towards his car. As he left, he heard Emma talking with Jim Thomson, the senior SOCO.

‘Did you hear all that?’

‘I did.’

‘Then we’d better get on with it, hadn’t we?’

‘We had. I know the name of a good doll-maker, if it would help. Big hobby with my wife. She has dozens of them.’

Either Bradbury didn’t reply, or her words were lost as Lapslie walked outside.

*

They say it takes at least a year to arrange a wedding. As far as Leslie Cooke was concerned, it had taken at least three of them. Well, that was how long they’d been engaged; straight after the split from her previous boyfriend, in fact. They had talked about getting married six months
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