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— THE WOLVES IN THE WOODS —




0

Malcolm ran. One hand curled against his chest, the wrist swollen and aching, the fingers numb and almost black in the sickly yellow streetlight. His other hand clenched around the strap of his tatty old rucksack. Ancient trainers squealing on the slippery cobbles as the rain battered down.

Breathing hard.

Teeth bared.

Tears blurring the shuttered shops and parked cars that lined Archers Lane.

Sobbing out the words as he tried to put as much distance as possible between himself and the wolves: ‘Please God. Please God, no. Please, please, please, please, please …’

Behind him, a high-pitched howl echoed through the night.

‘Pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease …’

At the end of the street, he hammered around the corner onto the Chanonry, feet skidding out from underneath him, sending him crashing into the boot of a rust-brown hatchback hard enough to set the car’s alarm screaming. Lights flashing angry orange as he scrambled upright and staggered out into the road. Three o’clock in the morning and the houses on both sides of the road were in darkness: no one peering out their windows to see what all the fuss was about. No one to witness what was happening. No one to save him.

What was the point of bloody car alarms if everyone just ignored them?

He hauled in a breath and bellowed it out again. ‘SOMEBODY HELP ME!’

A curtain twitched on the other side of the road.

Malcolm waved his good arm, the rucksack swinging like a grubby metronome, but whoever it was, they just let the curtains fall shut again.

‘HELP ME, YOU BASTARDS!’

Another howl joined the hatchback’s wails.

Oh God: they were getting closer.

He backed away from the car. ‘Pleasepleasepleaseplease …’

There – just ahead – a big Range Rover coming towards him, headlights slashing through the rain. The driver would help. They had to help.

‘STOP!’ Malcolm lurched into the middle of the tarmac. ‘PLEASE! HELP ME!’

The four-by-four didn’t even slow down, just blared its horn.

‘NO!’ Jumping back, out of the way, but not quite quick enough. The windscreen caught his rucksack and sent it spinning from his hand to bounce off the roof of a parked Volvo.

The Range Rover slammed on its brakes, window buzzing down to let too-loud music bmmmmtch-bmmmmtch-bmmmmtch out, followed by a bug-eyed woman’s face. ‘IF YOU’VE SCRATCHED MY CAR, YOU’RE BLOODY FOR IT!’

‘Please, you’ve got to help me! They’re coming!’ Malcolm staggered towards the car, good arm outstretched, dirty fingers reaching. ‘Please, they’re going to kill me!’

‘Eeewww …’ Top lip curled, she shrank away from him. ‘GET AWAY FROM ME, YOU HOMELESS FREAK!’ And the window buzzed back up again.

Malcolm was inches from the door handle when the car shot forwards, accelerating away up the Chanonry in a cloud of choking diesel fumes.

‘THEY’RE GOING TO KILL ME!’

The flashing orange lights went out, and the hatchback’s alarm fell silent.

Now the only sounds were his wheezing lungs, battering heart, and the rain’s never-ending rattlesnake hiss.

A shrill laugh sliced through the night. It was answered by another howl – this time from the other side of the street, behind the Volvo, where Malcolm’s rucksack had disappeared.

They weren’t close any more: they were here.

And now they had his rucksack.

He backed away from everything he owned in the whole world.

Swallowed as the wolves growled from the shadows.

RUN!

Malcolm staggered towards the end of the street, where the tarmac ended in a row of bollards and a lone streetlight stood guard against the murky blackness of Camburn Woods.

The woods.

He could lose them there.

Miles and miles of twisting paths and abandoned buildings and trees and trees and trees.

His trainers splashed through a puddle that stretched the width of the road. Faster. Passing the bollards and in beneath the thick dark canopy of needles, branches, and leaves, following the tarmac path.

That rattlesnake hiss was muffled by the trees, the air thick with the heavy brown scent of mouldering forest floor.

Behind him: the sound of small feet pounded the track; laughter; snarling.

Malcolm gritted his teeth and ran. Pumping his knees and elbow. Breath wheezing in and rasping out. Wet trainers slap, slap, slapping against the path. Sweat, clammy between his shoulder blades. Razors slashing through his ruined hand and wrist.

A crossroads appeared up ahead. The signpost pointed left to Castle Hill Infirmary, right to Saxon Halls of Residence, but Malcolm went straight ahead, following the arrow for Rushworth House. For a count of five, four, three, two—

He made a sudden turn, ducking right, leaving the path and crashing into a waist-high sea of nettles. Running and stumbling through the undergrowth as darkness wrapped its arms around him.

Those little feet scuttered to a halt on the path, and a lone howl rang out.

A high voice followed it: ‘YOU CAN’T RUN FOREVER, LITTLE PIGGY!’

And they were after him again.

No idea what the building used to be, but it was little more than a ruined outline now, buried deep within Camburn Woods – half its roof missing, the upper floor bulging out above the doorway, like a drowned man’s stomach. Ready to split.

There wasn’t much of a clearing: barely enough space between the trees to let the rain clatter down on the crumbling slates and whisper in the jagged brambles. Bracken reaching for him with wet green tentacles. That small patch of sky up above glowing a dirty orange-brown, giving off just enough light to make out shapes and outlines.

Off in the distance, something rustled and Malcolm froze – crouching beneath the searching branches of a twisted oak. Might be a badger or a fox? Or it might be the wolves …

The rustling got quieter and quieter, until he was alone again.

Thank God.

Malcolm clutched his knee with his good hand and let the breath whoomph out of him. Tears warm on his cheeks as he shuddered and moaned. Biting his bottom lip to keep the noise to a minimum. Hard to tell what time it was, after crashing through bushes and nettles and brambles and broom for what felt like hours, till the sound of the wolves faded behind him. Then creeping about in the gloom, guarding every breath in case it might give him away. And now he was here. Soaked and exhausted, but still alive.

It was a while before he straightened up, wiped his eyes on the sodden sleeve of his new jacket, then limped across the tiny clearing and into the house. All he needed was a quiet corner, somewhere out of the rain to lie low till morning. Somewhere the wolves wouldn’t find him. Get his arse to Accident and Emergency, soon as it was safe. Maybe leave town with a pocketful of pilfered drugs and a zip-a-dee-doo-dah in his heart. Head south to somewhere warmer, like Dundee, or even Edinburgh. After all, when you were sleeping rough, one shop doorway was pretty much like any other. Oldcastle could go screw itself.

Wooden floorboards creaked beneath his torn, sodden trainers as he scuffed into the dark interior.

Wasn’t like the city had exactly been good to him, was it? Thirty-four years old and what did he have to show for it? A shattered wrist, a crappy sleeping bag from the army surplus store on Weaver Street, and a manky backpack …

No. Didn’t even have that any more.

The wolves had taken it all.

Everything except the half-bottle of Asda own-brand whisky in his coat pocket – which was about to get a serious spanking.

‘Wmmmmphaaaaargh!’ Malcolm’s eyes snapped open in the darkness, face wet, water running into his ears and soaking into his T-shirt.

A little girl loomed over him, features lit from below like she was about to tell a ghost story. Her voice was posh and clipped – polished marble and cut glass. ‘Here we go. Knew you were in there somewhere.’ She couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven, big blue eyes staring at him above her tartan facemask as she waggled an almost empty bottle of water in her gloved hand. ‘Wouldn’t do for you to miss the grand finale, would it?’ She was dressed down in a baseball cap and hoodie – both advertising rival crappy pop bands. Tracksuit bottoms and a pair of mud-smeared Nikes. She’d tucked her hair away out of sight, but the freckles visible above her mask and those pale-orange eyebrows meant she was a redhead in real life. Gloves and a facemask: like the pandemic had never ended.

‘Gah …’ Malcolm scrabbled back against the wall, levering himself up till he was sitting. Wiped the water from his face with his good hand. The whisky’s warmth leaching out of his bones, leaving that old, familiar, thirsty tremor behind. ‘You can’t just come in—’

‘Do shut up.’ She looked over her shoulder. ‘Are you recording?’

A large boy emerged from the gloom. About the size of a vending machine, broad-shouldered, big barrel chest, an iPhone clutched in his blue-nitrile-covered paw. Couldn’t see his mouth, because of the skull-print facemask, but the smile in his eyes was clear enough. He sounded even posher than she did: ‘Indubitably.’ One of those accents that boomed with privilege, private education, and a sheltered upbringing. ‘Worry not, my dear Allegra; Hugo has got it covered.’

The girl, Allegra, glowered at him. ‘Don’t use our names, you utter nimrod!’

‘Oh.’ Hugo’s shoulders rounded, eyes going all puppy dog. ‘But there’s no one else here, and this unfortunate gentleman will be dead soon, so—’

‘You’re recording this! Now our names are on the footage!’

‘Ah. Yes. I see.’ A nod. ‘Quite right. Mea culpa. Stupid Hugo.’ He fiddled with his phone. ‘OK, I’ve definitely deleted that one. Let’s try this again, keep it anonymous, and all that.’

Malcolm stared at the pair of them. ‘Wait, what do you mean, “this unfortunate gentleman will be”—’

It wasn’t the hardest slap he’d ever received, but it came out of nowhere, jerking his head to the side, leaving the edge of his mouth stinging.

A squeak of nitrile as Allegra rubbed at her slapping hand. ‘Did I say you could talk?’

‘You’re bloody children! You don’t scare me!’

‘Oh dear. That’s unfortunate, isn’t it?’

‘Aha! Yes.’ Hugo inched closer. ‘Most unfortunate indeed.’ He reached into the pocket of his hoodie and pulled out a long thin parcel wrapped in newspaper. About eighteen inches long. ‘Still, “The goat will bleat till its throat is slit.” As my dear grandmama always says.’ He unwrapped the newspaper parcel, one-handed, and a kitchen knife’s long curved blade gleamed in the light from his phone.

Malcolm pushed himself further into the wall. ‘You … don’t scare me. I’m a police officer!’

Allegra shook her head, reaching into her own hoodie pocket. ‘Not any more, you’re not: they fired you years ago.’ The hand came out, wrapped around the handle of a claw hammer. The one she’d used to wake Malcolm up two hours ago, when he’d been sleeping in the doorway of McCartney’s Hair and Beauty, minding his own business and not bothering anyone.

Just seeing it made his swollen wrist burn and throb. ‘You can’t do this, it’s—’

‘Do you think we picked you at random, Malcolm? Because we didn’t.’

‘Fortune favours the prepared, old man.’

‘We’ve been tracking you all day.’ She flexed her gloved fingers around the hammer’s grip. ‘Don’t you want to know how we found you tonight? Here? In the woods so dark and deep? All hidden away like a frightened little mouse?’

‘If … if you go away now, you won’t get into any trouble. I promise.’

Her voice jumped up a bit, taking on a saccharine lisp. ‘Oh, you poor man, you look so cold in that tatty old jacket! Daddy says I can spend my birthday money on anything I like, and I’d like to help you!’

It’s a frigid Monday lunchtime and Malcolm’s in his usual spot, outside the train station, sitting cross-legged on his square of cardboard and his sleeping bag, a battered baseball cap on the pavement in front of him. Huffing a steaming breath into his cupped hands, trying to get some life back in his frozen fingers. Huddling in the threadbare coat he ‘inherited’ when Sparky Steve got taken off with the Covid. The coat with ragged cuffs, holes in the elbows, and a big stain down the back.

So much for the Super Scorching Scottish Summer the tabloids had promised. Since when was August colder than February? And people still said global warming was a load of old—

‘Excuse me?’

He looks up and there’s a pretty little red-haired girl, holding a bag from Primark that’s almost as big as she is. Pigtails. Freckles. Tartan skirt. Blue school blazer with some sort of crest on the pocket, so her parents must be worth a bob or two.

He gives her his best I’m-so-pitiful smile. ‘Got any spare change?’

‘Oh, you poor man, you look so cold in that tatty old jacket! Daddy says I can spend my birthday money on anything I like, and I’d like to help you!’ She holds the bag out towards him. ‘It’s so you don’t catch your death.’

He pulls his chin in and frowns at her for a moment. Is she taking the piss? Playing ‘Mock the Poor Homeless Bastard’? Is she going to scream ‘Paedo!’ at him if he goes anywhere near?

She places the bag on the pavement in front of him, then digs into her pocket and comes out with a tenner. Drops that in his empty cap. ‘Now you can get something tasty to eat too!’ All perky and helpful.

So Malcolm opens the bag and takes out a nice new padded jacket – one of the dark-red shiny kind that look a bit like a duvet with sleeves. Stares at it. Then at her. Then at the jacket again.

Licks his lips.

Feels actual tears welling up. He chokes the knot out of his voice for long enough to give her a mumbled, ‘Thank you. It’s … Thank you.’

‘Put it on! Put it on!’

And Malcolm wriggles his way out of Sparky Steve’s manky jacket and into the brand-new padded one. Warm and cosy and the nicest thing anyone’s done for him for years. ‘Thank you.’

‘I sewed a GPS tag into the lining. My companion here’s been tracking you on his phone.’

‘Like a veritable bloodhound. Keen of eye and sharp of nose.’ Hugo raised the blade. ‘And knife, of course. Mustn’t forget the knife.’

Malcolm’s back pressed hard against the wall. Voice wobbling. ‘Please, I don’t want to die …’

‘I know.’ Allegra patted him on the shoulder, her voice soft and kind. ‘But sometimes that’s just how life is: some people live happily ever after; some people get stabbed. Or strangled. Or battered with a hammer.’ She patted the claw hammer’s metal head against her gloved palm. ‘Or torn open like a bloody envelope.’

‘Please, you don’t have to do this!’ Tears made the dark little room blur.

‘Or, in your case, an unfortunate mix of the above.’

‘Stiff upper lip, old man.’ Hugo held the phone out for a close-up. ‘Nobody likes a cry baby.’

‘Please! I don’t—’

Then the hammer slashed down, and the world screamed its very last breath.




— BLESS ME, FATHER, FOR I HAVE SINNED —




1

Right.

Michelle checked herself in the mirror again: make-up perfect, auburn waves hairsprayed into submission, bright smile without a hint of lipstick on her teeth. Cupping a hand over a huffed-out breath revealed a reassuring minty freshness, too.

First day on the job and she was good to go.

All she needed now was a customer.

There – the lanky middle-aged woman, scowling away at the shelves of painkillers. Black overcoat on over a red-and-white striped top, mousey-blonde hair that was far too long for someone that age, skin like blanched milk, and a strong chin with a dimple at its point. She’d clearly gone for the ‘natural’ look, and it didn’t suit her at all. And those thick-black-framed glasses didn’t exactly help. Still, it was amazing what a bit of make-up – properly applied by a newly qualified professional like Michelle – could do.

The woman plucked a packet of paracetamol from the shelf and clacked towards the checkouts on a pair of Cuban-heeled boots. Which meant she’d have to walk right past Michelle’s station, completely unaware that her world was about to become a little bit brighter.

Michelle nodded to herself, keeping her voice low. ‘Remember your training, Michelle, you’ve got this.’ Then cranked her smile up another notch.

It was time to make a difference!

Lucy squinted one eye shut against the knife-sharp sun slashing its way in through the shop window. Sparking off the harsh white floor tiles, glass bottles, and jars, as if it was trying to stab its way right into her already throbbing brain.

It was too hot in here as well, the heating turned way up to depths-of-winter levels – even though it was only early September – transforming the overcoat she’d pulled on that morning into an instrument of torture. Only been in here fifteen minutes and already her top was sticking to her back.

‘Excuse me, madam? Hello?’ An orange-faced horror with too much blusher, drawn-on eyebrows, and a white smock top, popped out from behind one of the make-up counters, blocking Lucy’s way. Holding up a palm-sized tub of something greasy. ‘I know crow’s feet can be such a worry for middle-aged ladies, but, great news, now there’s an organic alternative to Botox!’

‘Middle-aged?’ Lucy glared at her. ‘I’m twenty-six!’

‘Ah.’ The idiot hid the tub behind her back and snatched up a couple of lipsticks instead. ‘Well, perhaps, with your classical pale complexion, I could tempt you to a slightly brighter lipstick? Bewitching Coral? Or Pink Brandy?’ Pointing them both at Lucy’s mouth. ‘Because that shade’s really far too insipid for you.’

‘I’m not wearing any make-up!’

The fake smile faltered. ‘Then … now’s the perfect opportunity to start?’

‘Gah!’ Lucy pushed past her and stomped over to the queue for the tills.

Of course, the self-service ones were all out of order, so there was no option but to shuffle forward, inch by painful inch, past the newspapers, magazines, and low-sugar sweets – arranged to corral the punters on their miserable death march towards the counter. Which clearly should’ve been manned by three people, but had been abandoned instead to the care of a single teenager with a permanent sniff who scanned people’s purchases as if she was doing them a huge personal favour.

Insipid? Crow’s feet? Middle-aged?

Like that make-up-counter troll was a sodding oil painting, with her face like a constipated Oompa Loompa.

Cheeky cow.

Lucy kept her head down, avoiding the treacherous sunlight, her one open eye drifting across the publications: ‘LOVE ISLAND STD THREESOME SHOCKER!’, ‘STRICTLY COME DRUGS RAID’, ‘MY SECRET WEIGHT-LOSS HELL!’, ‘SEX-PEST POSTIE STOLE MY HEART & MY CAT!’ The crappy tabloids were just as bad: ‘RANDY RHYNIE’S “RUSSIAN ROMP” RUMOURS’, ‘MIGRANTS “SWAMPING NHS” SAYS HERO COUNCILLOR’, and ‘JOCK COPS CAN’T CATCH CREEPY KILLER’.

Which was a bit unfair.

Even if it was true.

That last headline sat above a grainy photo of an empty, dilapidated room – ragged holes in the floorboards, pale blotches bleached into the crumbling walls.

A smaller picture was set into it: Abby Geddes gazing out at the world with tired eyes, mouth drooping at the edges, short brown hair rumpled and unstyled. Almost as if she—

‘Hello?’ It was barked out in an imperious male voice, right behind Lucy, followed by a tut. ‘Are you actually in this queue, or are you just browsing?’

Tosser.

Lucy turned, nice and slow, straightened her glasses, and gave the gangly dick in the pinstripe suit a lopsided dose of the evil eye. Baring her teeth. ‘You want to repeat that, sunshine?’

Pink rushed up from the collar of his shirt, flooding his cheeks, making it look as if his tie was tied far too tight. He stepped back. ‘I … er …’ Taking a sudden interest in his polished brogues. ‘I was … It’s your turn.’ One hand coming up to tremble at the counter.

She nodded, then took her time, ambling over to the bored spotty teenager. Thumped her packet of paracetamol down on the till’s stainless-steel weighing plate.

There was a pause. Some chewing. Then words slumped out on a wave of stomach-clenching spearmint, twisted into a strangled Kingsmeath accent: ‘You want a Chocolate Orange? It’s on offer, like. Buy one, get one half price, and that.’

‘No.’

The till bleeped as the pills were scanned.

And then a smile bloomed across the girl’s face, rearranging the pattern of blackheads and zits. ‘Here, you’re that woman, aren’t you?’

Lucy dug the debit card out of her wallet. ‘No.’

‘Aye, you are: you’re that Detective Sergeant woman. We learnt all aboot you, in Media Studies! You and that bloke, whatshisname, Nigel something-or-other. Black. Neil Black! That’s the boy.’

The card reader chimed out the purchase and Lucy snatched up her pills. ‘No, I’m not!’ She marched off, heels hammering the tiles out onto Jessop Street, into the crisp morning air. Even if it was laden with the pale-blue scent of exhaust fumes as cars and vans rumbled by.

The Dunk raised an eyebrow as she tore her way into the paracetamol. He was barely taller than the post box he leaned against, with a plump little face besmirched by a thin goatee-soul-patch-and-moustache thing that didn’t make him look anywhere near as much like Tony Stark as he clearly thought it did. He’d squeezed himself into his trademark black polo neck, with black jeans, black sunglasses, and a dark-grey leather jacket. A languid cigarette drooping from the corner of his mouth.

Let’s face it, the boy was one French beret and a pair of bongos away from going full-on beatnik. But on the plus side, he’d done what he’d been told and got the coffees in.

The Dunk held out one of the two large wax-paper cups. ‘Caramel latte macchiato with chocolate sprinkles.’

‘Breakfast of champions.’ She knocked back a couple of pills, washing them down with a sip of hot sweet coffee goodness.

He pursed his chubby lips. ‘Have you still got that headache?’

‘We’re going to be late.’ She strode off down the street – the Dunk struggling to keep up on his short little legs.

He broke into a semi-jog, drawing level with her shoulder. ‘Only I’m pretty sure that if a hangover lasts more than two months, you should see a doctor.’ He shook his head. Thinning a bit at the back there. Not very Tony-Stark-like at all. ‘At the very least, cut back on the booze.’

‘Very funny. You’re like a modern-day Bernard Manning. And for your information, this’ – tapping her forehead – ‘is probably stress-induced. Caused by having to work with weirdos like you all day.’

A busker had set up on the corner, by the lights, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, shorts, and flip-flops – a brave fashion choice for Scotland in September – warbling his way through a bland reggae cover of something vaguely recognizable:


‘Your love’s got me shivering, like a disease,

I splutter and sweat, I go weak at the knees,

Your love, it’s infectious, and I’m just defenceless,

I’m burnin’ up, baby, don’t need no vaccines …’



Not exactly in the best of taste.

They bustled across St Jasper’s Lane, nipping between a bendy bus and a grubby-brown Renault van, emerging opposite the King James Theatre with its elaborate yellow-brick-and-pink-granite façade, featuring lurid billboards for upcoming performances – ‘CHRISTMAS PANTO: SKELETON BOB AND THE GOBLINS WHO STOLE SANTA, TICKETS ON SALE NOW!’, ‘CASTLE HILL OPERA SOCIETY PRESENTS: THE SILENCE OF THE LAMBS’, and ‘SIGN UP FOR SUPERSPANKYBINGOSWANKY–WEDNESDAYS! ~ BIG PRIZES EVERY WEEK!!!’ Because, apparently, being classy was overrated and …

Lucy stopped outside a small newsagent with one of those fake sandwich-board things screwed to the wall by the door. ‘CASTLE NEWS & POST: FAMILIES’ FEARS AS HUNT FOR BLOODSMITH FALLS FLAT’.

‘Sarge?’

A flush of heat spread across the base of her neck, creeping upwards as it turned into that horrible, familiar prickling feeling – as if someone was watching her. Snatching the breath in her throat, setting her heart rattling. But when she spun around, fists clenched, it was just the usual assortment of shoppers and tradespeople, going about their business. Both legal and otherwise.

Wait a minute, there was someone watching her from the other side of the road: a tall, thin man, with a big forehead surrounded by curly brown hair. Beard and moustache. Corduroy jacket, like a supply teacher. Small round glasses that hid his eyes, but not the bags underneath them. And he was just standing there, staring.

Like a weirdo.

A large white van drifted by, blocking him from view, ‘HAVE YOU TRIED SCOTIABRAND CHICKEN MACSPORRANS YET? THEY’RE CLUCKING TASTY!’ in a lurid typeface down the side, with a happy mother feeding her little boy something revolting and flattened-Dalek shaped. And when the van had passed, there was no sign of the man.

‘Sarge?’ The Dunk poked her arm. ‘You OK, Sarge? Only you look like someone’s just shat on your grave.’

‘Never mind.’ Probably just a pervert anyway. Wasn’t as if the city didn’t have more than its fair share. And as long as he stuck to staring, that was fine. Creepy, but Christ knew it was better than the alternative. Lucy strode off again, going a bit faster this time so the Dunk had to abandon his semi-jog for a full-blown scurrying run instead.

The wee sod puffed and panted at her side, cigarette bouncing along – spilling ash down his jacket’s lapels. ‘Seriously, though: who’s Bernard Manning?’

‘God’s sake, I’m only three years older than you, I’m not your granny. Because, let’s face it, if I was related to you, you wouldn’t be so repugnantly ugly.’

‘All right, all right. Thank you, Sergeant Sarcastic.’ The Dunk dodged a couple of schoolkids who probably should’ve been in class at quarter past ten on a Wednesday morning, instead of hanging about outside a shuttered off-licence smoking fags. ‘So, what do you think the big briefing’s going to be about?’

‘Probably giving us all medals and a bonus for doing such a bang-up job of catching the Bloodsmith.’

‘Oh …’ He drooped a bit at that. ‘Well … maybe there’s been a breakthrough, or something, you know?’

‘You’re probably right. After all, it’s early days, isn’t it? Only been after the bastard for seventeen months.’ She took a left onto Peel Place. ‘What’s a year and a half between friends?’

Halfway down, O Division Headquarters loomed in all its brutalist glory. The big, red-brick Victorian monstrosity jutted out from the picturesque ivory-sandstone buildings that lined the street, as if the genteel terrace had suffered a prolapse.

‘Yeah, but it’s not like we haven’t been trying, is it?’

‘Seventeen months, Dunk. And we’re no nearer than we were on day one.’

Lucy slipped out of the briefing room, closing the door behind her, shutting off the bored chatter of two dozen plainclothes and uniformed officers.

DI Tudor paced back and forth along the corridor, face creased and taut at the same time, one arm hugging a stack of paperwork like a teddy bear, leaving the other hand free so he could chew at his fingernails. Tall and broad-shouldered, with a jet-black Peaky Blinders short back and sides that somehow didn’t look ridiculous above serious eyes and salt-and-pepper designer stubble. In another life, he could probably have been a catalogue model – a rugged middle-aged man on a cold-looking beach somewhere, with his fake ash-blonde wife, both wearing matching chinos and rugby shirts: ‘BUY TWO, SAVE £10!’

‘You OK, Boss?’

He kept on pacing. ‘Everyone ready?’

‘Is something wrong?’

His mouth pulled out and down. ‘They’ve put me in charge of the investigation. Sole charge.’

‘Oh …’ Lucy frowned. Bit her top lip. Nodded. ‘That’s not good.’

‘Well, thanks for the vote of confidence, DS McVeigh!’

‘You know that’s not what I mean, Boss.’

‘Apparently DCI Ross has more active investigations requiring his supervision, but, and I quote, “The High Heidyins have complete faith in my ability to bring Operation Maypole to a swift and satisfactory conclusion.”’ Tudor stopped pacing and covered his face with his chewed hand. ‘I am so screwed.’

Hard not to feel sorry for the poor sod. ‘So, first Superintendent Spence bails and lumbers DCI Ross with it, now DCI Ross hands you the stinky baby and does a runner.’

‘Bad enough as it is, without you rubbing it in.’ Tudor slumped back against the wall. ‘Think it’s too late to go off on the sick?’

Lucy shrugged. ‘Maybe we’ll get lucky and solve this thing?’

His face soured. ‘Fat bloody chance.’ Then Tudor gave himself a shake. Smiled the kind of smile that was meant to convey sincerity and sympathy. ‘Listen to me, moaning on. I should’ve asked how you’re doing.’

She froze for a couple of breaths, then mirrored his fake smile. ‘Never better.’

‘Only, if you need to talk or anything …? My, you know, my door’s always open, right?’

God, could this get any more awkward?

‘I’m fine. Thanks for asking. Keen to get on with things: catch this bastard.’

‘Yeah.’ Tudor sniffed, then gave himself another shake, like an old spaniel coming in from the rain. ‘Show no fear.’ He pulled himself up to his full six-three and nodded at her. ‘Come on, then.’

Lucy opened the door and he strode through, into the office, as if the world lay at his feet.

Amazing what a bit of self-delusion could do.

She followed him in.

Operation Maypole filled the big incident room on the third floor. Four mean, narrow windows punctured the far wall – separated by corkboards thumbtacked with memos and mugshots and crime-scene photos – glaring across the potholed car park behind O Division Headquarters to the boarded-up carpet warehouse that backed onto it. Vague hints of Camburn Woods just visible over the rooftops in the distance. Digital whiteboards lined the whole side wall, covered in notes and lines and boxes and process-flow diagrams. A small kitchen area was recessed into the grey rank of filing cabinets opposite the whiteboards, leaving the last wall to pinned-up actions and the kind of posters Police Scotland mistakenly believed were motivational, rather than deeply depressing.

The rest of the room was packed with cubicles, desks, office chairs, and DI Tudor’s team – all two dozen of them. There were even signs hanging from the ceiling, marking out each specialist unit: ‘HOLMES’, ‘FAMILY LIAISON’, ‘SEARCH’, ‘DOOR TO DOOR’, ‘INTERVIEW’, ‘PRODUCTIONS’, and ‘COMMAND’. Which had seemed like a good idea at the time, even if it bore no real relationship to the way things actually worked.

‘All right, people!’ Tudor thumped his stack of paperwork down on the table at the front of the room and the babble of voices stuttered to a halt. ‘Thank you. I’m sure you’ve all seen the papers this morning.’ He picked up a copy of the Glasgow Tribune in one hand and a Daily Standard in the other, holding them up so everyone could see the front pages. ‘OLDCASTLE POLICE “INEPT AND FLAILING” SAY GRIEVING FAMILIES’ and that old favourite: ‘JOCK COPS CAN’T CATCH CREEPY KILLER’.

Someone at the back of the room booed.

‘My feelings exactly.’ The papers got dumped on the floor. ‘As of today, I’ve been placed in sole command of Operation Maypole.’

A few of the older officers made eye contact with Lucy and winced at that, but they kept their mouths shut.

‘I know it feels like we haven’t made a lot of progress in the last seventeen months, but that changes now. Angus?’

One of the officers who’d shared a wince held up a biro in his podgy, hairy hand. He’d probably been clean-shaven at the start of the shift, but now his jowls were coloured a heavy blue-grey, tufts of black sprouting out of his shirt collar. Just a shame he couldn’t grow any of it on his big shiny boiled-egg head. ‘Guv.’

‘Your team goes over the interview transcripts and witness statements. I want everything reviewed.’

A small grimace of pain, but Angus kept it out of his voice. ‘Will do.’

‘Emma? Your team does the same with our twenty-six ex-suspects. Have another crack at their alibis: see if we can’t move a few of them back into the “might-be-our-killer” column.’

A middle-aged woman with an explosion of rusty curls and a hard teuchter accent nodded. ‘Guv.’ But you could tell she’d just died a little inside.

Then, section by section, Tudor handed out all the back-to-square-one assignments – trying to make it sound as if this was a real chance for progress, rather than a massive setback – and sent the teams on their way, until there was no one left but him, Lucy, and the Dunk.

She nodded at the whiteboard, with its list of ticked-off tasks. ‘What about us, Boss?’

‘I need you and DC Fraser to go over all the crime scenes again. Fresh pair of eyes. Start at the beginning and work your way through.’ His smile slipped a bit. ‘There has to be something we missed. Something that’ll—’

A knock on the doorframe and a chubby PC stuck her head into the room. ‘Sorry, Guv, but there’s a visitor downstairs for DS McVeigh? Won’t talk to anyone else. Says it’s urgent.’

Tudor licked his lips. ‘Is it about the Bloodsmith?’

A shrug. ‘Like I say: he won’t talk to anyone else.’

‘I see …’ Tudor’s smile kicked back in again. ‘Maybe our luck’s about to turn after all?’

Or maybe it was about to get a whole lot worse?
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Lucy followed the PC into the stairwell, making for the ground floor. ‘This visitor: does he have a name?’

‘Lucas Weir.’

Never heard of him.

They clattered around the landing and onto the next flight. ‘And he didn’t say what it was about?’

‘Nope. Just that it was urgent. Oh, and someone’s kicked the living …’ She cleared her throat and they descended again. ‘Sorry, Sarge. I mean: someone’s assaulted him.’ A smile stretched her cheeks, putting dimples in them. ‘He didn’t say that, though, I deduced it from all the bruises and things.’

Hark at Sherlock Sodding Holmes.

She held open the door at the bottom of the stairs, following Lucy into a corridor lined with yet more ‘motivational’ posters and the odd Health and Safety one too. Like the cheery black-and-red ‘UNIVERSAL BLOOD & BODY FLUIDS PRECAUTIONS’. How could anyone fail to be buoyed up by that?

The PC pointed a chunky finger. ‘Your man’s in the Visitors’ Room. Want me to come in with you, in case he kicks off or something?’

Yeah, because she’d be a whole heap of help.

‘Thanks, but I got this.’ Lucy marched down to the last room on the left, the one that lurked just inside the no-unauthorized-personnel-allowed part of Divisional Headquarters.

Lucy straightened the sleeves of her stripy top, knocked twice on the door, and let herself in without waiting for a reply.

She stopped, dead. Blinking. The smell was – bloody hell – it was like being attacked with a deadly weapon. The first thing that hit was the sharp piddly stench of clothes that hadn’t dried properly, followed by the swift one-two of unwashed hair and rancid sweat. But the knockout blow was the eye-nipping reek of sour alcohol, wafting out on an uppercut of halitosis.

The man responsible for the onslaught fidgeted on the other side of the scarred Formica table, his plastic seat creaking and groaning as he rocked back and forth. Scrawny was the first word that came to mind. Scrawny and stinky. Scrawny, stinky, and battered. In a grubby brown hoodie, left arm trapped from elbow to fingertips in a bright-white plaster cast. One side of his mouth was swollen like a bee sting; the eye above it wasn’t any better, the skin a deep mix of blues and purple. The other eye bloodshot, the pupil dark and big and shiny. Nose hooked and discoloured, its bridge covered in surgical strips. More bruising on his knife-sharp cheekbones and pointed chin. His right hand fiddled with the toggles on his hoodie. Well, two fingers and a thumb did – his pinkie and the one next to it were taped together, as if he was practising his Vulcan salute.

But even under all that, he was instantly recognizable.

Lucy pulled out the seat opposite and sank into it, keeping her face still as granite. ‘You told the officer you were “Lucas Weir”. Want to tell me why?’

A sniff. ‘It’s my name now.’ He’d managed to hold onto the posh Castleview accent, but the words came out soft and slurred and mushy, a gap showing where two of his front bottom teeth should’ve been. ‘The court gave me it so They wouldn’t … wouldn’t find out where I lived.’

Clearly stoned. Either high on his own supply, or the hospital had given him some industrial-strength painkillers when they patched him up. Shame they hadn’t given him a bath too.

Lucy settled back in her chair. ‘So, how have you been?’

He dug into his hoodie’s marsupial pouch, pulled out a crumpled-up sheet of newsprint, and dumped it on the tabletop. Holding one corner down with his cast so he could smooth the newspaper out with his thumb and two unbroken fingers. Tongue poking out of his mouth as they fumbled their way through the task. Not easy when you’re left-handed, and all you’ve got to work with are three digits on the wrong side.

It was the front page of yesterday’s Daily Standard, the headline, ‘KILLER KID SICKO LIVES NEAR PLAYGROUND’, with a big ‘EXCLUSIVE!’ roundel, above a photo of the man sitting opposite. They’d clearly taken it from a distance, the image pixelated and grainy, catching him as he emerged from a corner shop. Smiling and unaware. Not knowing he’d been caught.

‘Oh.’ That wasn’t good.

There was a smaller picture, inset into the larger one. This was the photo they’d used in all the news reports at the time, and the BBC documentary, and the appeal for more information, and then once a year on the anniversary of the murder. The photo of a smiling young boy with his whole life ahead of him. Glasses, strawberry-blond hair, freckles on his nose and cheeks. All dressed up for his primary-seven photo, in a white shirt and blue-and-red-striped Marshal School tie. The caption underneath it read, ‘BENEDICT STRACHAN (11), TWO MONTHS BEFORE THE MURDER.’

A tear plopped onto the paper, turning it a darker shade of grey as it seeped into the text. ‘You see?’

‘I’m so sorry, Benedict.’ Lucy reached across the table and placed her hand on his unbroken arm. ‘You didn’t deserve this.’

He nodded and another teardrop landed in the middle of the photo.

‘Do you know how they found you?’

He shook his head, pulling his hand free to wipe the tears away. Voice ragged and jaggy as the crying started for real. ‘I only … I only got out three weeks … weeks ago!’

Sodding hell.

Lucy turned the paper around and frowned at the introduction.


The Daily Standard can exclusively reveal that notorious killer Benedict Strachan (27) has been released from prison and now lives opposite a playground frequented by children as young as three years old. Residents in the leafy Shortstaine area of Oldcastle were horrified to learn that their new neighbour is a notorious murderer. ‘I cannot believe they let someone like that out of prison,’ said mum of three Angel Gardiner (25), adding, ‘Life should mean life!’ Karen Johnson (54) goes to the playground three times a week with her grandchildren. ‘They should bring back hanging,’ she said. ‘If you kill someone you should not get to live. An eye for an eye, like it says in the Bible.’

Sicko Benedict shot to infamy sixteen years ago when he and an unnamed accomplice brutally murdered homeless man Liam Hay (31), who was sleeping rough in—



‘They … they printed my address!’ Benedict wiped his eyes again. ‘I can’t … I can’t go back there. What if They find me?’

‘“They”, who, Benedict?’ She folded the paper and placed it off to the side. ‘The people who did this to you?’ Pointing at his cast and his bruises. ‘Didn’t they already—’

‘No: Them!’ The rocking back and forth got more pronounced, wringing a tortured wheeeeek-whonnnnng-wheeeeek-whonnnnng out of the plastic chair. ‘Them. The Them that live in the shadows, controlling everything!’

Ah.

There was stoned, and there was stoned.

Lucy softened her voice about as far as it could go, as if she was talking to a small child with its foot stuck in a bucket of broken glass. ‘Benedict, I need you to tell me what you’ve taken, OK? Do you know how much you’ve had?’

He sat forward, face creasing into a teeth-baring rictus. Probably got a few cracked ribs under that grubby hoodie. ‘They’re everywhere and They’re always watching. They can see everything you do, everywhere you go.’

‘Did the doctors give you something for the pain? Did you take something else along with it? Something of your own?’

‘No one suspects Them, but They’re always there. Always.’

‘I think you need to get some help, Benedict.’ Reaching for his arm again.

‘WHY DO YOU THINK I’M HERE?’ That one bloodshot eye wide and watery and staring. Face flushed where it wasn’t bruised. Little pink flecks of spittle landing on the tabletop between them. Then he shrank back. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. They … Don’t let Them …’

She tried for a reassuring smile. ‘Sometimes medication can make people a bit paranoid, especially if they’ve mixed it with alcohol and maybe cocaine? Heroin? Temazepam?’

‘I’m not on jellies, OK? I’m … trying to warn you. They don’t want me telling anyone what I know.’ He was starting to talk a bit faster now, the words slipping and slurring. ‘But They know you spoke to me in prison. I bet They read your thesis. I bet They know all about you.’

Maybe it was time to have a word with Benedict’s Criminal Justice social worker? Get him enrolled on a rehab programme. Assuming there were any still open after the latest round of budget cuts.

‘Have you talked to anyone about these feelings of—’

‘LISTEN TO ME!’ And the tears were back. ‘Why does no one ever listen to me?’

‘OK, OK.’ She held up her hands. ‘Why are “They” so interested in you? Help me understand.’

‘Because.’ Lowering his voice to a slurred whisper. ‘Because of what happened when I was a kid. Because of what I did.’ A grubby fingertip – poking out the end of his cast – came down to rest on the folded newsprint. ‘They know everything.’

Or maybe he’d just become institutionalized? After all, Benedict had spent more than half his life behind bars – he wouldn’t be the first person to emerge from prison unable to cope with the outside world. Maybe his subconscious decided he’d be better off getting locked up for paranoid delusions instead?

And while it wasn’t exactly ethical to take advantage of him while he was in this state, there was one question still unanswered from that bloodsoaked night sixteen years ago.

Lucy didn’t move. ‘So they know who you were with, that night? The other boy on the CCTV footage?’

‘Of course They know! How could They not know? Are you insane?’ Benedict jerked around in his seat, setting the rubber feet scraiking across the grey terrazzo floor. As if checking for someone lurking over his shoulder. ‘They know everything.’

‘I could help you better if you told me who your friend was, Benedict.’ Trying not to hold her breath as the silence stretched.

His mouth hung open like a battered gargoyle, showing off those missing teeth and the bloody gums they’d been kicked from.

Come on, come on.

Just give up the other boy’s name.

You can do it, Benedict.

Please …

Then Benedict’s one good eye narrowed. His mouth clicked shut. And he stood. Trying to scoop up the bit he’d torn out of the newspaper with the fingertips on his broken arm. And failing. He shoved his plaster-cast into the hoodie’s pocket instead. ‘I gotta go. I … Yeah.’

‘It’s just a name, Benedict, what could it hurt after all these years?’

‘I’ve – got – to – go!’

Sod.

Lucy suppressed a sigh. Nodded. ‘Can you at least tell me who beat you up, so we can arrest them?’

‘Yeah. No. No one. I … I fell down the stairs.’

‘Benedict, you don’t have to—’

‘I FELL DOWN THE STAIRS!’ Then his shoulders curled forwards, head lowered, not looking at her any more. ‘Can I go now? I need to go.’ Sounding more like a scared eleven-year-old boy than a man of twenty-seven.

He fiddled with his hoodie’s toggles again.

Fidgeted.

Chewed on his bottom lip.

Left leg picking up a tremor, till his heel beat a rattling staccato on the floor.

She’d lost him.

Lucy pushed her chair back. ‘OK, Benedict. I’ll see you out.’

And she’d been so close …

The moment Benedict was out through the main doors, he was off. Sort of halfway between a limp and a lopsided jog. Putting as much distance between himself and DHQ as possible.

Lucy stood there, one hand shielding her eyes from the sun, watching till he hurpled around the corner onto Camburn Road and out of sight.

Given the state he was in, probably wouldn’t be long before he was either back in custody or Castle Hill Infirmary. Just had to hope it wouldn’t be because of an overdose … Mind you, at least with his left hand in a cast, he wouldn’t be shooting up any time soon. Not unless he’d turned ambidextrous in prison.

When she turned to go back inside, there was the Dunk, lounging against a low concrete wall, head buried in today’s Castle News & Post, cigarette smouldering away between two yellowed fingers. He didn’t look up from whatever article he was reading. ‘Says here that Paul Rhynie’s been handing out government contracts to firms owned by his mates. No tender process, no penalty clauses, no questions asked. He’s the Business Secretary, for God’s sake, how’s that even legal?’

‘Get a car sorted. I need to make a call.’

‘Millions and millions of taxpayers’ cash, spaffed into his buddies’ pockets.’ One last puff, then he pinged his dogend away. ‘Makes you think we’re after the wrong class of criminal, doesn’t it?’

‘Car, Dunk, as in “go get one.”’ She headed back through into reception.

The Dunk scurried in ahead of her, casting a leering look over his shoulder in the direction Benedict Strachan had gone. ‘Your new boyfriend seems … nice. Not too keen on his aftershave, though: eau de wheelie bin?’

‘And while you’re at it: I need a copy of all the Bloodsmith crime-scene reports and victim profiles.’

‘I mean, I know dating at your age can be tough, but you can probably afford to raise your standards a bit.’

‘Car and reports. Now. ASAP.’ She marched across to the security door, fast enough to make the cheeky little sod trot.

‘Don’t get me wrong, I know you ladies like to slum it every now and then, but Junky Jake there wasn’t exactly—’

‘You know’ – she stopped, one hand on the keypad – ‘I can always get another sidekick, Dunk.’

‘No need to get all sniffy about it, Sarge.’ A wee leer slithered its way onto his face. ‘Especially given how bad your boyfriend smells.’

‘Seriously: Mags is probably free, or PC Gilbert. Even Urpeth would do, at a push.’ Lucy punched in the code and hauled the door open. ‘I hear DS Smith’s got space on his team: you could go work for him.’

The Dunk blanched. ‘Come on, Sarge, joke’s a joke!’ Shuddering as the door swung closed behind him. ‘That’s a horrible thing to wish on anyone.’ He jogged along beside her, down the corridor and into the stairwell. ‘So, you going to tell me who Stinky the Loverboy is, or are you keeping it a secret till the church’s booked?’ Launching into the ‘Wedding March’: ‘Dum, dum-tee-dum, dum dummm-tee-dooooo …’

Lucy paused on the first landing. ‘And while you’re at it, dig up everything we’ve got on Benedict Strachan.’

‘Benedict Strachan?’ The Dunk pulled his chin in, eyebrows pinched. ‘Why do you want …’ Then his whole face opened out. ‘You’re kidding! That was Benedict Strachan? The Benedict Strachan? Wow!’ Staring back down the stairs, as if he could see through the walls of DHQ to watch her visitor hurple off into the distance. ‘Benedict Strachan. Bloody hell!’

‘Don’t just stand there. Off. Go. Work.’

A low whistle. ‘I always thought he’d be taller in real life.’

Useless.

Lucy headed up the stairs again. ‘You’re not working, Dunk.’

‘So how come the Benedict Strachan is coming to see you, and only you, and it’s urgent, and he won’t speak to anyone else?’

Good question.

She frowned her way to the next floor. ‘I did my MSc dissertation on “Children Who Kill” – dash – “The Role of Dissociative Personality Disorders in Non-Nurture-Related Psychopathy Resulting in Under-Aged Homicidal Acts”.’

‘Catchy title. Think I saw the film.’

‘I interviewed Benedict a few times, when I was writing it. He was … troubled.’ Bit of an understatement. ‘Can you imagine growing up in prison? Eleven years old, behind bars, moving through the system till you’re old enough to be locked away with all the other murderers.’

‘Ah, I get it.’ A nod from the Dunk. ‘So, because you showed him a teensy bit of kindness, when he’s known sod all but brutality and fear, he’s glommed onto you. You’re his good Samaritan. His bestest buddy. His confidante. His bosom friend. His—’

‘Just get your backside off to Records. Then find us a car.’

The Dunk pulled a face. ‘Sarge.’ He turned around and trudged back down the stairs again.

She leaned on the railing, raising her voice so it boomed out after him. ‘And make sure it’s a good car this time – not some mobile skip half full of crap and takeaway wrappers. Something that’s been cleaned in the last three years!’

Right.

Now she had that call to make.
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‘See, what I don’t understand’ – the Dunk steered their almost-clean pool car around the Logansferry Roundabout and onto Robinson Drive – ‘is, if you did your dissertation on Benedict Strachan, how come you’ve never read his file?’

Outside, the industrial buildings on the left gave way to row after row of bungalows, with yet another business park rising up behind them. They’d probably looked quite cheerful in their day, but seventy-odd years had left their mark on the lichened pantiles and dirt-streaked walls.

‘Hmmm?’ Lucy flipped over to the next page: a statement from the bread-delivery man who’d discovered Liam Hay’s body, halfway down an alleyway off Brokemere Street, lying face down, partially covered in cardboard, outside the side door to a manky wee shop called ‘ANGUS MACBARGAIN’S FAMILY STORE’.

‘And aren’t we supposed to be making breakthroughs in the Bloodsmith case?’ Right turn, onto Morrissey Street, the bungalows giving way to tightly packed two-up-two-downs instead. A sigh. ‘Not that we’re exactly breakthrough-adjacent.’

‘Did my dissertation before I joined the force, Dunk – they wouldn’t let me anywhere near the official files. Had to make do with what was in the public domain. Well, that and whatever I could get out of Benedict.’

The next page was a photo of Liam Hay, lying flat on his back in the alleyway, after the paramedics had confirmed death. Not that it would’ve been a tough call to make.

The crime-scene photographer had captured the body in all its gory glory. Liam’s stained corduroy jacket was punctured in at least two dozen places, its faux-sheepskin lining turned a dark shade of scarlet. His fleecy top, black shirt, and brown T-shirt were pulled up to expose the pale-blue skin of his belly, smeared with more red. The gash across his throat deep enough to let little glimpses of bone shine through the hacked mess. A sunken-cheeked face, fringed with a smear of greying stubble. Eyes open, staring out over the photographer’s shoulder. Baseball cap half falling off.

Poor sod.

Lucy hissed out a long gravelly breath.

‘Frenzied attack’ barely began to cover what Benedict Strachan and his unnamed accomplice had done to Liam Hay. The next photo was even worse – a close-up of the stab wounds. Eighty-nine of them in total, most of them so deep that the knife’s hilt had left its outline indented on the skin.

She turned the photo over, hiding the brutality. ‘Not that anyone should take what Benedict says as gospel.’

The Dunk grunted. Stopped at the junction with North Moncuir Road, waiting for a couple of hatchbacks to growl past on oversized exhausts. ‘To be honest, it’s kinda surprising no one chibbed him in prison. Normally, you end someone famous like that? You get yourself a whole heap of respect from your fellow inmates and lauded in the right-wing press. If you’re in for life anyway it’s win-win.’

She got to the last page and frowned. ‘Where’s the rest of it? Witness statements, interview transcripts, productions, door-to-doors?’

‘Dunno, Sarge. That was all Manson had. You know what Records are like, it’d take four years and a search party to find anything in there.’ They pulled out onto the road, Moncuir Wood looming large on the other side. Reaching off into the distance as they followed the wee boys in their not-so-hot hatchbacks.

Lucy shut the Benedict Strachan file and slipped it into the rear footwell. ‘You would’ve been quicker taking the turning by Fife Street.’

‘Don’t like crossing a dual carriageway, you know that.’

‘Such a baby.’ She pulled out the other file the Dunk had signed for. ‘OPERATION MAYPOLE – VICTIMOLOGY REPORTS’.

He glanced at the manila folder in her lap. ‘You know what I think? I think we’ve had seventeen months of getting nowhere, because they lumbered us with “Operation Maypole”.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Lucy dipped into the file and came out with the Bloodsmith’s first victim.

‘Everyone knows you don’t reuse operation names, it’s bad luck.’

‘Uh-huh.’

Abby Geddes, twenty-four. Graduated with a BSc in Molecular Biology, ended up working in that big call centre in Logansferry Industrial Estate, opposite Homebase and Lidl. Way to go, post-Covid economy.

‘Honestly, a quick google would’ve shown HMRC used it already. By the time we got the name, they’d sooked out all its mojo. Phuttttt: this operation name is mojo-less.’

‘I said, “Uh-huh.” That’s code for, “You can stop talking now.”’

Abby was still living at home with her mother and stepfather, because the call centre didn’t pay enough for a flat of her own. No boyfriend or girlfriend that anyone could think of. No best friend or group of mates to hang out with. And no one at work had much to say about her, other than that she kept herself to herself. Liked reading romance novels and watching Strictly. So not exactly the life and soul of the party.

‘That’s why you should never reuse operation names. “Maypole” got wrung dry on a fifty-four-million-quid VAT fraud – and that was in 2007, back when fifty-four million quid was a lot of—’

‘Dunk!’ Lucy glowered up from Abby’s file. ‘Don’t make me break out your rank and surname.’

‘We’re jinxed, that’s all I’m saying. It’s—’

‘Detective Constable Duncan Fraser: hud yer wheisht!’

He made a dying-frog face. ‘All right, all right.’ Then pulled into a small lay-by at the side of the road, opposite Moncuir Park. ‘We’re here.’

Should think so too.

Lucy slipped the paperwork back in its folder and stuck the thing under her arm. ‘Better grab a torch from the boot.’

‘Ah …’

‘You did remember to bring torches, didn’t you?’

‘Erm …’ A sickly smile slithered its way onto that frog face. ‘Define “remember”.’

‘Oh yes, I’m so glad I took you with me.’ She climbed out of the pool car and into the sunshine. Turned her back on the park, with its duck pond and its trees and bushes and playground, marched across the road, and waded into the long, damp, yellowing, September grass. Seed heads sticking to her jeans, standing out against the darkening denim as last night’s rain seeped through the material.

Making for the woods.

The Dunk huffed and puffed to catch up, struggling to light a cigarette as he jogged after her. The grass might’ve been thigh-high on Lucy, but it was way up over his waist. He took his first puff, then held his elbows out at shoulder-height, hands curled inwards in front of his chest, as if he was doing a crap velociraptor impersonation, voice mumbled around his fag. ‘Well, how was I supposed to know we’d need a torch?’

‘You’re right, I’m sorry, Dunk, I’m being unfair.’

He smiled at that. ‘It’s OK, Sarge, we—’

‘After all, it’s not as if Abby Geddes’s remains were found in an abandoned building, buried way, way deep in the woods, is it? How could you possibly have guessed we’d need some way of actually seeing things when we get there? I mean, what are you, psychic?’

The chunk of waste ground ended in a riot of jagged brambles and bracken – glistening and dark green. Lucy stopped just in front of it.

Peching and heeching like a broken bellows, his black outfit clarted in grass seed and bits of leaves, the Dunk drooped to a halt at her side. ‘Sorry about the torch, Sarge.’

She patted him on the back. ‘Don’t worry, you can make it up to me by forging a path through that lot.’ Pointing at the soggy bracken.

‘Oh’ – he drooped even more – ‘arse …’ Then groaned and stomped into the undergrowth.

Gnarled grey tree trunks as far as the eye could see. Which probably wasn’t all that far, given how closely packed everything seemed to be, here in the depths of Moncuir Wood.

The sun was a distant memory, shut off by a serrated canopy of pine and greasy oak, leaving everything shrouded in a gloom that cut visibility to twenty, maybe thirty feet? That dark-brown scent of mouldering vegetation tainting everything as the leaf litter broke down. Cold, too. It might’ve been a brisk September day, out there in the real world, but in here every breath turned into thin wisps of white as Lucy and the Dunk lumbered their way through the never-ending ranks of trees.

‘Urgh …’ His face had a shiny pink quality to it that suggested an imminent heart attack or aneurism. ‘God, how … how much … further?’ He slumped against an old Scots pine and dug the cigarettes out of his leather jacket again. Sparking up. Sagging as a cloud of smoke headed for the canopy of leaves. ‘You know this is a complete waste of time, right?’

Probably been going round and round in circles for the last half-hour. Be lucky if they weren’t discovered in six months’ time, wearing nothing but squirrel fur and mud. Assuming, of course, she hadn’t eaten the Dunk by then. Not that he looked particularly appetizing, with his sweaty-beetroot face sooking on a fag as if it was the only thing keeping him upright.

‘Would it kill you to at least pretend to give a toss?’

‘Oh come on, Sarge, you know and I know this whole thing’s a disaster. We’re back to square one, because we haven’t got a clue how to catch the Bloodsmith.’ He howched up a gobbet of something brown and spat it out. ‘Seventeen months, chasing our tails, going over the same ground, getting nowhere’ – waving his cigarette at the woods – ‘I’m bored with it. Aren’t you bored?’

‘He’s killed five people, Dunk.’

‘I know, but … Pffff.’ A wee shifty squirm as he looked the other way, not meeting her eyes. ‘Been thinking: maybe we should jump ship before this whole thing collapses? Cos that’s why they dumped the whole thing on DI Tudor, isn’t it? The High Heidyins want a scapegoat for when they declare Operation Maypole a useless farce, and it’ll be on our permanent records too. Failure, failure, failure.’

‘Don’t be a dick.’

‘We could be making a difference somewhere else, that’s all I’m saying.’ He hollowed his chubby cheeks, then hissed out a billow of work-shy smoke. ‘Let someone else carry the can.’

She scowled at him. ‘We’re supposed to be—’

A snapppp rang out from somewhere behind her and Lucy whirled around, eyes raking the gloom.

No sign of life.

She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘Hear what?’

‘Shhhh!’ Lucy stood perfectly still, head cocked to one side, listening.

But the only sound was the Dunk’s wheezy breathing.

Maybe it was just a dead branch, breaking under its own weight? Must happen all the time in a forest this size, right? Didn’t have to be anything sinister. Nothing to worry about.

Yeah …

Then why did she have that weird feeling she was being watched again? Like spiders crawling up the skin of her back.

Lucy did a slow three-sixty, squinting out into the shrouded woods. No sign of anyone.

Been wandering about in here too long, that was the problem. Starting to see and hear things. Next stop: squirrel fur, mud, and Dunk tartare.

She pulled out her phone and checked the map again. The cottage they were after wasn’t considered important enough to feature, and the satellite image showed nothing but a lumpy green sea of treetops. ‘Why the hell didn’t the search team put some sort of GPS marker on the place, so we could actually find it?’

‘Cos they’re idiots?’ A rapid series of rasping coughs barked out of his gob, followed by another gobbet of brown and a grimace.

Well, there was no point
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