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About the Book
There is a murder.
There is a victim.
But are you reading to be complicit in the crime?
Three top crime authors teamed up to tell a story, but one vital contributor was missing: you. Christopher Fowler, James Oswald and Jane Casey had the challenge of unraveling a tale of murder and vengeance, but they weren’t making all the decisions. Vital story elements and plot developments were decided by those reading the story and following the action. When they came to the cliffhangers would they make the right choice?
#ChooseThePlot
Ian, a three-time loser, is suddenly offered a chance to leave all his troubles behind. But is the deal too good to be true? One character won’t make it out of the first chapter alive. Who did the readers decide would live… and who would die? And how will their choices alter the destiny of the story?
If lives were in your hands, would you make the right choice?
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For JANE CASEY, crime is a family affair. Married to a criminal barrister, she has a unique insight into the brutal underbelly of urban life, from the smell of a police cell to the darkest motives of a serial killer.
This gritty realism has made her books international bestsellers and critical successes, while D.C. Maeve Kerrigan has quickly become one of the most popular characters in crime fiction.
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The home of killer crime books, drama and film.
Discover the very best crime and thriller books and get tailored recommendations to help you choose what to read next.
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The Brief
When Dead Good and Specsavers asked crime fans on Facebook and Twitter to decide which direction this crime thriller should take, which route would they choose? Would they kill off the main suspect in the first chapter, or would they send the detectives to meet a grizzly end before they had a chance to solve the case?
And how would three very different crime authors react to sudden twists in the plot, chosen by votes from thousands of crime and thriller enthusiasts on social media? Would they be sending characters along the pathways they had envisaged themselves, or would they need to think fast and rescue our heroes from an unforeseen impending demise?
To answer these questions, we approached Christopher Fowler, James Oswald and Jane Casey, hoping they would participate in the #ChooseThePlot experiment and accept the challenge of writing a crime thriller novella over four weeks, taking their cues from the public.
How could they say no?
Christopher explained, ‘I thought it would be great fun to play “consequences” with the online community, but had a feeling we would be dropped into the most difficult situations possible. It seems I was right… Getting out of the plot-knots created by James, Jane and the reading public was a real test of ingenuity. I hope the results have proven fun to read.’
#ChooseThePlot was born, and we were thrilled by the response from readers. Over 4,300 interactions on social media and 1,000 votes helped choose exactly which direction the finished crime thriller should take. Each author had just one week to write the latest chapter of the novella and submit it to the crime reading community for another public vote. As the story grew, our authors also penned an ‘alternative’ version of each chapter to show what would have happened if fans had voted the other way!
We think the results are fantastic: a finely crafted crime thriller with the plot chosen by you. Now you can read the finished story and explore the different paths that the story could have taken at the end of each chapter. If you pick the same route as those who cast their votes, you’ll get to the end and solve the mystery – but take an alternative route and things might end up very differently indeed! Will you get to the end unscathed?
We hope you enjoy the chapters that follow. Let us know what you think, using #ChooseThePlot.



1
The Elimination Bureau
Christopher Fowler
One of the lunchtime customers at the Over Easy Diner in Glasgow’s Barrowlands was driving Ian McFarland crazy. His beer was too warm, his burger too raw, his apple pie too chilled, his coffee too weak. It wasn’t the Ritz; they sold deep-fried Mars Bars, for God’s sake.
Ian tried to maintain his cheerful demeanour through the increasingly fractious demands. He smiled, apologised, replaced the meal and served a free beer, to no effect. The customer, a florid-faced, stubble-headed bully with small, dull eyes, a Liverpudlian accent and an unpleasantly suggestive T-shirt, eventually informed Ian that he would not pay for the meal at all.
That was when Ian lost his cool and tried to bodily throw the customer out of the door. Not acceptable behaviour, even in a dump like the Over Easy. Not only was it not the Ritz, it was one of the least classy dining spots in the Barrowlands, an area which defied description in terms of class at all, existing beneath any social stratum it was possible to name. Where else in Scotland could you see drunks fighting on the street at nine in the morning? Or barter with desperate people selling their last few belongings at the edge of the kerb? Where else would you find a pub that had a hanged Irishman on its sign?
The Over Easy had windows that were so greasy they might as well have been made of plywood (and sometimes were), but it was a job, and after his stint in prison Ian had needed something that paid him a bit of cash-in-hand to supplement the rubbish career opportunity his assistance officer had found for him, planting trees in an area where the kids tore them out of the ground before they’d had a chance to take root, stuffing them through their enemies’ letterboxes.
Ian had handled two tours of duty in Afghanistan, only to return and find his wife and his home gone. Depressed, he’d started drinking a little hard, and had made the one small slip-up that had blotted his record and dumped him at the back of the queue. Before Afghanistan he had always considered himself a sanguine, balanced individual; he knew that life wasn’t fair, and that you had to face its depredations with resigned good humour, but losing his job on that Monday morning was the last straw. The customer had called the manager over to complain about his waiter and demand that he be fired. Even in a dump like the Over Easy, the last thing the manager wanted was some Merseyside thug overturning tables and coming back to smash more windows, so he’d taken the cheaper option and let Ian go.
Now the lad found himself walking the mean, trash-filled streets of Barrowlands with anger eating his heart and no prospects of any kind in sight. Worse still, the Liverpudlian was waiting for him in the alley around the corner. In the fight that followed, Ian loosened one of his front teeth but retained his dignity, repeatedly slamming his antagonist into a dustbin until he was unconscious. It was a lousy way to start the week.
As he limped from the passageway, trying to see if his torn jacket could be repaired, he realised that the day ahead held absolutely nothing for him. It was a terrible thing to feel like you were no longer wanted or even noticed by the city in which you had grown up. He had always thought he would amount to something here. Glasgow was a tough climb but if you could make it into a decent job, you were set up to handle life in most other cities.
He thought back to the moment when he realised that Mandy was seeing someone behind his back, that it was serious, and that he’d lost her. The memory made him chew at the inside of his mouth until it was filled with blood. The worst part was, she hadn’t even bothered to hide her infidelity. She had siphoned out their joint account, leaving him with nothing but debts and a note filled with such cruelty and venom that he had torn it to shreds before his eyes could finish blurring. No one had the right to call anyone else a loser. He was not a man of hatreds, but he hated his wife for that. The letter didn’t feel as if it was written by her. He wondered if her new man had put her up to it.
Sooty rain had begun to sift down across the glistening grey streets. Checking his pockets, he found that he didn’t even have enough for a bus fare. At the end of the great market shed that signified the entrance to the Barrowlands, he crossed the road to a graffiti-spattered ATM and inserted his debit card, already knowing what it was going to tell him – that he was nearly a thousand pounds overdrawn. The machine did exactly that and ate the card in the process, confiscating it as if he was a schoolboy caught with a stolen Batman comic.
That was it, then. His life, over at the ripe old age of twenty-nine. No skills, no future, no point in going on. He returned to his basement flat to try and get his belongings out before the old cow who owned the house confiscated the lot in lieu of back-rent.
On the mat behind the door was another handful of bills which he resolved to put straight into the bin – except that he felt the tell-tale rectangle of a credit card inside one slender white envelope bearing his name. Ripping it open, he found a letter which began,
Dear Valued Customer,
As a Priority Account holder your continued custom means a great deal to us. Please remember to sign the back of your new credit card before using it. Our 24-hour concierge service can be accessed by quoting the last four digits of your account number, and may be used for any service at all. Your new credit limit is:
£250,000.00
The faintly sinister black and silver card was attached to the letter with two tiny blobs of transparent rubber cement. Ian checked the name:
Ian Charles McFarland
His name, his address, but clearly not his card. Unusually, there was no name of a holding company or financial institution attached. It was either a dodgy advertising tactic or a mistake – a ludicrous, wonderful error made by an outsourced computer in his favour. What if he tried to use it? Would a fraud flag go up somewhere? Would he find the manager of the shop appear with a pair of police officers, ready to charge him with theft?
He finished reading the letter.
To activate your card, call your concierge now and provide him with your account digits and the passcode we have sent you (mailed separately).
He dropped to his knees and tore open the rest of the envelopes – damn it all to hell! There was nothing. He’d been offered a final chance only to have it snatched away again.
But wait – there was one more envelope wedged between the mat and the door, behind the circus-coloured flyers for takeaway pizzas. The packet was so light that there seemed to be nothing in it at all. But as he tore it open, he saw the grey patch on one side that always came with pin-codes and passwords to prevent thieves from reading them.
There it was – the six-digit figure to be quoted to the concierge. Digging out his phone, he rang the number on the back of the card.
‘Mr McFarland,’ said an oddly accented voice. ‘How can I help you today?’
‘I’d like to activate my card.’
‘Please give me the last four digits on the front of the card.’
‘6823,’ said Ian without hesitation.
‘And now, your passcode.’
‘908773.’
‘That’s fine. Would you like to change your code to something more memorable?’
‘No.’
‘Very well. How can I help you today?’
‘I don’t know what kind of service you offer,’ he admitted hesitantly. ‘I’ve not used this … particular service before.’
‘I fully understand,’ said the concierge. ‘Well, there are the usual services of course. Car hire, theatre and concert tickets, sporting events, dinner reservations, nightclub tables. We can book flights for you, or hire a yacht. I see you have the highest priority limit, which entitles you to use our special Platinum Service.’
‘And what’s that?’
‘It’s an exclusive private arrangement with our selected partners offering you a range of the more restricted personal needs.’
‘Can you give me an example of something I would be able to buy?’
‘Well, perhaps you are visiting a city you don’t know and require companionship.’
‘You mean a woman.’
‘The gender is of course up to you.’
‘And what do I get for £250,000?’ he asked.
There was a pause at the other end of the line. He fancied he could hear the wind ticking in the wires but that was absurd; there were no wires anymore. What he heard was the beating of his own heart.
‘We could kill your wife,’ came the reply.
The restaurant was filled to its stripped-oak rafters, as it had been every night since the glowing reviews first broke in the Sunday papers. Of course it helped that a Hollywood legend had been seen dining there with someone other than his wife, and had returned several times while he was filming in the city. Now the bookings were full until January, four months away, and those same Sunday papers were running articles containing instructions on how to beat the restaurant’s obstructive booking system.
The Water House was an old converted municipal swimming pool which Jake Finnegan and his business partner had bought for an absurdly low figure from the town council on the condition that they restored its Arts and Crafts exterior. Having done so, they hired a celebrity chef fresh out of rehab and set about turning it into the most exclusive restaurant in Scotland. Almost too exclusive, it turned out. The quiet backstreet which Jake and his team had colonised was now the subject of much furore in the press, as the residents were kept awake every night except Sunday by drunken soap stars, revving Ferraris and swearing paparazzi.
Mandy loved every second of her new life. It was the one she had always dreamed of, but somehow she had been side-tracked into marrying a loser. Ian had survived his army years only to end up with a bad case of PTSD and a stint in jail for fencing stolen goods right across the road from a police surveillance spot. She had dumped him by text, and when that message bounced back, with a good old-fashioned letter. She had applied for the job of greeter long before Jake’s restaurant hit the headlines, and was firmly installed behind her low-lit mahogany counter by the time the journalists arrived. She was good at her work, but found she had more respect from the staff now that they knew she also occupied Jake’s art-filled bedroom overlooking the Clyde, a few streets from the restaurant.
Tonight had been typically demanding. Lindsay Lohan had lost her coat, and her minders were blocking the restaurant’s entrance so that photographers couldn’t get a direct shot of her waiting while Mandy searched the racks. She found the coat and handed it over, but not before the other diners had got a good look at the celebrity in their midst. Mandy brushed a long curl of blonde hair back behind her ear and gave Lohan the biggest, most sincere smile she could fake before the actress swept out to her waiting limo, every inch a star.
It was raining hard again, but nothing kept the paps at bay. They huddled in the doorway of the building opposite, grabbing shots as the vehicle sped past, yelling and following on foot, hoping to catch it at the traffic lights.
Mandy checked her watch: 11:45pm. Thank God. The kitchen had shut at eleven, and now all she had to do was divorce the diners from their credit cards and then ease them out into the storm-swept night.
The man in the hall must have slipped in after Lohan’s entourage had parted. He was wearing a black suit and raincoat – virtually a uniform among the Water House’s male diners – but it was topped with a black satin Venetian carnival mask. For a moment she wondered incredulously if he was part of a stag party looking for a late drink, but surely not – his shoes were far too expensive, and his left hand held a glove shucked from the right. He had removed it because it was hard to fire a shot with his fingers clad in leather.
The bullet passed through Mandy’s brain and exited behind her left ear, smashing a crystal decanter presented by Ewan McGregor’s PR team after a memorable night at the restaurant last month. As she fell, her Lucy Choi high heels slipped on the floor tiles, ensuring that her split skull connected with the floor before they did.
As the horrified waiting staff dropped to their knees around her, Mandy’s grand dreams flashed away into darkness and the hallway of the Water House was empty once more. The entrance door swung closed, so that even the sound of falling rain faded to a respectful silence.
DCI Serena Black wasn’t happy about any of it. Less than a week after she’d been forced to hold a placatory press conference about Glasgow’s climbing gun crime rate, a shooting in its most ambitious new restaurant was not what she needed. She’d only seen its interior in magazines, all gilt columns and mosaics. Now, with the lights up and the punters gone, you could see it had once been a municipal swimming baths. It was very different from the trattoria where she and the rest of the unit carb-loaded on spag-bogs after a long shift. The inside of the Water House was ‘ironic’ apparently, so it had kept its changing booths and shower cubicles as a reminder of its origins. But from the covered body near the entrance it appeared that someone had high-dived without checking the water level.
‘Amanda McFarland,’ she repeated, checking her notes and looking around. ‘Are either of the owners on their way?’
‘Trying to get hold of them now,’ pointed out Paul Gilmore, her second in command, affectionately known as “Happy”, and a good man – even though he was the one officer on the force everyone thought should drink more, just because it might force a smile out of him occasionally.
‘The smarmy one who’s always in the photos, remind me of his name?’
‘Jake Finnegan,’ said Gilmore, ‘the deceased was living with him.’
‘I’ve got her down here as married. You, skinny lad, who’s the husband?’
One of the waiters came forward. He was either a typically pale Scot or very badly shaken. As you would be, thought Serena, to find your boss gunned down at her reception desk. ‘Mrs McFarland is separated,’ he explained in a broad brogue that confirmed his local origins.
Serena’s interest was piqued. ‘Ever seen the ex?’
‘He’s been around a few times making a nuisance of himself. Army type, been inside.’
‘How do you know?’
‘She told me herself. She told everyone.’
‘Who left who?’
‘She left him. He wasn’t very happy when he came out.’
‘Of prison or the army?’ Serena looked around. ‘Big man, running with the A-listers, you’d think Finnegan would have been the one shot.’
‘You can’t just assume it was the ex,’ said Gilmore.
‘I’m not assuming anything. Bring him in, will you? Nice shoes.’ She looked down at Mandy McFarland’s feet, then up at her hands. ‘Good nails, too. You can’t blame her for trading up, although I imagine it came with a price.’
‘What do you mean?’ Gilmore frowned, something he did a lot of around DCI Black.
‘Do you get out at all?’ She eyed her sidekick with measured incredulity. ‘Jake Finnegan’s business partner is Alessandro Ribisi. Ring a bell at all?’
‘The guy who owns the paper mill?’ Ribisi’s opponents had a mysterious way of dropping their objections when confronted. A couple of them had disappeared altogether.
‘I thought you came down from Inverness,’ said Serena drily. ‘You should know all about our friends in the Italian community. We won’t get anything more about her physical state until forensics have finished, but I’d stick my neck out and say it was professional.’
‘I don’t see how you can say that,’ said Gilmore unhappily.
‘Why don’t you take another look at the vic and see how the bullet’s placed? Right between the eyes. It would have been perfect if she hadn’t turned her head. Never mind. Go and see what we’ve got in the way of CCTV.’
‘I already looked,’ said Gilmore. ‘Not a lot, as you’ll see when you go outside.’
The only camera in the street was hanging off the wall, looking as if it had been shot as well. ‘Bloody hell, what happened here?’ Serena asked, staring up in annoyance.
‘I don’t know – maybe one of the paps climbed up there trying to get some snaps. They had a couple of celebs in tonight.’
‘And maybe it was disabled before the attack.’ Serena looked around. ‘There’s another one over on that off-licence. Find me some decent footage, for God’s sake. You of all people must know your way around a camera.’ Gilmore’s wife had posted a nude picture of him on what she’d thought was a private site, not realising it was linked into his Facebook account, and had nearly lost him his job; they’d all had a good laugh about that one.
Serena stepped out into the street, thinking. To walk into a restaurant with a gun took some nerve, even in a city that was still gallingly ranked as the most crime-ridden in the UK. The obvious choice was to go after the husband, but before calling him in she ran a check. ‘Wait,’ she called to Gilmore, ‘before you go galloping off, take a look at Mr McFarland’s charge sheet and find out what he was inside for.’
While she was waiting she talked to Keith Wallace, the cadaverous forensics expert they drafted in for handgun incidents. Wallace was folded over the shattered decanter like a crane checking for fish.
‘Mrs B., always a pleasure,’ he said, glancing briefly at her before returning to the hole in the panelling where he had wedged his tweezers. ‘Get a good look at the body, did you?’
‘Enough to stay with me for a couple of nights, thanks. She turned her head.’
‘Oh, you noticed that? Yes, the bullet wouldn’t have exited if she’d stayed still.’
‘Maybe something distracted her at the last moment.’ Serena turned her own head to the right of the reception desk. There was only a vase of flowers on a pedestal, a squiggly painting of a man on a diving board and a long Japanese sword mounted on a red wooden wall bracket. ‘Or maybe she was already expecting something bad to happen.’
‘Well, this is one to write home about.’ Wallace grunted and twisted and pulled at the splintered wood, finally removing a squashed piece of metal, raising it before him with a sigh of contentment. ‘Feast your eyes on that – not many others will.’
Serena couldn’t see anything to get excited about. ‘What’s so special?’
Wallace dropped it into a clear bag and twirled it before her. ‘You get dressed up for a posh restaurant, don’t you?’ he asked.
‘I haven’t been to a posh restaurant since my old man died, and that didn’t seem like the right occasion for something low-cut,’ she said pointedly. ‘Why?’
‘This is fancy. A .45 ACP cartridge, one of the most successful cartridges ever, designed by John Browning. It doesn’t over-penetrate.’
‘Neither did my old man. What’s your point?’
‘That means if it enters head-on it’s unlikely to injure anyone standing behind the original target. But she moved and it came out from behind her right ear with enough force to smash that decanter. It’s one of the most powerful pistol calibers you can use with a suppressor. Subsonic, in fact. For that reason it’s associated with a very particular weapon.’ Wallace raised an eyebrow. ‘Would you care to hazard a guess?’
‘This isn’t the frigging Generation Game, Keith. Just tell me.’
‘The .45 ACP Luger, the queen of handguns. Of the originals, only one, marked serial number 2, is known to have survived. Serial number 1 was scrapped after the initial trial. At least three more .45 ACP Lugers were made, one a carbine bearing serial number 21.’
Serena blew out a noisy breath. ‘It’s late, I’m knackered, just give me the—’
Wallace would not be rushed. ‘The Luger is more correctly known as the Parabellum-Pistole, a semi-automatic patented in 1898. Originally designed for 7.65 × 22mm Parabellum cartridges, but the army wanted a larger caliber.’
‘Army.’
‘That’s right. It’s an expert’s field, this.’
‘So it’s rare, which makes it valuable.’
‘You’d be hard-pressed to find one for under £1 million,’ said Wallace. ‘Whoever shot Mrs McFarland was using the most expensive handgun in the world.’
‘This wasn’t somebody pissed off about being overcharged for the bread rolls, then.’
‘Not very likely.’
‘A bit over the top for the choice of target, wouldn’t you say?’
‘I wouldn’t say,’ said Wallace, still admiring the turning bullet. ‘That’s your department.’
Gilmore was hopping about outside in the rain, waiting to talk to her. Every time Serena looked at him now, she couldn’t help seeing him without his pants on.
‘McFarland has a couple of strikes against him, most recently serving eighteen months for a Section 18,’ he told her. ‘Wounding with intent. See if you can guess who he shanked up.’
‘To whom he took a knife,’ said Serena. ‘I thought you were a grammar school boy. It wouldn’t be a Mr Finnegan by any chance, would it?’
‘Got it in one.’
‘Okay, don’t bring him in, let’s go and get him out of bed. Got an address for me?’
‘Pollokshields,’ said Gilmore.
‘Ah, an area of intense ethnic diversity, as the social workers call it.’
‘That’s not what my grandad used to call it,’ said Gilmore.
‘I suppose we’ll have to take my car. I’d like to come back with a full set of tyres.’
‘Nearly half the area’s total population is under the age of thirty,’ Gilmore told her.
‘Have you been reading books again?’
‘It means one lot of lads grow up with gang affiliations and the rest don’t go out. I wonder which category McFarland falls into.’
‘Army. Prison. I guess he knows how to look after himself,’ said Serena. ‘I just can’t see him using the world’s most expensive gun.’ They set off toward the patrol vehicle.
‘Can I ask you something?’ It was the kind of question Gilmore usually asked before going ahead and asking anyway. ‘I heard you were doing really well in London. What brought you back up?’
‘It was either here or Monte Carlo,’ said Serena. ‘I had better qualifications for Glasgow.’
‘What are those, then?’
‘A low sympathy threshold and an incredibly suspicious nature.’
‘I think it takes more than that,’ said Gilmore, dodging a sputtering down-pipe.
‘It’s a start. You can have a degree and still not be smart.’ This was a dig at his fine education. ‘If a bloke came up to me and said, “I was walking down Duke Street just after midnight and some fella came running up and snatched my phone”, my instinct would be to ask, “What were you doing in Duke Street after midnight?” Anyway, I wanted to see my son again.’
Gilmore was surprised. She’d never mentioned a son before. ‘He lives in the city?’
‘He was living in the Glasgow Royal Infirmary. Rehabilitation programme after a bike smash.’
‘Must have been serious.’
‘Actually I thought it would do him some good coming off the motorbike. The problem was coming off the drugs. Get in.’ She bipped the door of the Vauxhall Astra and slid behind the wheel.
‘You want to get back-up?’
‘What, for arrest on suspicion of murder? And let someone else get that glory?’ Serena put her foot down hard and made the tarmac shriek before Gilmore had a chance to buckle up his safety belt.
Ian McFarland was having a nightmare. He was trapped on a fairground waltzer, and every time he tried to get off the damned thing sped up again, until he finally jumped. Moments later he was awake and standing at the bedroom window with sweat on his spine, looking down at the empty wet pavements, and right ahead of him was a patrol car with its lights turned off, creeping forward in silence to block itself across the entrance to the flats.
He was naked. Grabbing a black T-shirt, his jeans and trainers, he tried to dress while hopping across the room, something no man has ever satisfactorily managed. With the car already outside, he knew there were only seconds to spare before they arrived at the first-floor door.
Ian had one advantage over the polis. He knew about the new alleyway at the rear of the building; the builders had only opened it a couple of days ago as part of the block’s renovation. He legged it out into the corridor, avoiding the main stairwell, staying back in the shadows. He was still naked, his clothes and trainers wrapped in a bundle under his arm. He needed to put some distance between himself and the polis, to give him time to think.
There was still rubble lying around on the darkened staircase. Darting between the scaffolding poles, he tried not to stub his toes or at least not cry out when he did, but on the way he dislodged a stack of tiles that crashed down the stairs, causing the footsteps behind him to suddenly change direction. As he fled into the narrow alleyway he found himself confronted by an overweight but not unattractive woman in her late thirties.
‘What, you think we didn’t know about the alley?’ she said, blocking the way. ‘You’ve a nice flat tummy on you, but pop your pants on before you get in my car. I don’t want the lads thinking I’ve booked a strippergram.’
When DCI Serena Black arrived at Barloch Street station the next morning, she immediately went down to the holding cells and spent some more time with McFarland. When she had finished, she headed upstairs and found Gilmore eating muesli from a plastic pot on the ground-floor terrace.
‘I need to talk to you,’ she said. ‘Put down the bird-seed.’
Gilmore obediently followed her inside to the bank of computer terminals they were forced to share in management’s misguided attempt to switch the station staff to hot-desking. ‘We’re not going to keep him,’ she warned.
‘You’re joking.’
‘I never joke with you, there’s no point. We can keep an eye on him easily enough. He’s no money, no job – where’s he going to go?’
‘It’s a murder investigation and he’s the only –’
‘He’s not the only suspect and his story is solid.’
‘You don’t believe that guff about the concierge service, do you? Of all the rubbish I’ve heard talked in this city that has to be the most stupid.’
‘He was naked when we picked him up. What kind of guilty party is so confident that they sleep with no clothes on right after doing something like that?’
‘I’ve known a killer cook a pizza in his victim’s house before.’
‘So he shot his wife in the face, went home, stripped off and went to sleep, did he? Admittedly he might have done that if he thought there was residue on his clothes, but these are the clothes he was wearing earlier.’
‘How do you know that?’
‘There were no other bloody clothes in the flat. And who’d make up a story as mad as his? Have you ever heard the like? A friggin’ credit card? Why not come up with a normal alibi, or any alibi at all? At home, asleep?’
‘I know, but –’
‘He says they offered to kill his wife for him, so does he tell us he said Are you crazy, don’t do that? No, he asks how they know about his wife, gets no answer and then agrees with them that yes, he’d pretty much like to strangle her with his own bare hands. And they ring off before he can say anything else. Now, if you think he was lying in bed waiting for us to call – knowing that he’d be first in line to get picked up – plotting out that scenario as a fool proof alibi, then you’re as daft as he is. Then there’s the bullet. Keith Wallace reckons it was made for one of the most expensive guns in the world, which sort of fits with the concierge thing, don’t you think? A high-end operation?’
‘What, are you going to tell me there’s some kind of new company in town offering this as a regular service?’ asked Gilmore. ‘I must have missed that episode of Dragon’s Den.’
‘Did you just make a joke there? I’m saying it’s a set-up. You’re not very thorough. Did you not read his charge-sheet properly? Mr McFarland’s first conviction was for fraud. He was caught selling fake antiques in Barras Market, said he was trying to raise money for the kids of wounded soldiers.’
‘That just proves he’s an accomplished liar, doesn’t it?’
‘No, because he really was trying to raise money for them. What he didn’t do was bother to check where the antiques were coming from. I think somebody sent him the card because they heard he was a bit of a mug. And where could they have found that out?’
‘From the people he fenced the antiques for?’
‘From his wife,’ said Serena wearily. ‘He was out of the country for two tours of duty, and she hooked up with this fellow Finnegan.’
‘Then he had all the more reason to want her dead.’
‘Let me guess, when you were at school you were the one at the back of the class mucking around with his mates instead of paying attention, weren’t you?’
‘No, I was –’
‘It was a rhetorical question. Ian McFarland has a gullible nature. He didn’t realise he was being used to fence smuggled goods, he didn’t notice that his wife was having an affair and when he did find out, he was daft enough to walk into a pub and take a slice out of her lover’s arm.’
‘And that’s why you think it was a set-up?’ asked Gilmore, frowning.
Serena rolled her eyes to the heavens. ‘What more do you need?’
‘The credit card,’ said Gilmore.
‘He says it freaked him out and he threw it away.’
‘Yeah, right.’
‘I can see I’m going to have to play my ace,’ said Serena, grinning. Gilmore knew that grin and dreaded it. ‘I’ve got the phone call. It’s true that to the untutored ear – such as yours, for example – it might sound like an agreement to let someone kill his wife, but it proves he was talking to a third party.’
‘They traced it?’
‘To a throwaway.’
‘So what do we do now?’
Serena peered out of the window and checked the sky. ‘We pay a visit to the boyfriend, Jake Finnegan. Do you consider yourself a good Scot?’
‘I can root out an Englishman with one sniff.’
‘As an Englishwoman I consider that a racist remark. So you know that a Jake, in the common underworld parlance of this great city, is a person who is addicted to class A substances and has a poor quality of life as a consequence. Mr Finnegan has a spectacular history of prosecution for drugs offenses, yet he managed to raise the capital for Glasgow’s most expensive restaurant. Besides, when you’ve interviewed the cuckold, you owe it to them to do the same with the cuckolder.’
‘I’m not sure I understand –’ Gilmore began.
‘I’ve got an idea.’ She pointed at the nearest keyboard. ‘See if you can get your fat little fingers working on that and tell me how many unsolved gun crimes we’ve had this year. It’d be interesting if it turned out that Ian McFarland wasn’t the only one enjoying the privileges of membership.’
‘Don’t leave the city without telling us or I’ll be chasing you naked down the street again,’ the DCI had told him, but Ian knew they would be back as soon their other leads failed. He had been conned again, and the possibility of going back to jail, this time for a much longer stretch, was starting to look like a probability. Unless he could find the card.
The whole thing was a mess. As he walked down Salt-market toward the Clyde, he tried to recall the exact words of the phone call.
‘We could kill your wife.’
An incredulous pause. And then him joking; ‘I think I’ll take you up on that, pal. I feel like strangling her meself.’ And the line going dead.
The call had unsettled him. He’d have written it off as a prank set up by his army mates if it hadn’t been for the fact that the service being offered chimed uncomfortably with his darkest thoughts. Mandy had ruined his life. He had trusted her implicitly, and she had taken advantage of him. But there was a difference between fantasising and acting out those fantasies.
The polis had taken his phone and would gain access to the call, but it still didn’t get him off the hook. He knew he should have kept the credit card instead of chucking it into the Clyde, but the damned thing had messed with his head. Now it was all that could prove his innocence.
He thought about Mandy. She had behaved appallingly, but he would never hurt a woman. What had she done to get herself killed? She’d always had a mouth on her. He’d heard rumours about the boyfriend’s business partner, but he couldn’t afford to get involved. Actually, right now he couldn’t afford anything. He had no job and no savings, and although the flat was temporarily paid for, he didn’t have penny left over for the utilities. He headed back to the Over Easy Diner to pick up his last day’s wages.
Golden wasn’t her real name, but nobody could pronounce it because she came from Vietnam and, in a moment of spectacular misjudgement, had married a Scotsman. She was the Over Easy’s only waitress, and made good tips from men who felt guilty about making a grab for her.
‘Ian, what are you doing back here?’ she hissed as he walked in, looking alarmed.
‘Came to collect my pay is all,’ he said, taking a stack of dirty plates and setting them down behind the counter from force of habit.
‘Someone’s been looking for you. A man in expensive clothes. Kind of creepy-looking.’ For Golden to think a man was creepy in this neighbourhood, he had to be very unpleasant indeed. ‘You’re not in any trouble, are you?’
Ian looked at her. She was as beautiful as her name, and the less she got involved, the better. She seemed so innocent that he couldn’t help but worry. ‘Why, did he say something?’
‘He wants you to go and see him. He left a card. Hold on.’ Wiping her hands on her apron, she ducked into the kitchen and came back with it.
Alessandro Ribisi – Glasgow Direct Holdings
The card was black and silver, and exactly matched the credit card he had been sent. He knew at once it was Ribisi who had set him up, making him trot out a tall tale to incriminate himself. He knew a couple of other things about Ribisi, things his wife had told him: one, that he was a barely functioning crazy on anti-psychotic meds; two, that he was Mafia, down from Inverness and before that, Naples.
With nothing to lose now, he headed to the address on the card.
Glasgow Direct was out near the park and the old Shawfield Greyhound Stadium, in an anonymous two-floor 1970s office building that looked like the kind of place contractors pulled down after finding asbestos in the ceilings. He didn’t call first; on this occasion, he decided that the element of surprise would work in his favour.
Except that it was lunchtime, and Ribisi was out. He wasn’t expected back today.
Brilliant, he thought. You should get a job as a private detective.
There was one other place to try.
‘Five unsolved deaths this year,’ said DCI Serena Black, tapping at the map on her screen with the end of a breadstick. She was on a diet, and got through boxes of the things. ‘Six deaths if you count McFarland. Makes for quite interesting reading, this. Don’t show it around, they’ll all want to jump aboard.’
‘Not if it turns out to be a complete waste of time,’ said Gilmore gloomily.
‘A proper bespoke service. An Elimination Bureau.’ Serena scratched the back of her hand thoughtfully. ‘What do you do when you want to set up a new business? Go to where the punters are. You can see the possibilities.’
‘Finnegan’s running a goldmine in that restaurant. What would he want to jeopardise something like that for?’
‘Who said anything about Finnegan?’ she countered. ‘I’m talking about Ribisi.’
‘Okay, even if he’d set up something like this, you’d reckon knocking off his partner’s girlfriend might put a crimp in their business relationship.’
‘Not if Finnegan was the client. Find out where they are, will you? It’s time we paid a visit.’
Although the police had finished with the Water House, it was still closed for business. The gate was locked and a police sign read Closed until further notice. Already, a pile of flyers and newspapers had blown behind the grille across the entrance, giving the darkened building a derelict air.
Inside, the reservations hotline had been overloaded with unanswered complaints all morning, so Jake had summoned his partner to discuss what to do. He was always wary of meeting up with Alessandro because you could never tell what might happen, but right now he needed the Italian. As he entered the cocktail bar section of the ground floor, he flicked on the battery of lights behind the onyx-tiled serving counter and poured himself a rich Islay malt, leaving the bottle out.
He didn’t realise that Ribisi had been sitting in the dark behind him, and jumped.
‘You shouldn’t be nervous,’ said Ribisi, raising his glass. ‘You should be worried.’
‘What about?’ Finnegan asked, waiting for his pulse to return to normal.
‘Losing money. Every day this place is shut. Get it open tomorrow.’ Even in the shadows of the lounge, his crocodile smile glowed.
‘I have no control over that,’ Finnegan replied.
‘You’re going to let some fat housewife tell you when you can open the place?’ Ribisi shook his head, tutting. ‘I’ve got a better idea.’
‘No,’ said Finnegan, feeling the ever-present acid in his stomach starting to bubble. ‘If you do anything like that, you’re going to start a war.’
‘I’m not going to do it, you are.’ He released an explosion of laughter that made Finnegan jump again. Ribisi’s eyes glowed with madness.
There was a peculiar scraping sound behind them.
‘Did you leave the back door open?’ Ribisi asked, slowly rising.
‘For you. I didn’t know you were already here,’ said Finnegan.
Ian walked forward into the light. ‘What did she do?’ he asked. The source of the noise became apparent. He was dragging the 40 inch hand-forged Shirasaya sword that should have been on the wall in the hallway.
Finnegan stared at him in amazement. Ribisi started laughing.
‘What did she do?’ Ian asked again, cocking his head on one side.
Finnegan shrugged. ‘You were married to her. You know what she was like.’
‘I know that if she’d found out something bad about you, she would have told someone else. What, are you going to kill them as well?’
‘That’s the easy part,’ said Ribisi. ‘Expanding our operations base, that’s the hard part. You’ve tried the service, you know it works. I thought you might like to help us.’
Ian stood there with the sword trailing on the concrete floor, staring at them. ‘What’s in it for me?’
‘We get you off the hook.’
Ian smiled. It was the first decent job offer he’d had all year.
‘Of course, there would have to be a trial period,’ Ribisi continued. ‘You could do something for us, to prove your worth.’
‘Like what?’
‘We’ve sent a nice new credit card to the person your wife talked to. As soon as she calls us, she’ll need to be taken care of.’
Finnegan proffered a glass of whisky, but Ian shook his head. ‘She? Who is it?’
‘Your wife had nice nails. The Vietnamese do them better than anyone. There’s a girl everyone calls Golden…’
It was a step too far. A moment later the sword was hoisted high, and a graceful scarlet arc appeared on one of the walls. There was the sound of something like a football filled with sand thudding to the floor and lolloping across it to a stop…
DCI Black was too ambitious, Gilmore knew that. She wanted to make a name for herself in Glasgow, and if that involved not calling for back-up in what was obviously an incendiary situation, so be it. The pair were on the threshold of the curtained area leading to the Water House’s cocktail bar when they heard something that sounded like a melon being cut open. Gilmore wanted to haul her back and warn her, but before he could she flicked open the curtain and stepped inside. Gilmore froze, too scared to move.
As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, Serena began to pick out details. ‘Gilmore,’ she called finally. ‘Come in here before you’re put on report.’
The DI stepped into the room and looked about, dreading what he’d find. Serena helped him out.
‘So,’ she said, ‘one victim, separated from his head – it’s over there by the ice machine, staring at you – three whisky glasses. You’d better call this in after all.’
That’s the situation. DCI Black and DI Gilmore have arrived at the Water House club. One of the three inside it has been decapitated. But the Elimination Bureau is to continue its sinister business, and two have got away to carry on its ‘work’ – whatever that is. What did Mandy find out? And can Golden avoid such terrible danger?
The question for the reader, though, is a simple one – who died?
If you think DCI Black and DI Gilmore found Jake’s headless body, head to Chapter 2.
If you think Alessandro has met his bitter end, head to Chapter 5.
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A Hard Offer to Refuse
James Oswald
He’d meant to kill him. He really had. Ian had raised the blade of the antique Japanese sword high over his head, ready to swing. Ready to part head from shoulders in a spurt of blood and get revenge for all the wrongs wrought upon him, all the frustration and anger that had been bubbling away in him for years. He’d meant to kill, and yet something stopped him.
‘I don’t think so.’
Ian felt a grip on his wrist and turned too quickly. A man had appeared out of nowhere, tall, thin, his face surely that of a cadaver lying on the mortuary slab. He wore a black mask that covered only the area around his eyes – like Zorro, or maybe one of those superheroes Ian had read about in comics when he was a kid. One wiry hand wrapped around Ian’s, the other pressed something suspiciously gun-like into the small of his back.
‘Who the… Argh!’ Pressure on his wrist sent jabs of pain down Ian’s arm, into his shoulder and neck. He had no choice but to drop the sword. The strange man caught it expertly, swung the steel around with a swishing sound and then pushed him away.
‘What the?’ Jake Finnegan took two steps forward, then stopped. Ian had stumbled when pushed, falling to his knees. He looked up to see Finnegan’s expression change from annoyance to surprise. The sound came later, creeping up on him as if his ears hadn’t wanted to let it in. Something like the noise of a boiled egg being expertly opened, only wetter. And louder.
Blood spilled from Jake’s neck first, then bubbled out through his nose and mouth as his knees buckled. His body fell one way, his head the other, and all the while his eyes stared at Ian, the expression in them unreadable. By the time it hit the floor and rolled away toward the ice machine, the cadaverous man was crouching by Ian, forcing something into his unresponsive hand.
‘Police are on their way,’ he said in a voice that was the cawing of crows. ‘Better run.’
There was something about the words, the way they were spoken with no inflection, no emotion, which fired straight to the fear centres in Ian’s brain. He wasn’t a man easily frightened – he’d done two tours in Afghanistan, and grown up in the Barrowlands for goodness’ sake – and yet it was all he could do to make sure he didn’t wet himself. He scrabbled to his feet, staggering slightly as he avoided the crumpled body leaking dark blood onto the floor. It felt like he was staring down a tunnel, with only the back door behind the bar in focus. Details came in flashes he would only remember later: the black leather of the assassin’s gloves; the staring eyes of Finnegan’s severed head; the weight in his hand that he couldn’t bring himself to look at; the cackling, gleeful, mad laugh of Alessandro Ribisi. He burst out through the fire exit into the narrow alley around the back and doubled over, vomiting into the gutters. There was a car there, familiar from somewhere. He’d been in it recently. That woman, the cop, and her dour-faced sidekick. They were here and Finnegan was dead.
Instinct kicked in, and Ian ran.
‘Well this is a fine mess, isn’t it.’
DCI Black leaned against the restaurant bar, resisting the urge to touch anything as hordes of forensic experts in white paper overalls swarmed over the crime scene. She wasn’t wearing anything other than the clothes she’d come in with, although Gilmore had donned some overboots. They’d both have to strip and hand over everything to be checked against any evidence found. That’d be fun.
‘Depends on your definition of mess.’ Gilmore nodded over towards the prone body of Jake Finnegan, surrounded by its crimson pool of sticky blood. The local pathologist had arrived not long after the crime had been called in, his glee at the horrible murder all too obvious. Now he was kneeling in the blood, peering at the stump of Finnegan’s neck with far too much enthusiasm.
‘Fair point. There’s one less scumbag in the world. We’re still going to have to find out who killed him though, even if he was doing us a favour.’ Black pointed at the bar, then to the low table and chairs nearby. ‘And you’re forgetting the glasses. Three of them. I don’t think Finnegan cut his own head off.’
‘Chief Inspector. I really think you should have a look at this.’ The pathologist turned towards her, waving her over with blood-smeared hands. His white overalls were covered in the stuff too. Just as well they were disposable.
‘Must I?’ Black asked no one in particular, shoving herself away from the bar. Approaching the body was hazardous. The blood might have been the worst thing, but the smell wasn’t exactly appealing either. Something they didn’t teach in cop school was the way a person’s bowels could relax and release even after death. Finnegan had been an absolute turd in life; now he smelled like one too.
‘What am I looking at, Doc?’ Black stopped just short of the tide line, leaning out over the rippled crimson sea as she peered at the headless body in its ruined suit. Doctor Flenser, the aptly named city pathologist, regarded her with the look of disappointment he kept for living subjects, then turned his attention back to his beloved corpse.
‘The blade connected with the victim’s neck on his right hand side, which would suggest the person wielding it was left handed. Lofted it so…’ He pulled his left hand up, a fleck of ichor flying off the tip of his finger and disappearing into the gloomy room. ‘Then brought it down and around thus.’ This time the drips of blood on his fingertips splattered against Finnegan’s neck.
‘Not sure there’s many other ways you can chop a man’s head off, really.’ Black hunkered down on her heels, the weight of leaning over not doing her back any favours.
‘On the contrary, Chief Inspector. There are hundreds of ways. This one was done with considerable skill though. Perhaps uncanny skill.’
‘Uncanny? How?’
‘See here?’ The pathologist grabbed Finnegan’s neck in one hand, poked at the red-smeared whiteness of his spinal column with the other. ‘The neck has been severed between the cervical vertebrae, C5 and C6. Whatever weapon was used to cut them was extremely sharp and extremely thin.
Black thought back to her previous visit to the restaurant. There’d been a set of antique Japanese swords on display near the front desk.
‘Katana?’
‘Bless you.’
‘No, you idiot. Katana. The Japanese fighting sword. Might that have done the job?’
Doctor Flenser smiled like a man who thinks he’s made a funny joke. ‘I know what a katana is, Chief Inspector. And yes, it’s possible that a fine blade might take a man’s head off in one blow. Perhaps something from the koto or shinto periods. When they made them properly. But it’s not enough to use a perfect blade. Your strike must be perfect too. There’s no chipping to the bones, you see. Not to C6 here, and not to C5 over there.’
DCI Black followed the pathologist’s blood-smeared pointing finger over to where his assistant was kneeling beside the late Jake Finnegan’s head.
‘You’re saying whoever killed him was some kind of Samurai warrior?’
‘A left-handed Samurai warrior with almost superhuman skill, and a callous disregard for the sanctity of human life.’
‘Marvellous.’ Black levered herself back upright, knees popping in protest as she did so. The room swam in her vision for a moment as the blood ran out of her head. Then she felt a hand on her arm.
‘Steady there, Chief. Don’t want you falling into old Jake Finnegan’s vitals now.’
‘I’m fine.’ Black shook the hand away, though in truth she was glad the dour detective had been there, and paying attention. Her momentary dizziness passed almost as quickly as it had come, and she looked around the room in search of the weapon. The three whisky glasses she’d noticed when they’d arrived were still there. They’d lift fingerprints off them, and if they were lucky some DNA too, but it would take time.
‘You see a sword the last time we were here?’ she asked Gilmore.
‘Aye, there were three of the things on a wee stand. Over there by the…’ He walked to the front desk and the seating area where diners wait for their tables to be ready. Black followed more slowly, noticing the stain where the late Mrs McFarland’s brains had been cleaned off the wooden floorboards. It would take something a bit more industrial to get rid of the reek of Finnegan. In a little alcove between two uncomfortable looking designer sofas, a black lacquered sword stand had been fixed to the wall. It held a short sword and a dagger, both in wooden sheaths. There was space below them for a third, but it was missing.
‘Thought so.’ Gilmore had latex gloves on and lifted the dagger almost reverentially from its resting place. He slid the blade slightly from the sheath, revealing polished, gleaming steel. He made to hand it over to DCI Black, then noticed that she’d taken her own gloves off. Horrible things made her palms itch.
‘Looks expensive,’ she said.
‘I’m no expert. Could be a cheap knock-off from China for all I’d know.’ Gilmore slid the blade back into its sheath and returned the dagger to the stand. ‘Don’t need to be an expert to see there’s one missing though.’
Ian couldn’t really say how he’d managed to get out of the restaurant and away without being caught. He had little recollection of events beyond the imprinted image of Finnegan’s head parting company with his shoulders, the man who had stolen his wife toppling sideways to the floor in an arc of spraying red. He’d run from that vision almost blindly, instinct keeping him to the shadows and the back alleys he’d known all his life. Only the sinister words and the need to escape drove him on, put distance between him and the crime scene. He was so dazed that it was a long time before he even realised he was carrying something, whatever it was the cadaverous assassin had pressed into his hand. Longer still before he dared look to see what it was.
He remembered Afghanistan, with its weird mix of intense, dry summer heat and bitter winter cold. The snow in the mountains where the Taliban hid out and the endless fields of opium poppies. He’d tried opium a couple of times, but drugs had never really been his thing. That’s why he’d joined up in the first place. Options weren’t all that many growing up in these parts. Run with a street gang and work your way up the hierarchy from runner to dealer to mover and shaker. Or more likely an enforcer and debt collector given his size and strength. That was what most of his childhood friends had done. It was either that or become the customers who kept the whole trade going. Few escaped, but he’d been one of them and the army had been his salvation.
Ian slumped down in a darkened doorway several miles away from the restaurant. The police would be there in force by now, not just the nosey DCI and her grumpy-looking sidekick. They were coming, that’s what the man had said, and his words had put the fear of God into him like nothing since that time their patrol had stumbled on an IED two miles out from base camp.
‘Jesus!’ He shouted the word out loud, startling a seagull that had been tearing at someone’s discarded kebab on the other side of the street. Ian had been staring at nothing, absentmindedly tapping at the greasy cobbles when he had finally realised what it was he had been carrying all this time, what it was the assassin had pressed into his hand.
The sword.
‘You got anything interesting for me, Tony?’
DCI Black shivered slightly in the cold air of the mortuary examination theatre. Tony Flenser, the city pathologist was hunched over the naked body of Jake Finnegan, poking and prodding as he went through the post-mortem procedure.
‘Not much I can add from the crime scene.’ Doctor Flenser went from the body to a smaller trolley that had been wheeled alongside the main examination table, then picked up the severed head and stared it in the eye.
‘The killing strike was extraordinarily accurate. Either that or very, very lucky. Death would have been pretty much instantaneous, although I’ve heard tell that it takes a couple of minutes for consciousness to fully dissipate.’
‘You what?’ Black shivered even more. She wasn’t much of a fan of mortuaries at the best of times, but at least she attended PMs. Gilmore was off in the waiting area with a cup of horrible dispensed coffee. Lucky sod.
‘Well, the exact moment of death is a fascinating subject. Is it when the heart stops? Or when all electrical activity in the brain is gone?’ Doctor Flenser still held Finnegan’s head, but he seemed to have forgotten it as he turned to face DCI Black. ‘It’s a philosophical question as much as a scientific one, but in this instance it’s well worth considering.’
‘It is?’
‘Oh yes. See, Finnegan’s head was cut off in one swift blow from a very sharp blade. His body wouldn’t have registered what happened to it until his blood pressure dropped…’ The pathologist remembered what he was carrying, held it up as if to illustrate the point.
‘So he’d have been conscious?’
‘For a minute or two. I suspect he’d have been confused for a while, then the realisation would have seeped in at much the same rate as oxygen starvation robbed him of reasoning. Mind you, the drugs wouldn’t have helped either.’
‘Drugs?’
‘Oh yes. He’d taken cocaine not long before he died. Quite a lot of it, if the residue in his nasal passage is anything to go by. Looks to be pretty pure, too.’
It wasn’t exactly surprising news, Black realised. Finnegan had form for dealing in his misspent youth, after all. Even if he’d been smart enough to avoid being caught recently. They’d always suspected the restaurant was both a supply point for the city’s more well-heeled addicts and a means of laundering substantial amounts of drug money, but Finnegan was a slippery customer – his business partner even more so – making it all but impossible to pin anything on them. Of course, Finnegan had just lost his girlfriend to an assassin’s bullet, so that might have explained his need for self-medication.
‘Why the long face?’ Doctor Flenser tilted the head forward as he asked the question, which really didn’t help.
‘You know how it goes, Doc. Every answer brings a dozen more questions.’ And she was going to have to talk to Alessandro Ribisi, too. That was enough to make anyone gloomy.
The Over Easy was closed. That was the first sign. Ian hadn’t worked there long, but in the few short months he’d held down the job, it had never really shut. And certainly not in the middle of the afternoon. Now a sign hung in the front window telling hungry patrons to come back later. He tried the handle, but it was locked. Peering through the glass showed only tables with chairs stacked upside down on top of them, the counter at the back of the room cleared. He went around the back, eyes always on the lookout for the police even though they were rarely to be seen in this part of town. The wheelie bins were overflowing with cardboard boxes, the reek of rotting meat and vegetable peelings filling the warm air with a sickening miasma.
Ian hammered on the fire exit door, rattled the metal roll-up where the deliveries were made, but there was no answer. He leaned back against the dirty stone wall, slumping to the ground in despair. The sword was still in his hand, the shiny black lacquer made greasy by his fingerprints. Was that why the assassin had given it to him? Told him to run? He shivered at the memory of that voice as he slid the blade partially out. It was shiny where it wasn’t stained with blood. Jake Finnegan’s blood.
‘Cool. That yours then mister?’
Ian started, snapped the blade back home and looked up to see a young boy standing in the narrow alleyway astride a bike that was surely too small for him. He must have been about ten, though sometimes it was hard to tell. Scotland might have been one of the richest nations in the world according to the economists, politicians and bankers, but that didn’t mean those at the bottom of the pile had as much to eat as they needed. Malnutrition had always been a problem in parts of the city, and those parts seemed to be growing. Not helped by a culture that thought a deep fried Mars bar counted as one of your five a day.
‘You any idea why they’re closed?’ Ian nodded his head towards the Over Easy.
‘Polis came round this morning. Don’t know what they was lookin’ for.’
Ian clenched tight on the sword at the mention of the police.
‘Here, they wasn’t looking for youse were they? Is there a reward?’ The kid’s eyes lit up at the thought of riches beyond his meagre imagination and he leapt onto his bike, pedalling away like mad. Ian could have caught up with him at a half run, but then what? He wasn’t a killer, quite the opposite. He’d seen quite enough death in Afghanistan, let alone at home. Let the kid run and tell the cops. He’d wait for them here. Hand himself in and accept whatever fate threw at him.
A quiet of sorts descended on the alleyway. It was never silent in the city; there was always the background roar of the motorway, the dull susurrus of a half a million people just existing. A jet overhead whined out its contrail into the afternoon sky, headed for Paisley or Ayr or somewhere even more exotic, and he waited for the police to come.
Ian couldn’t have said how long he waited. He stopped noticing the foul stench of garbage, forgot about the distant hubbub, even the sword held loosely in his hands. There was nothing but the memory of the past few hours, going round and round in his head. When had it all started to go wrong? When that Scouse git had kicked up a fuss? Maybe he should have given him more of a kicking. But it went back further than that. Further than the dead-end job, the stint in jail, Mandy leaving him. Further back even than the army days, maybe. It was the city itself that dragged him down, the city that had raised him to be nothing.
‘What the heck are you doing here?’
Ian looked up, expecting to see police surrounding him. He had reached rock bottom and was ready to hand himself over. Prison hadn’t been that bad, really. Not once you worked out who to avoid, who to run errands for. It was a warm bed at night and three square meals a day, even if the boredom could kill. No, he could cope with going back inside. Not as if there was anything for him out here.
So convinced was he that he’d been caught, he was almost offering up the sword before he realised that there was only one man standing in front of him, and a man he knew. A man who until very recently had been his boss.
‘Jesus wept, McFarland. You look awful.’
Charlie Over ran the Over Easy, in as much as sitting in an office at the back of the building and counting the money was the same as running the business. It was the manager, his partner Clive, who did most of the heavy lifting and who had fired Ian just the day before.
‘Been a bit of a rough time.’
‘No kidding. We had the cops around earlier asking all sorts of questions. You’re trouble, you know that?’
‘Sorry.’ Ian levered himself back to his feet, using the sheathed sword as a stick. He felt like an old man. ‘Would you believe me if I said none of it was my fault?’
Charlie looked at him, cocking his head to one side as he pulled a set of jangling keys from the pocket of his padded hoody. ‘Probably. Doesn’t much help me run a business though.’
‘Aye, well. Sorry about that.’
‘What are you doing here, anyway? I thought Clive sacked you.’ Ian stood to one side to let Charlie get to the door. He’d been so deep in his despair he’d forgotten why he’d come back to the Over Easy. Who he’d come to find. With the realisation came the memories.
‘I was looking for Golden, actually.’
Charlie laughed. ‘Dream on lover-boy. She’s way out of your league. ‘’Specially looking like that.’
‘Actually I came here to warn her about something. Someone. They might be after her.’
Charlie raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘After her? How? As in…’ He ran a finger across his neck in a manner that made Ian wince at the recollection of Jake Finnegan’s end.
‘They killed Mandy. Last night. Shot her between the eyes because of something she knew.’
‘Jeez! Who did?’
‘I don’t know who they are. Alessandro Ribisi’s behind it, though.’
Charlie flinched at the sound of the name, clicked the key in the lock and pushed open the door, all the while glancing from side to side as if they were being watched. ‘You’d better come inside.’
It was strange to see the Over Easy so empty and silent. Ian only knew it as a hive of activity and a place of constant noise. With the lights off, and the only illumination filtering through the greasy windows at the front, it had the air of a long-abandoned house.
‘In here.’ Charlie indicated the door to his office. Ian had only ever been in there once before, at his so-called job interview. He’d found out about the job from his parole officer; he suspected she had an arrangement whereby she dumped the recently-released here on a regular basis. They either did OK for themselves and moved on to better pastures, or they sank back into their old ways and ended up back at the Bar-L. Ian had intended to be the former, but life seemed to have other plans for him.
‘Grab us a coffee, would you?’ Charlie wound his way around to the seat behind the desk and slumped down heavily. Ian looked around the office, saw no obvious coffee machine and headed back out to the kitchens. It wasn’t until he went to switch the boiler on that he realised his hands were filthy with dirt and blood. He could taste the bile in his mouth from throwing up earlier, and he still had the sword. As he set it down on the stainless steel worktop, it felt like a world of weight lifted off his shoulders. His hand relaxed and the sensation carried on up his arm. So much hatred, confusion, anger and madness tied up in that terrible, efficient weapon.
Ian scrubbed at his hands and arms in the big sink where he’d normally wash the pots and pans. Then he took up the sword again, hesitant lest it cast its strange spell on him again. He washed the outside first, scrubbing at the black lacquer sheath until it gleamed. Then he slipped the blade free. Jake Finnegan’s blood swirled in the hot, soapy water, then rinsed away under the powerful hose. Cleaned and dried, he slid the blade back into its sheath and hid the whole thing behind the preparation benches, nestling amongst the mouse droppings, grease and dust that were never cleaned up, never seen. Finally he made two mugs of instant coffee and headed back to Charlie’s office.
‘Sorry I took so long. Was a bit grubby.’
‘Just a bit?’ Charlie too his mug, sipped from it, then leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. ‘You’re in a spot of bother then, Ian.’
‘Like I said. They killed Mandy. Killed Jake Finnegan too. Reckon they’re trying to pin it all on me.’
‘Oh, I’m almost certain they are. Ribisi’s always been a clever one like that. Thorn in my bloomin’ side he is, too.’
‘This place?’ Ian looked around the grubby office. ‘Never really thought of it as being competition for the Water House.’
‘Ha ha! You really crack me up, Ian. Think that’s why I like you.’ Charlie pulled open a drawer in his desk, fished around in it and came up with a wodge of grubby ten and twenty pound notes. He counted out a pile that was comfortably more than Ian could earn in a month, pushed it across the desktop.
‘Take it.’
‘What for?’ Ian wanted to. Right now he didn’t have anything more than the loose change in his pockets, and that was so meagre it barely jingled.
‘Service rendered. Or maybe call it an upfront payment for services you will render.’
‘I’m not going to hurt anyone. Not for you.’
‘If I wanted someone hurt, Ian, there’s far more ruthless creatures out there I’d go to. No, I want you to go and speak to Golden. Find out what she knows about our mutual friend Alessandro.’
‘Can’t you speak to her? You’re her boss, after all.’
Charlie laughed. ‘Christ, I can see why they picked you for a patsy. You really don’t have a clue what’s going on here, do you?’
Ian shook his head.
‘Probably for the best. For now, at least. Go speak to Golden. She’s far more likely to talk to you than to me, anyway.’ Charlie nodded at the cash, still lying on his desk. ‘Go on. Take it. I won’t ask anything else of you for that.’
Ian tried not to show his haste as he reached out and grabbed the notes, folded them into his back pocket. ‘There’s just the one problem,’ he said. ‘I don’t know where Golden lives.’
Charlie scribbled an address onto a Post-it note and handed it over. ‘Doubt you’ll find her there, but it’s as good a place as any to start.’
‘What were you even doing there without backup?’
DCI Black didn’t like her boss. It didn’t help that Superintendent Archie Goodison was younger than her, and not by a small margin. He’d shimmied up the greasy pole through a combination of sucking up, toadying and crushing anyone who might have got in his way. On the other hand he was a shrewd politician. Just a pity he was in the police and not making a name for himself over on the east coast at Holyrood.
‘I was revisiting a crime scene that had already been processed, sir. Didn’t think I’d need an armed response unit. I had Happy with me. He’s dangerous enough on his own.
‘Very funny. You know policing’s a team sport, Serena.’ It wasn’t voiced as a question.
‘Yes, I did read the manual.’ Black didn’t much like people using her first name – hadn’t since school days when the cool girls had called her ‘Serene’, leaving off the final A. If anyone was less serene than her, she’d not met them yet, and the jibe only made her angrier. Age had given her greater control over her temper, but nothing annoyed her more than an upstart like Goodison treating her like some kind of child. Except perhaps that he knew it annoyed her and that was why he did it.
‘What’s the situation then?
‘You know as well as I do. Two dead bodies at the Water House restaurant. One killed with a bullet to the head, the other decapitated with what appears to be a Samurai sword.’
‘Appears to be?’
‘We haven’t found the murder weapon, but there’s a sword missing from a display at the restaurant. Stands to reason it’s what was used.’
‘Don’t make assumptions.’ Goodison steepled his fingers under his chin, something he’d no doubt seen other senior officers do to make themselves look like they were thinking. ‘Jake Finnegan. There’s a lot of people would be happy to see him dead.’
‘I don’t think this is gang related, sir. Least, not any of the gangs we know about. Not their style. And the woman, Mandy McFarland. That has all the hallmarks of a contract hit.’
‘What about the husband? He had motive, surely.’
‘Yes, he did. Motive for both killings, but not the money to pay for them.’
‘You sure of that?’
Black closed her eyes, counted to three. Ten would have been too obvious. ‘He lives in a one bed basement flat, worked in the Over Easy diner cleaning dishes for God’s sake. Where’s he going to get enough cash together to pay for his wife to be shot? No, this was about something else. And Jake Finnegan getting his head lopped off a day later just confirms it for me.’
‘What do you mean “something else”?’
Black looked at her boss with his important haircut, shiny forehead and bugger all between the ears. Promoted to his level of incompetence; wasn’t that how it always worked?
‘If I knew that, sir, do you think I’d be here chatting with you?’
Ian knew rough. He’d grown up in the Barrowlands after all. But there were parts of the city even he felt uncomfortable in. Maybe it was the hard, wary eyes staring at him from shop doors, street corners, bus stops. Or it might have been the foreign, almost exotic smells emanating from open windows. Cooking he didn’t recognise, spices that sent him back to Kandahar and Helmand. It could have been the language, the accent. Not the Glaswegian burr that he was used to, not words he could actually understand. It put him on edge even more than the events of the past day, or at least compounded them.
The address Charlie Over had given him wasn’t quite a slum tenement. All of those had been demolished years ago to make way for the motorways that pierced the heart of the city. It wasn’t far removed though, with red sandstone buildings rising up four storeys, darkening a narrow street. At the far end, a high brick wall daubed with indecipherable graffiti stopped anyone escaping. A more perfect trap it would be hard to imagine.
‘You shouldn’t be here. Don’t belong.’
Ian looked to see who had spoken, and found an old woman standing in a tenement doorway. She was tiny, short, with the sort of wizened face you normally associated with National Geographic magazine. She held a meat cleaver in one hand, a headless chicken in the other. It reminded him too much of Jake Finnegan not to shudder.
‘I’m looking for a young woman. We call her Golden. I don’t think that’s how it’s really pronounced though.’
‘She no here. She go away. You go away too.’
Ian eyed the cleaver nervously. ‘I will. Just tell me. Do you know where she’s gone? Where I might find her?’
‘She go away. Run from bad men. You a bad man, mister?’
‘I…’ Ian found he had no clear answer for that. He’d never really thought of himself as bad, but he’d fenced stolen goods, served time in Barlinnie for it. He’d taken a murder weapon from a crime scene and destroyed forensic evidence. ‘I really don’t know.’
The old woman cocked her head to one side, staring right through him. ‘Is good answer. What you want this woman for? You looking for sexytimes?’
‘I – No. Nothing like that. I wanted to warn her. About the bad men.’
‘You too late then.’ The old woman spat onto the steps. ‘But she has sister in the other city. She maybe go there.’
‘The other city? Edinburgh?’ Ian asked, but the old lady had disappeared back into the tenement.
‘McFarland didn’t do it.’
DCI Black sat in the passenger seat, staring out at the endless line of traffic stretching to the horizon. Or at least to the Kingston Bridge. Gilmore had one hand on the steering wheel, the other poised over the gearstick. For all the good it would do him. They weren’t going to be moving anywhere soon.
‘You’re not still going on about his nutjob story are you? Only it didn’t make much sense when we only had one dead body to deal with. Now there’s two and he’s the only link between them.’
Black let out an all too audible sigh. Gilmore wasn’t a bad detective, really. He just lacked imagination sometimes. Needed constant prodding.
‘How do you figure that?’ she asked. Not because she wanted to know so much as to fill the time. Not as if they had anything better to do.
‘Well it’s obvious. McFarland’s wife walked out on him, right? Shacked up with Jake Finnegan of all people. I guess there’s no accounting for taste. He’s not a bad type, McFarland. Didn’t run with the gangs like most of his mates. He joined the army, served queen and country. Can’t fault him on that, but Afghanistan? Well it hardens you, doesn’t it. I’ve read his army records. His squad got hit hard. He lost friends to a roadside bomb. Then he came home to find his wife had been cheating on him? That sort of thing would send me over the edge, for sure.’
‘Not arguing with you there. We know he went a bit wild, but that was a couple of years back. He did his time. Got himself somewhere to live, a job of sorts. He was working it out. Why shoot his ex-wife now? Why not two years ago?’
‘I spoke with his boss this morning. You say he got himself a job, but cleaning dishes in a greasy diner? That’s not exactly steady work for a man used to army discipline. And anyway, he was fired yesterday. Seems the customers were complaining about his lack of manners.’
‘In the Over Easy? Jesus, what did he do? Spit in their soup at the table?’ Black had been there just once, but it didn’t take more than that to get the measure of the place.
‘No idea, but some Liverpudlian lorry driver got a severe beating last night, left half dead in a pile of garbage just a few hundred yards from the diner. Someone kicked the hell out of him and stole his wallet just a few hours before Mandy McFarland was shot.’
‘He say it was McFarland who did it?’
‘He’s not saying anything. Got his jaw wired together until the bones heal. Doubt he’d remember anything anyway.’
‘Still, doesn’t strike me as the kind of thing McFarland would do.’ Black thought of the naked man she’d accosted in the street at the back of his tenement block, tried perhaps unsuccessfully to suppress a smile at the image. He’d kept himself fit had Ian McFarland.
‘You’re kidding, right?’ Gilmore eased the car forward as a gap appeared in the traffic. ‘He grew up in the Barrowlands. Joined the army and fought two tours in Afghanistan. He’s not some kind of bleeding heart.’
‘Oh, no. He probably beat the life out of the guy, I’ll give you that much.’ Black pushed aside the thought of well-toned muscle rippling under naked skin. ‘Just doesn’t seem the type to steal a wallet after. More likely some toerag found your Scouser unconscious and went through his pockets.’
‘Still think you’ve got him all wrong.’ Gilmore shook his head, missing that the traffic had started up again. A split second later the car behind was blasting its horn at them. He muttered something under his breath, then flipped the switch that brought on the hidden blue flashing lights before moving off.
‘Well, we need to bring him in for questioning anyway. You can ask him if he killed his wife and her new boyfriend then. I’m telling you though, he’s going to say no.’
Gilmore indicated, turned down a side street.
‘Where’re we going now? This another of your magic short cuts? Only the blues and twos would get us to Ribisi’s place quicker.’ Black braced herself against the door as they took the next corner faster than was perhaps wise. Gilmore’s face was still as impassive as it ever was, but the white of his knuckles on the steering wheel was perhaps an indication that she’d pushed him just a little too far. At least it was nice to get a rise out of him, even if they were both going to die in a horrible accident sometime soon.
‘Thought we’d go and pick up McFarland instead. Ribisi’s not going anywhere, and we’ll never pin anything on him anyway. Not with the connections he’s got.’
‘Aye, and the money. Don’t you think it’s more likely he’d be the one to bankroll an expensive hit on his partner’s squeeze?’
Gilmore slowed down, possibly because he was thinking, but more likely because the traffic had backed up even down the narrow side streets. ‘Why would he do that?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe she found out something about their restaurant she wasn’t meant to. You know, like it was being used to launder drug money? Maybe even to push the stuff as well?’
‘I guess that might do it. But Ribisi’s enemies usually just disappear. Mandy McFarland’s death was kind of public.’
‘A warning then, to others.’
‘Others like Jake?’
‘Who knows? Maybe Jake took exception to his girlfriend being shot in the head. Had it out with Ribisi, only it didn’t go so well for him.’ Black considered the possibilities, but something still didn’t add up. ‘Stop, will you.’
‘What?’
‘Stop the car.’ They’d only just started moving forwards again, but it was obvious they weren’t going to get far. Gilmore pulled over slightly and Black clambered out.
‘Where are you going?’
‘To find McFarland. I’ll be quicker on foot. You head back to the station. Two murders in his restaurant in less than twenty four hours? I think that’s probably enough to get even Alessandro Ribisi into a nice interview room, don’t you think?’
The other city. Ian mulled over the meaning of the old woman’s words as he walked back across town to his grubby little basement flat. He needed a shower badly, a change of clothes even more. His earlier panic was beginning to subside though. So far the police hadn’t come after him, hadn’t even called him. He pulled out his battered and cheap pay as you go mobile, peered at the cracked screen to see if he’d missed any calls. At least it still appeared to have power and signal.
The flat was exactly as he’d left it, which was to say cold and unwelcoming. What few clothes he had were past their best, but at least they were clean. A shower and a shave went some way towards making him feel a little more human. There was still a long journey ahead though. It was only as he was closing the door on his way out again that he noticed the envelope. The postman had obviously missed the letterbox in his hurry to get out of the building before it collapsed, or sucked out his soul. It was suspiciously thick and familiar looking, addressed to him. Sliding it open revealed a familiar credit card and covering letter. Well, this time he’d take it straight to the police, give them the proof they needed.
‘Glad to see you got the new card, Ian.’
He whirled around at the voice. It was dark in the hallway, what little light there was outside having to fight its way in through windows thick with dust and grime. Ian made out two figures in the gloom, but couldn’t see their faces. Not that he needed to. He knew that voice.
‘Not going to invite us in?’ Alessandro Ribisi emerged from the shadows, his pale face almost glowing. Behind him the cadaverous assassin stared silently from his mask. No escape that way.
‘Come in. Make yourselves at home.’ Ian unlocked the door and stepped inside. Ribisi followed, wrinkling his nose at the smell of mould. The assassin stepped through behind him, pulling the door closed.
‘You’ve lost the sword, I see. That was wise. Can’t have you running around the city with a murder weapon.’
‘Then why’d he give it me?’ Ian nodded at the assassin.
‘He has his reasons. Best not to press the point. Anyway, Ian – I may call you Ian?’ Ribisi didn’t wait for an answer. ‘We’re here about you, not about him. Very silly of you throwing that card in the river. But it’s easily enough replaced, see.’
‘What do you want with me?’
‘I’d have thought that was obvious. I want you to come and work for me.’
‘You want me to kill for you?’
Ribisi shrugged, then waggled his hand, fingers splayed. ‘Maybe. Mostly I have my friend here to do that sort of thing.’
‘So what do you want me to do?’
‘Same as you’re already doing. I want you to find your ex-wife’s exotic friend, Golden.’
‘And if I refuse?’
Unbidden, The silent, cadaverous assassin reached into his jacket, pulled out a slender pistol. From another pocket he produced a silencer and slowly screwed it onto the end of the barrel. Ian had seen many weapons during his time in the army, fired most of them, sometimes at other people. This one might have been small, but that didn’t mean it would be any less lethal.
Ribisi smiled like a jackal as the assassin stepped forward and pressed the gun to McFarland’s forehead. There was no expression in his eyes and his hand was as steady as a rock set in concrete.
‘Well now, Ian. There’s a question.’
DCI Black was a seasoned detective, trained to see details however small. As she turned into the terrace of scabby houses where Ian McFarland lived, she couldn’t help but notice the expensive car exiting the other end, the vapour from its exhausts hanging lightly in the air. Shiny black, with windows tinted to obscure whoever might be inside, it disappeared around the corner before she could get a registration number. It set her internal alarms ringing, nonetheless.
The front door to Ian McFarland’s basement flat was open, but there was no sign of any builders coming and going. A terrible silence hung upon the scene, as if the city had just taken in a deep breath.
She should have called for backup, Black knew. She also knew there was no way she was going to waste precious minutes waiting for them to arrive. And neither did she want to let anyone know she was here.
Fishing out her phone, she sent a quick text to Gilmore, hoping he’d be able to make it across town through the traffic. She paused just long enough to steady her nerves, then stepped quietly into the darkened hallway.
And that’s the question at the end of the chapter. Does DCI Black find McFarland’s dead body, a neat bullet hole in his forehead where he’s refused to work for Ribisi. Or has he taken his chances with the Mafia boss, accepted the offer and continued his search for the mysterious Golden?
If you think DCI Black stumbles upon McFarland’s dead body, head to Chapter 3.
If you think the flat is empty, head to Chapter 6.



3
Dead Man’s Buff
Jane Casey
DCI Black hurried down the dark hallway, stepping as carefully as she could without compromising her speed. Builders’ rubble littered the hall and she didn’t want to trip. As she came nearer to Ian McFarland’s door she slowed down, and that was what saved her. Three feet away from it her foot skidded on something. Without thinking she put her hand out to brace herself against the wall, then snatched it back. Leaving prints all over the place was not part of her plan. She twisted and by some miracle managed to stop herself from falling into – she shone her torch down at her feet – a slick of red that spread down the dark hall from under the door.
Serena swore quietly and fluently for a few seconds. There was no way she could pretend she hadn’t been there now. At best she was looking at running another crime scene, another murder investigation. At worst, she was about to engage in a fight for her life. The blood was wet, recently spilled. And there was much too much of it on the ground to think the person who’d shed it had survived.
She pulled on blue evidence gloves and pushed the door gently. As she’d suspected, it wasn’t locked. It wasn’t even closed properly. The door swung open silently and Serena peered around the frame, exposing as little of herself as possible. She didn’t often wish she was allowed to carry a firearm, but this was one occasion when the weight of a gun in her hand would have been reassuring. It would have felt like evening up the odds, though the killer of Ian McFarland was a better shot than she would ever be. She knew it was him straight away, even though she could only see the toe of one worn-out trainer from her position. As she moved further into the room, she could see the rest of his body. He lay with his head towards the door. Or at least, what was left of his head.
‘Oh, Ian,’ she said softly. ‘You poor fool.’
The bullet had gone straight through McFarland’s left eye and exited at the back. She knelt over his body, torch in hand, trying to keep away from the blood and brain matter that coated the floor behind him. There was black stippling on his cheek and forehead. Serena didn’t need Wallace, the gun expert, to tell her what it was.
‘Gunpowder.’ She had a sudden, vivid image of how Ian must have died: facing his killer, the gun in front of his eye. He had known there was no escape. He hadn’t done what they wanted. He hadn’t tried to run.
He’d died like a hero.
‘Idiot,’ Serena said, not unkindly, and levered herself to her feet.
‘Who are you? What do you want?’ The voice was shrill and Edinburgh-cultured, even to Serena’s ear. She whipped around and saw an old woman, five feet tall at most, wrapped in a dirty dressing gown. She was very thin – fragile was the word that occurred to Serena. There was nothing fragile about her expression, though. Serena had dealt with drunken dockers who looked less aggressive than this old dear.
‘I’m a police inspector and this is a crime scene, Madam. Can I ask you to step back?’
‘What do you mean, a crime scene? This is my house. I heard strange noises and then I saw you strutting in. I wanted to know what was going on.’ The old woman shuffled in through the door, moving with surprising speed considering her age and the stick she was holding. Serena wouldn’t have been surprised to find out the crone didn’t need the stick at all. Except maybe for fighting.
‘Don’t come any closer,’ she warned, using her very firm police inspector voice that had never been known to fail. ‘I’m going to tell you again, you need to keep well back or I will have to arrest you for obstructing a police officer.’
‘Arrest me? I hardly think so. I have a right to be here and you do not. You didn’t ask my permission to come in – you just walked up to the door, bold as brass, and—’
She fell silent, staring at the floor. Ian succeeded where Serena had failed, by dint of being a lot more intimidating as a dead body than Serena could manage as a live police officer.
‘What’s that?’
‘A dead body.’
‘Is that – Ian?’
‘It was,’ Serena said. She wouldn’t usually be quite so brutal – especially with a little old lady who had turned an alarming shade of grey and was clutching her chest, gasping. ‘Are you all right?’
‘My – my pills.’ She gestured feebly at her pocket, which seemed to be bulging with balled-up used tissues.
Glad of her evidence gloves, Serena reached in and rummaged among the filthy tissues for a second, coming up with a pill bottle. She shook one out onto her palm and held it out. ‘Is that enough?’
A nod. She snatched the pill and swallowed it. Serena would have liked to guide her to a chair to sit down, but there were two problems with that. One: the flat’s sparse furnishings didn’t include a chair. Two: it was still a crime scene and she couldn’t allow the old woman to contaminate it any more than she had already. That meant the stained and horrible sofa was off limits. But she needed to keep the old woman alive until she’d told the police what she’d seen and what she’d heard.
There was a crash in the hallway: Gilmore, falling over some of the builders’ rubble.
‘Ma’am?’
‘In here,’ Serena said. ‘Mind your step.’
He jinked sideways as he came through the door, staring down at his feet. ‘Is that—’
‘Blood? Yes. Ian’s.’
‘Is he—’
‘Yes. Very.’ No point in stringing it out, Serena thought. She gave the old woman a gentle shove that sent her staggering in Gilmore’s direction. ‘Can you take her away, Paul? Take a statement from her about what she saw and heard. Get her slippers – forensics will want them. And your shoes. And mine, I suppose.’
‘What’s her name?’ Gilmore was holding the old woman awkwardly. She had her eyes closed and was moaning but her colour looked better.
‘I didn’t get that far. I was too busy threatening to arrest her.’ Serena leaned in. ‘What’s your name, Madam?’
‘Iona Gordon. I own this building.’
‘So Ian was your tenant?’
A nod.
‘Did you know him well?’
‘He kept to himself. I saw him occasionally, but I live on the top floor. He’s the only tenant here at the moment, because of the builders.’ She gave a tiny shrug. ‘My son organises everything to do with the house. He rented the room to Ian. I just keep an eye on everything.’
‘Where are the builders?’ Serena asked, puzzled. ‘Shouldn’t they be working?’
‘A man came and sent them away.’
‘Did you see him?’
‘Only the top of his head. He was tall. Dark hair. I assumed he was their boss. He spoke to them and they ran. They left everything where they’d dropped it. Half-empty mugs of tea everywhere.’ She pulled a face. ‘The house will never be finished that way.’
‘Was he on foot? Did you see his car?’
‘It was big. Black. I didn’t see what make it was.’
‘That could have been the car I saw when I got here,’ Serena said, mainly to herself. The killer, clearing the house of potential witnesses before he went to lie in wait for Ian. She’d need to find the builders although she suspected they would all have instant, total amnesia the minute she mentioned the tall dark-haired man.
‘Do you have a number for the builders?’
‘I don’t speak to them. They’re foreigners. They can’t speak English at all.’
‘What about your son? He must be able to get in touch with them.’
‘Oh, yes. My son would.’ Her face softened. ‘My son knows everything. He’ll know what to do. But I’ll have to look up his number for you. He programmed it into my telephone for me. He knows I’m not good with numbers.’
‘Take Mrs Gordon back up to her flat and get the number,’ Serena said to Gilmore, taking out her own phone. ‘I’ll call this in and get the SOCOs here, and the pathologist. Let’s hope Doctor Flenser isn’t on call. He gives me the creeps.’
It wasn’t a day to buy a lottery ticket, Serena found herself thinking as she got back into Gilmore’s car in her socks. Flenser had arrived, a strange little smile on his face, as if he got a special kick out of messy gunshot wounds to the head. She’d kept her distance. She knew Ian was dead, and how he’d died, and that his killer was almost certainly the same person who’d killed Mandy. Ian hadn’t flinched, unlike his wife.
‘Are you all right?’ Gilmore had opened the driver’s door without her noticing that he was there.
Serena wriggled. ‘More or less.’
He sat into the driver’s seat. ‘You look upset.’
‘I am.’ She sighed. ‘I couldn’t tell you this earlier, but Ian McFarland wasn’t a small-time criminal. He was an undercover police officer. He was a Red Cap in the army – military police. Then he got recruited when he came home. The conviction for fraud was window-dressing. He did the time all right. Got to know a few of the hard lads inside. Got his job at the Over Easy when he came out and there he was, up and running.’
Gilmore stared at her, outraged. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘It was top secret. I only found out because we’d arrested Ian. His boss came down and shouted at me for ten solid minutes because he needed to get Ian back out of the cells and onto the street.’
‘Why was he working at the Over Easy?’
‘Trying to find out about Charlie Over’s illegal gambling operations, as I understand it. Over and his partner, Clive Williams, run most of the illegal bookies in this part of Glasgow. They’ve got casinos, poker games, betting shops – any way you can part an idiot from his money and make him feel as if he’s had a good time. Ian had found out about the brothels Over was running, and the people trafficking he was dabbling in.’
‘And Mandy?’
Serena shrugged. ‘As far as I know it was just a coincidence that she was working for Over and Williams’ main competition. She didn’t know about her ex-husband’s new job. But Ribisi and Finnegan were all about the drugs. Over and Williams don’t touch them. Or at least, they didn’t. Ian’s job was to find out if they’d started to expand their business.’
‘Maybe Mandy was killed because Ribisi thought she was spying on him for Ian. Frame Ian for killing her and you kill two birds with one stone.’
‘Yes,’ Serena said, ‘but Ribisi is happy to kill two birds with two stones. He has enough for everyone – you and me included. So the sooner we get him locked up, the better.’
‘And how are we supposed to do that? He keeps having our witnesses killed.’
‘Something will turn up,’ Serena said, trying to sound positive. It was hard to convince Gilmore she was right when she didn’t believe a word of it herself.
When Serena and Gilmore walked into Barloch Street police station, a beautiful young woman stood up, fidgeting with the strap of her handbag. She had dark hair, an oval face with high cheekbones, and wide-set almond-shaped eyes that looked deeply troubled.
‘DCI Black?’
‘Who wants to know?’
‘My name is Huynh.’ She pronounced it ‘Hwehn’ but spelt it out so Gilmore could write it down. Her English was fluent, with a pronounced Glasgow accent that gave away where she’d learned the language. ‘Huynh means “gold-coloured” in Vietnamese. No one here can say it properly so they all call me Golden. I’m a waitress at the Over Easy diner.’
Serena didn’t know a lot about fashion, but she knew money when she saw it, and Golden reeked of it. The Chief Inspector looked from Golden’s elegant, high-heeled shoes to the designer handbag she carried, taking in the full-skirted lilac coat that hugged her tiny frame, the pristine manicure and the fat diamond that sparkled on her left hand. ‘A waitress,’ she repeated.
‘May I speak with you? Please?’ All of a sudden Golden’s eyes were brimming with tears. Her lower lip quivered. ‘I need help.’
‘Why? What’s wrong?’
‘This morning I found this on my doormat.’ She held it out, her hand shaking. A credit card, black and silver. ‘My limit is one million pounds, they say. All I have to do is call them. Why would they give me one million pounds?’
‘Did you call the number?’
‘Not yet.’
‘And that’s why you’re still alive. Come on.’ Serena put her arm around the girl’s narrow shoulders. ‘Let’s talk.’
The interview rooms at Barloch Street were the opposite of glamorous and Golden made them look even shabbier. She sat down at the table in the middle of the room, throwing her coat over the chair beside her, so Serena could see that the label read ‘Dior’. Underneath it she wore a fitted black dress that hugged her body as if it had been made for her, and maybe it had been.
‘So why do you think you got this card?’ Serena asked.
The reply was instant. ‘Because they want to kill me.’
‘Who want to kill you?’
‘They call themselves the Elimination Bureau. They work for the Italian. Ribisi.’ She shivered. ‘They kill people for money. Lots of money. And when they’re not working for hire, they kill the people who stand in Ribisi’s way. He wants to take control of the city. Run it as his own. He’ll destroy anyone who tries to stop him.’
‘Like a waitress at a scruffy diner,’ Gilmore said. ‘I can see how you’d be a threat to him.’
Golden glared. ‘It’s got nothing to do with my job. He wants me dead because Mandy McFarland trusted me.’
At the mention of the dead woman’s name, Serena felt her nerves tighten. ‘What did she tell you?’
‘Everything.’ Golden gave her a tiny smile. ‘It might interest you to know that the Water House was a front for Ribisi’s drug business. Mandy told me about how the drugs came in, hidden in supplies for the restaurant. Then they go out again. Ribisi has fake paparazzi who work outside the restaurant. They can come and go without anyone thinking they’re suspicious. They fill up their camera bags with drugs and distribute them across Ribisi’s network.’
‘So that’s how they do it.’ Serena was scribbling notes. ‘The drugs squad are going to love this. No wonder the restaurant was so popular.’
‘It definitely wasn’t the food,’ Golden said. ‘Mandy was in charge of making sure the customers got everything they wanted, and I do mean everything. It wasn’t the celebrities who used her services – they were just invited so the real photographers would hang around outside. It was the fat cats who want drugs without risking arrest. Cocaine, mainly, and illegal pharmaceuticals, and girls or boys, no questions asked.’
‘Young girls and boys?’ Nothing much shocked Serena but she liked to know exactly how many offences her targets had committed.
Golden shook her head. ‘Mandy wouldn’t. She thought it was wrong. But she found people who looked younger than they were. The business motto was “Never say no”. The customer was always right.’
‘What else?’ Serena asked.
‘Mandy told me about the Elimination Bureau. She told me Ribisi propositioned her behind Jake Finnegan’s back and she was too scared to say no. She told me she’d found out too much about the organisation to feel safe anymore. She couldn’t leave and she knew it was too dangerous to stay. Either way, Mandy knew she was going to die. She just didn’t know when, or how. And all she wanted was to make sure Ribisi didn’t get away with it.’
‘So why did she trust you with this information? Why didn’t she come to the police?’
‘She was dealing drugs. She was scared she would get in trouble. And she knew they would kill her as soon as she spoke to anyone about it. With me, it was just gossip while we had our nails done.’ Golden fanned out her hands in her lap and stared down at her manicure: glossy navy blue with silver tips. ‘I’m a good listener and I asked the right questions.’
‘But why were you interested? And why are you working as a waitress when you’re obviously rich?’
‘It was part of my plan. I came to this country to find the people who murdered my brother,’ Golden said softly.
‘What happened to him?’ Serena asked.
‘He got addicted to heroin and he died.’
Serena didn’t move in her chair but Gilmore flashed a look in her direction, thinking of her son. He needn’t have worried. Serena Black was far too wary to lose her objectivity just because she empathised with the woman in front of her.
‘How did he die?’
‘It looked like an overdose.’ Golden blinked away the tears. ‘I heard the truth. He was killed because he made a joke about Ribisi, and Ribisi found out. He can’t stand anyone laughing at him. When I heard my brother was dead, I made a plan. I had a friend here whose boyfriend is a big gangster, Clive Williams. He hates Ribisi as much as I do. He helped me to get a job at the diner. It was a good place to work. I found out things there, useful things. People don’t notice waitresses. People don’t think we’re listening. But we hear everything.’
‘Of course.’ Gilmore snapped his fingers. ‘Williams is the owner of the Over Easy Diner.’
‘Co-owner.’ Golden smiled. ‘The other owner is Charlie Over. He married me last year. That’s why I’m able to dress like this. He likes me to look nice when I’m not working in the diner.’
Gilmore whistled. ‘He did well.’
‘So did I. He looks after me. He’s a good man.’ She leaned across the table. ‘But so is Ian. It was through him that I got close to Mandy. She was still in love with him, you know. She regretted leaving him. She wanted to know everything I could tell her about Ian – how he looked, if he had a girlfriend, if he still hated her. But then Mandy died, and Ian got the blame.’
‘We know he wasn’t involved,’ Serena said.
‘Do you know where Ian is?’ Golden twisted her hands together. ‘I heard something. I heard Ribisi was planning to make use of him. And I heard Ian was looking for me. So either he’s working for Ribisi and he wants to kill me, or he was trying to help me or—’
‘He said no and Ribisi had him killed,’ Serena finished as Golden trailed off into silence.
‘Yes, maybe.’
‘Almost certainly. We’ve just come from the crime scene.’
It took Golden a moment to take it in. Her eyes widened. ‘Ian’s dead?’
‘Someone shot him.’
‘No!’ Golden stood up, her hands shaking. She looked around the room desperately, then picked up her bag. ‘I have to go. I can’t stay here. I need to see my husband.’
‘That won’t be possible for a little while.’
The voice came from behind Serena, who whipped round, ready to bark at whoever was interrupting her interview. Instead she found herself closing her mouth meekly. The man in the doorway made even her uncomfortable. The last time she’d met him, he’d been giving her the bollocking to end all bollockings because she’d arrested a key undercover officer, Ian McFarland. Serena wasn’t all that keen to repeat the experience.
‘I’m Oliver Webb.’ He was thin and grey-haired, with a close-clipped beard and cold blue eyes. ‘Superintendent Webb.’
The effect he had on Golden was striking. She was pale, with a sheen of sweat across her cheekbones. Serena wondered if she was going to be sick.
‘I have to leave,’ Golden said, her voice cracking. ‘You can’t keep me here.’
‘It’s for your own good.’ He smiled without any warmth. ‘It’s lucky you came to us when you did. We can help you.’
‘How can you do that? Mandy is dead, and Ian is dead. I’m next on the list. They sent me the card.’
‘So I gather.’ Webb leaned between Gilmore and Serena to pick up the card. ‘Has anyone tried phoning the number?’
‘Not yet,’ Serena said. ‘I thought it was more important to interview this lady and find out what she knew before we started making phone calls.’
Webb didn’t say anything for a second. He tapped the card on the table, very deliberately. ‘Maybe now would be a good time for you to make your phone call. Both of you. I’ll look after Miss—’
‘You can call me Mrs Over,’ Golden said. Serena reminded herself that the girl was, after all, married to one of the top criminals in the greater Glasgow area. She could afford to be haughty now and then. But it was bravado, and everyone in the room knew it. Golden turned to Serena. ‘Please, don’t leave me.’
‘I…’ At a loss, Serena looked at the senior officer who shook his head, very slightly. ‘I can’t stay, I’m afraid, But I can leave you DS Gilmore for company.’
Webb’s face tightened. ‘There’s no need. I’ll be here.’
‘Come on.’ Gilmore nudged his boss as he shuffled his papers together noisily. He leaned over to her and murmured, ‘We’re not wanted. Come back once you’ve done what he told you.’
It was good advice. Serena Black hated taking it. She stood up and nodded encouragingly to the girl.
‘I’ll be seeing you in a minute or two. Can I get you a tea? Coffee?’
‘Nothing.’ Golden sat down again, as if her legs wouldn’t support her weight anymore. ‘I don’t want anything except to go home.’
‘Fair enough.’ DCI Black narrowed her eyes at the Superintendent before she left the room. You may be senior to me, but you spend your time running undercover officers – you know all about staying just on the right side of the law and I bet you go over the line when it suits you. This is my investigation. Bend the rules with Golden and I’ll break you.
She hoped he’d understood her. He might have assumed she just had something in her eye.
By the time Serena Black came back to the interview room, there were two men standing outside it. At first glance they were an odd pair. One had a high colour, a large belly that his T-shirt could barely contain, and a really spectacular collection of bruises on his face. He glowered at Serena, who gave him exactly the same look in return. The taller and thinner of the two men wore glasses with heavy black frames. Something about the way the lenses reflected the light made Serena think the glasses might just be for show. You’d remember the glasses if you saw him, and not much else. Which was useful if being recognisable could be fatal. He smiled winningly and held out a hand.
‘Danny Newsome. I’m a DS. I work with Superintendent Webb.’
‘And your name?’ Serena demanded of the other one.
‘Carl Somerville.’ He spoke out of the corner of his mouth, as if his face hurt, and his accent was the purest Merseyside lilt.
‘You’re the bloke from Liverpool. Ian McFarland gave you those bruises.’
A nod.
‘He needed to get in trouble. He had to prove he wasn’t a copper.’ Danny Newsome shrugged. ‘Carl volunteered to get beaten up.’
‘I heard he broke your jaw,’ Serena said.
‘Not quite,’ Cark said sourly.
‘We let everyone think Carl’s injuries were worse than they actually were,’ Danny explained. ‘It made Ian look like he’d started to lose his grip. Like the violence in him was starting to come out.’
‘Tough gig for you,’ Serena observed to Carl.
‘Not the worst thing I’ve ever had to do for work.’
She decided not to ask any more questions. The Liverpudlian’s face was impassive. His small eyes looked hostile to her, though, or maybe he was just hostile to anyone who wanted him to talk.
‘What are you two gents doing out here? The action is in there.’ She made to open the door and Carl moved in front of it. Serena felt her jaw clench. ‘Listen, son, you’d better move your arse. This is my police station. That’s my interview your boss hijacked. I want to see Huynh Over, right now.’
‘Move, Carl,’ Danny Newsome ordered. ‘You heard the Chief Inspector.’
So Newsome knew exactly who she was, Serena noted, and wondered why she’d never met him or heard his name or seen his six-foot frame in Barloch Street police station before. She didn’t waste any time on it, though. Once Carl was out of the way she had the door open and had barged in before Webb could react.
He was standing, leaning against the wall, well away from Golden. The girl was at the table, her coat draped over her shoulders. The air in the room hummed with tension.
‘Everything okay?’ Serena asked.
Webb answered immediately. ‘Fine. You?’
‘Good news and bad news,’ Serena said. ‘I phoned the number on the card. Unobtainable. So maybe the Elimination Bureau is out of business.’
‘Or maybe they know I’m here,’ Golden said.
‘Got it in one.’
Webb cleared his throat. ‘Given what happened to Ian, Mrs Over, I think it would be best if you let us look after you from now on. I have very good people here.’
‘No. I need to see my husband.’
‘That’s impossible. He’s going to be arrested.’
‘What? Why?’
‘So we can keep him safe, mainly.’ Webb gave a tight little sigh. ‘Too many people are dying, Mrs Over. Let’s not make your husband the next to fall foul of Alessandro Ribisi.’
‘Charlie can take care of himself.’
‘Charlie can take a bullet to the head just as easily as anyone else.’ Webb leaned across the table. ‘Ian McFarland was one of the best undercover officers I ever encountered. He was in so deep he couldn’t even remember he’d once had another life. And now he’s dead. I have one chance to bring his killers to justice, and it’s you.’
‘Ian was undercover?’ Golden bit her lip, drawing blood, though she didn’t seem aware of it.
‘No one is what they seem, Mrs Over. That’s the line I generally take. Like your husband. He has his secret life too, doesn’t he? You’re window-dressing. You’re beautiful but not his type.’
‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Golden whispered.
‘He has a boy in a flat in Edinburgh.’ Webb’s voice was brutal. ‘You know it and I know it. You get to play dress-up and put on the jewellery he gives you but his heart belongs to Cameron Nesbit. That’s the lad’s name, if you didn’t know.’
She shook her head, but she didn’t look surprised.
‘When push comes to shove, Mrs Over, Charlie isn’t going to lift a finger to help you. So help yourself.’ He straightened up and leaned back against the wall. ‘We’re going to need to interview you properly. I need specifics. Names, dates, quantities. And I need you to agree to give evidence against Ribisi when we put him on trial.’
‘He’ll try to kill me.’ It was a statement, not a question.
Webb nodded. ‘That’s right. But you can trust us to keep you safe.’
‘How?’
‘Well, in the short term, by moving you to a safe house.’
Golden was already shaking her head. ‘No way. You couldn’t keep Ian safe. They found him and killed him and you didn’t even know they were looking.’
‘We made a mistake,’ Webb admitted. ‘But that’s in the past. Now it’s too dangerous to keep you here in the city. You need to disappear for a while. I’ve got two of my best guys here to keep you company.’
Keep her company and keep her under control, Serena thought, and knew Golden was reaching the same conclusion. She looked at Serena and shrugged helplessly.
‘What choice do I have?’
No one answered her. Webb peeled himself away from the wall. ‘It’s time to go. Right now.’
‘Can I go home and pack?’ Golden asked.
‘Definitely not.’
‘But my things—’
‘Forget them.’ Webb held out his hand. ‘Your phone.’
Golden grabbed hold of her bag. ‘I’m not giving you my phone.’
‘You have to.’ Webb reached over and tugged the bag out of her hand. He was surprisingly strong. Golden didn’t stand a chance. He opened the bag and took out the phone, weighing it in his hand. ‘This is like a bug. Anyone who has the correct technology can use this phone to track you. They can tell where you’ve been and what you’ve been doing and they will work out where you’re going next. When they do, they’ll find a way to get there first and they will kill you.’
‘Take it,’ Golden said with a shudder.
‘Thank you.’ He tossed the bag back across the table and she gathered it into her arms. The bag, the clothes on her back, the jewellery she was wearing. That was all she had left of her old life. She looked as if she was on the verge of tears again.
At a signal from Webb, Newsome and Somerville came into the room, and suddenly it began to feel to Serena as if there were too many people there and not enough air. She smiled at Golden.
‘You’ll be fine. These gentlemen will look after you. And if they don’t, they have me to answer to.’
Golden turned and wrapped her arms around Serena’s neck. ‘Thank you for helping me,’ she said loudly, then whispered, ‘Please don’t leave me alone with them. Help me.’
Serena detached herself gently. To Webb, she said, ‘You know, I have an interest in knowing where Golden is going. I’m coming along for the ride.’
‘There’s no need, Chief Inspector Black.’ He stressed the words.
Yes, I get it. You’re the Superintendent and I’m the Chief Inspector so what you say goes. ‘This is my case,’ Serena said levelly. ‘Golden came to me. She’s my witness.’
‘Ian was my officer.’
‘And he’s just one of the homicides I’m currently investigating.’ Serena put her hands on her hips. ‘So wherever Golden goes, I’m going there too.’
The car was waiting just outside the door that led to the police station car park.
‘Don’t look left or right,’ Webb cautioned Golden. ‘Just stay low and get into the back seat. Slide across to the other side and DCI Black will get in beside you.’
She was sweating slightly in her borrowed coat. It was bulky enough to hide the body armour they had insisted she wore.
‘Not that it would stop a head shot,’ Serena Black had said cheerfully, standing back to admire her work after she’d strapped Golden in. ‘But it gives you a chance.’
‘Do you think they’re watching?’ Golden had asked.
‘Probably.’
‘But—’
‘Don’t worry.’ Serena had given the girl a hug. ‘We know what we’re doing. This is just a precaution.’
Now Serena and Gilmore were standing beside her. ‘Okay?’ Serena asked.
‘I was just thinking, if it’s a head shot, at least it will be quick. I wouldn’t know a thing about it.’
Gilmore cleared his throat, shocked. ‘Um… I suppose not.’
She looked at him quickly. ‘You know what would happen if Ribisi got hold of me now. He’d tear me apart. Slowly. And he’d enjoy it.’ She went back to looking at the car. ‘I think I’d prefer the head shot.’
‘And I’d prefer a happy ending.’ Serena gave her a little shove. ‘Off you go. Don’t run, but don’t dawdle either. I’ll be right behind you.’
They could have had officers with riot shields to protect them but Webb had said no. ‘I’m not drawing attention to you if I don’t have to. No guard, no convoy. One unmarked car, followed by another until we’re sure you don’t have a tail. Then the first car breaks away. Only the driver and I know the route. Only one other person knows the address of the house. You’ll be safe and sound in no time.’
He also had two decoy cars lined up, identical in every respect to the one that was going to drive them to their safe house, even to the number plates.
‘We’re taking no chances, Mrs Over,’ he said.
And he was right about that, Serena had thought. Golden was the one taking a chance on trusting him.
But Golden did as she was told, hurrying down the steps and diving into the back seat of the car. Serena crashed in behind her, shoving her across to the other side, and then the door was closed and the car was moving off. Serena looked back to see Gilmore watching them go, his expression full of doubt. He’d thought it was a bad idea to go with Golden. But he thought lots of things and Serena generally ignored them.
The car had a soundproof barrier between the front and the back. All the two women could see of the driver was the back of his head. He never looked round. They slipped through the back streets, the other car as close to them as a shadow. Newsome was inside it. Somerville had gone in the other convoy, which was good as far as Serena was concerned. Of the two men, she preferred Newsome because he was nicer to look at. When push came to shove, she didn’t trust either of them. Serena kept looking back, checking, until it took a right turn and disappeared.
‘We’re on our own now.’
Golden nodded. The car eased to a stop at some traffic lights and she tried the door handle. It was locked.
‘Going somewhere?’ Serena asked.
‘I just wanted to see if it would open.’ She stared out of the window, trying not to cry. ‘I feel like a prisoner.’
‘It’s for your own safety.’
‘I know, I know. Because you need me to make your case.’
Serena opened her mouth to answer, then swore as the car accelerated away from the lights. It screeched around the next corner so fast it threw her to the other side of the car.
‘What’s happening?’ Golden gasped.
‘Hold on a second,’ Serena thumped on the partition. ‘What are you doing?’
The car cut through an amber light and swung a left without any warning. The driver was hunched over the wheel, ignoring Serena, who had resorted to leaning back in her seat and kicking at the partition. It didn’t even crack.
‘Is this supposed to happen?’ Golden’s voice was high and fearful.
‘I don’t think so.’ Serena tried her own door handle, discovered that it too was locked, then took out her phone. ‘What the—’
‘What’s wrong?’
‘No battery.’ She showed Golden the screen. ‘I could have sworn it was fully charged.’
The car swerved down a ramp into an empty underground car park. Behind them, a man in a high visibility jacket pulled down the shutters, closing it off from the street. They drove down two levels, far away from daylight and anyone who might overhear them. The car slid to a stop and the driver pressed a button. With a clunk, the doors unlocked.
‘What do we do?’ Golden asked.
‘Get out.’ Serena was looking around, trying to work out an escape route. ‘Out gives us a chance. Sitting here doesn’t. Just stay close to me.’
Golden nodded, her eyes wide and fearful.
As soon as they got out, the driver started his engine again and drove away without looking back. Serena watched him go.
‘Why are we here?’ Golden asked.
‘I don’t know. But I’d guess someone wants to speak to us.’
‘Or kill us.’
‘Or kill us,’ Serena admitted.
‘Who? Superintendent Webb?’
‘That’s impossible,’ Serena said immediately.
‘Is it? Do you really trust him? He had to be in on it. How else would we end up here?’
Instead of answering, Serena took her arm. ‘Come on.’
‘Where to?’
‘This way seems as good as any.’ She started towards some steps that led to the next level.
It was hot in the car park, and the air tasted metallic. Their footsteps echoed on the concrete. There was a hum from the fans that drew fresh air into the space, but otherwise it was silent. The place was full of shadows, dark corners where anyone might be lurking.
Golden stopped and pointed. ‘There’s an exit sign.’
Serena gave it a brief glance. ‘Could be a trap.’
‘Anything could be a trap.’
‘Yeah,’ Serena said in a murmur intended to reach Golden’s ears only, ‘but they’re more likely to think we’d use the exits and wait for us there. I’m looking for a door marked “private” or “staff only”.’
‘You can keep looking but I’m not hanging around,’ Golden hissed, stepping back. ‘I’m not walking around this car park waiting for them to attack us. I’m getting out of here right now.’
She strode towards the door, her heels clicking.
‘Wait, Golden! Come back.’
She kept going. She was maybe twenty feet away from Serena when the lights went out. The darkness was total. For a second, there was silence. Then she screamed.
‘Golden?’ Serena ran towards where she had been, her arms outstretched as if she was playing a sick kind of blind man’s buff. Dead man’s bluff, she thought. Too many dead men, and now it was her turn.
‘Here!’ Golden’s voice was high, terrified.
Serena turned in a circle, trying to work out where her voice was coming from. ‘Say something.’
‘Over here. I’m scared.’ As she spoke an engine revved somewhere, not far away. The sound got louder.
‘Someone’s coming. Golden?’ Serena strained to see anything in the darkness. Then she flinched and threw an arm up to shield her face as a bright light flared in front of her. It took her a second to make sense of what she saw. Not one light. Two. Headlights. The car hurtled towards them, going too fast for Serena to be able to do much more than find Golden an arm’s length away from her and hold on. Two seconds before it would have collided with them, the car’s brakes squealed and it ground to a halt.
‘Who is it?’ Golden gasped. ‘What do they want?’
The headlights were blinding. Serena squinted, seeing only a dark shape behind them: she couldn’t even guess at the model of the car. A door opened and someone clambered out, his breathing hoarse. A tall man, heavily built by the sound of him. A silhouette.
‘Charlie?’ Golden shaded her eyes and peered at the man. ‘Is that you?’
‘All right, darling?’
‘No, not really.’ She started to hurry towards him.
‘Hold it there, pet. Don’t come any closer.’ There was a warning tone in his voice that made her falter, then stop.
‘What is it?’
‘I think you know, lovely. You’ve been talking to the polis. Bringing the wrong sort of folk into this situation. Disrupting the delicate balance between criminal and criminal. Causing trouble. We sort things out ourselves, princess. We don’t need anyone else to join in.’
‘She was trying to do the right thing,’ Serena said. ‘Leave her alone.’
‘Oh, aye? The right thing, is it? And you’d know all about that, lassie.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘I think you know.’ He gave her a grim smile. ‘We’ve all got our secrets, haven’t we? Even the polis. Maybe especially the polis.’
Serena swallowed. Golden was looking at her with total confusion.
‘I’ve only ever done what I thought was best,’ Serena said eventually.
‘That’s what we all do.’ He turned to Golden. ‘Isn’t that right, darling girl? What we think is right or what we think we can get away with.’
‘What do you mean?’ Golden asked. She was trembling.
‘Did she tell you about her brother?’ Charlie asked Serena, his voice soft. ‘Heart-breaking, isn’t it?’
‘Very moving,’ Serena said evenly. ‘So?’
‘It’s a pack of lies. She made it up.’
‘No. That’s not true. Don’t believe him.’ Golden sounded desperate.
‘There was no brother. No drugs, except the ones she wants to be selling. Oh, she wanted to know Ribisi’s suppliers and his dealers and understand how his network managed to keep the drugs flowing to the street, but it wasn’t so she could stop it. She wants to take over. She wants his business, and she wants his customers, and she owns his killer already. Ribisi doesn’t know it but he’s on borrowed time.’
‘No,’ Golden said.
‘She’s worse than Ribisi. She must think she can make use of you or you’d already be dead, Inspector.’ Charlie stepped into the light. He was sweating, his shirt was rumpled and he looked desperately tired. Serena was mainly interested, however, in the gun in his hand. It was a Glock, but as far as Serena was concerned, that wasn’t the most important thing about it. The important thing was that it was pointing directly at Golden’s heart.
‘Don’t be fooled by her face.’ Charlie’s voice was hoarse. ‘Looks like an angel, thinks like a devil.’
‘Why are you doing this?’ Golden sobbed. ‘Charlie, why do you want to destroy me?’
‘Because you need to be stopped.’ He shook his head, staring at his wife. ‘You’re worse than I ever imagined.’
Golden closed her eyes and a tear ran down her cheek. ‘I can’t listen to this anymore,’ she said softly.
A red rose bloomed in the middle of Charlie Over’s forehead. Serena stared at it for a second, not understanding, only realising what had happened as the big man crumpled to the ground. Golden screamed again, rushing forward to crouch beside her husband’s body. Serena whirled around to see who had fired the shot. A flicker of movement behind a pillar caught her eye and a split second later she heard the roar of an engine.
‘Golden, run!’ she yelled, but it was too late. A dark figure on a black motorbike swerved in front of her and came to a stop. The rider bent low over Golden and lifted her up, pinning her in front of him, then took off. Before Serena could do anything to help her, she was gone.
‘Golden!’ Her voice echoed in the empty car park, bouncing off the walls.
No answer. No point in trying to run after them.
She was gone.
And with her went Serena’s chance to work out what was going on. Because she knew the figure on the bike – his style was unmistakable, and so was the gun he’d used. It was Ribisi’s tame killer, the invisible man, flickering into view for a moment and then disappearing again. Taking with him a new victim, to kill at Ribisi’s command. Because he’d wanted to take his time with her, Serena guessed, and shivered.
Then again, maybe Golden was his boss, and he’d rescued her from her husband. He’d sprung her from imprisonment in a safe house. From Serena.
Serena walked over and looked down at Charlie Over’s body. Had he been telling the truth? Had Golden? Either way, Serena had reached a dead end.
Or had she? Something lay on the ground beside Charlie’s head. Something that didn’t belong there.
Something that made Serena realise she’d been wrong about just about everything so far.
And the one thing she knew for certain was that it was time to put it right.
So is Golden a cold-hearted criminal mastermind, manipulating the police, her husband and everyone else to get her own way? Or is she telling the truth about seeking some kind of justice for her dead brother?
Is she good? Or is she evil?
Who should Serena believe?
If you think Golden is evil, head to Chapter 4.
If you think she is innocent, head to Chapter 7.
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Serena Black picked up the object beside Charlie’s head and turned it over in her hand. Another brand new black and gold credit card. But this one was different.
She stared at the name on the card in shock.
Serena Black.
‘I don’t understand,’ she said aloud, tilting it to the light and reading the name again. The only cards she owned were her debit card from the bank, an M&S card and her swipe-card for the entry system to Barloch Street police station.
There was no time to think about it now. She ran toward the car park exit. She needed to find phone reception. The pedestrian staircase was too far away. She headed up the concrete slope and punched the red emergency shutter release that opened the main garage door. Unable to wait for it to roll all the way up, she grunted and ducked underneath, running out into the street. There was no sign of the bike now, of course. It could have gone anywhere.
She was about to call in when she stopped herself and took stock of the situation. Who could she really trust? Newsome and Somerville would presumably have realised that something had gone wrong by now. Gilmore was the only one she knew well enough to take a chance on. He wasn’t important enough to be involved in anything dodgy. She punched out his number.
‘Happy, where are you?’
‘Barloch, but I can be anywhere you want me to be, Chief. What’s the deal?’
‘We need to run better background checks on our drivers. The cars were split up. We were shunted off into an underground car park. Golden got snatched by one of Ribisi’s men. I’m on foot outside…’ she squinted up at the road, ‘Bell Street, past the old fruit market, outside the public parking. How long?’
‘No time – hang on.’
‘And Happy – don’t tell anyone you’re coming. You understand? Not a soul.’ She knew he would have the good sense not to ask why. She closed the phone and paced the wet pavement. Think it through, she told herself. You can do this.
Everyone had been played, right from the start. As she caught her breath, she tried to put the events in order. Mandy McFarland had discovered that her new partner was using the Water House as a front for distributing drugs, and had told the last person in the world who should know what was going on, Golden, the wife of Ribisi’s rival, Charlie Over.
Mandy had become a liability, and there she was, meeting and greeting at a high-profile restaurant where she could keep shooting her mouth off to all and sundry. She had to be silenced, so Ian McFarland had received the card from the Elimination Bureau which would frame him.
Her new partner Jake Finnegan was no longer needed either, because he had talked to his indiscreet girlfriend, and because his role in setting up the restaurant as a drug front was over and done with. Ian had simply been in the way.
Which just left Golden – and as soon as she had been taken care of things could return to normal. The police investigation would be buried once Supt. Webb realised that the streets were suddenly quieter. It was too bad that a few innocents had got caught in the crossfire, but nobody wanted to start a war with Ribisi. Why risk drafting in more foot soldiers from the Scottish Camorra in Aberdeen, Scotland’s very own Naples?
So her bosses would turn a blind eye and Golden would disappear, and they’d shake their heads and mutter about moths getting too close to flames, and all would be right with the world once more.
Except, thought Black, that my son is still fighting to survive in the Glasgow Royal Infirmary’s rehabilitation programme thanks to cops who allow scum like Ribisi to strut about the streets with guns and swords, treating the city as their killing grounds.
Much to her surprise, Gilmore roared into the street on a 1000cc motorbike. ‘Where d’you get that beast from?’ she asked as he struggled with the kickstand. ‘Who do you think you are? Easy Rider?’
‘Easy Rider was made a quarter of a century before I was born,’ said Gilmore. ‘You said not to tell anyone. I couldn’t risk taking anything else out. This belongs to the caretaker.’
‘We have to find Golden, and fast,’ said Black, climbing on.
‘How are we going to do that?’
‘Ribisi will want to know if she’s talked to anyone else before he gets rid of her,’ Black replied. ‘Try and think of a place he’s familiar with that would drown out the noise of a girl screaming.’
‘Ribisi owns a paper mill on the Clydesmill Industrial Estate,’ said Gilmore. ‘It’s working 24/7. That’s the noisiest place I can think of.’
‘And they say the youth of today have no brains,’ said Black. ‘Let’s go.’
The road to the west was quiet in the evening’s sudden squall of rain, and the slick roads made the bike hard to handle, but Serena Black knew they were running out of time, though she did warn Gilmore about running reds after he’d done it three times and nearly got them killed beneath the wheels of an artic.
It was dark by the time they pulled into the rear of the car park beside the factory, but lights showed in the great paper sheds, and as Black climbed gratefully off the bike she could feel the hammer of machinery vibrating through the soles of her boots.
‘I’d be a lot happier about this if we had a nice show of blues and twos sliding around in the gravel here,’ said Gilmore gloomily. ‘Is that the bike you saw?’ He pointed to a Kawasaki cooling near the main entrance.
‘That’s the one Golden was snatched on all right,’ said Black. ‘It’s a custom paint job.’
Gilmore stopped for a moment and turned to her. ‘You seriously want us to go in there alone?’
‘We’ll take a side entrance, talk to the workers, keep it all as safe as we can,’ said Black, setting off toward the building.
Gilmore had to run to keep up. ‘If this is about you not wanting to split the credit –’
‘It has nothing to do with credit for the case, and you know it,’ she called back. ‘Why did Newsome and Somerville go in the other car? Do you think they knew what might happen? I can’t call it in because I don’t know who to trust.’
She reached the steel entrance door and tried the handle. It swung open on a vast brightly lit chamber filled with the smell of hot newsprint. She walked further in, beckoning to Gilmore. The place was big enough to induce a sense of agoraphobia when she looked up. On either side of them rose towering steel struts from which were suspended floors of printing equipment. The machinery took up the entire length of the factory floor. Newspapers wound around and down through the system on curving steel ramps like a hellish roller coaster.
The noise was tremendous. At the base a great swathe of paper roared beneath the rollers, under a row of red and yellow lights.
The pair looked about for signs of human life.
‘Where is everyone?’ Gilmore asked.
‘It’s fully automated,’ Black replied. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. The offices. They must be upstairs. Those stairs. One way up – easier to monitor who’s coming in. They’ve probably already seen us.’
‘So how are we going to get to them?’
‘Well, we won’t exactly have the element of surprise whatever we do. But even they might not act up with a couple of officers on the premises. Are you wearing a camera?’
‘Yeah, but I never use it.’
‘Leave it on. We’ll need proof of this.’ She began to climb the steel staircase to the first level office.
At the top of the staircase, a broad metal landing led to offices that looked like wooden portakabins, their blinds drawn across their lit windows. Black turned to Gilmore and shrugged, an In For A Penny, In For A Pound gesture as she tried the door handle and pushed in.
As she feared, they were expected. Under the strip-lighting, Ribisi appeared paler and gaunter than ever. Golden was on the other side of his desk, absurdly overdressed for her new surroundings, her face turned away from them. She appeared to be alive and well.
The opening door had placed the room’s occupants in an awkward tableau. For a moment, nobody moved. Ribisi’s men were nowhere in sight. Something was off with the whole scene, which was as stiff and unnatural as a set of Madame Tussaud waxworks. Ribisi broke the pose first.
‘I was beginning to wonder when you’d get here,’ he said in his peculiar Scottish-Neapolitan brogue. ‘Did you have a good journey?’ He might have been an hotelier speaking to an arriving guest.
Golden released a sob but remained still.
‘You know we’re not leaving here without you, Alessandro,’ said Black, trying to sound confident. ‘She’s all right, is she?’ She gestured to Golden, still seated in the chair with her back to them.
Golden turned around. She wasn’t crying but laughing. ‘You win your bet, Alessandro,’ she said, stifling a giggle. ‘She’s an honest cop. Who would have imagined such a thing? You still have the credit card, Mrs Black?’ She rolled one finger over the other. ‘Turn it over and call the number.’
‘No, I think we’ve had enough of your games, love,’ said Serena. ‘Setting up your own kidnap to get us here. It looks like you and Ribisi are running the show. Makes sense to keep it all in the family. Why do you need me to ring this?’ She held the card high between thumb and forefinger.
‘It’s a formality,’ said Ribisi, setting down his whisky tumbler. ‘Just for the record.’
Playing for time, Black took out her phone. ‘Happy, you’ll have to read out the numbers,’ she said. ‘The type’s too small for me.’
Gilmore stepped forward, his frown deepening into incomprehension, but he did as he was instructed. Black punched out the number and waited.
‘Mrs Serena Black,’ said an Italian-Scottish voice. ‘How can I help you today?’
‘Tell them you want to activate the card,’ said Golden.
‘I’d like to activate my card.’
‘Please give me the last four digits on the front of your card.’
‘6859.’
‘And now the passcode.’
‘9087249.’
‘That’s fine. Would you like to change your code to something more memorable?’
‘No.’
‘Very well. Your credit limit is one million pounds.’
Black drew a sharp breath. ‘What can I get for that?’
‘If you’d care to speak to Mr Ribisi, I’m sure he’ll be happy to take you through the procedure.’ The line went dead.
‘Golden and I have a problem,’ said Ribisi, walking around the desk. ‘We can’t trust your Superintendent any longer.’
‘Oliver Webb is a very greedy man,’ said Golden, still smiling. ‘Greed makes men do stupid things.’
‘What, you want me to kill him for a million quid?’ said Black, amazed. ‘Happy, are you hearing this? Do you think they’ve misunderstood the basic principles of policing, these two?’
Gilmore didn’t answer. He was quaking in his police-issue boots.
‘We don’t want you to get rid of him,’ said Golden. ‘That is what the Elimination Bureau is for.’
‘You mean you send out the cards and get others who are more easily tempted to carry out your dirty work for you?’
‘They’re well paid. The privilege of membership.’
‘So what do you expect me to do?’
‘We want you to take over from Oliver Webb. Run the legal side of things for us, as he was doing. We’ll take care of the rest.’
‘What exactly would my duties be?’ asked Black, still amazed by their effrontery.
‘Charlie Over and Jake Finnegan are gone,’ Golden replied. ‘That means one big company now instead of two rivals. We’re working in the interests of this city. You just have to make sure that nothing gets in our way.’
‘And if I don’t?’
‘You have a son in the hospital,’ said Golden softly. ‘We have many customers there. Even in the rehabilitation clinic.’
‘That’s sick,’ muttered Black. She flicked the credit card back at them. ‘I don’t need a million that badly. I formally refuse your offer and I’m taking you in, so you can stay the hell away from my son.’
She threw Gilmore an urgent glance. She needed him to pick up the look and interpret it. Ribisi couldn’t let either of them live now that they knew about the Superintendent’s involvement.
‘Let’s go downstairs,’ said Ribisi. ‘Golden, show them the way.’
They might have been visiting dignitaries getting a tour of the plant, heading in single file down the staircase, not even at the point of the world’s most expensive pistol. The situation did not call for a display of firepower; everyone here knew what exactly what everyone else was capable of doing.
As they reached the first of the printing presses, Black stalled for time. She had to shout to be heard. ‘So what happens now?’ she said.
Ribisi looked apologetic as he waved her on. ‘You’re yesterday’s news,’ he called back. ‘Get in.’
Black realised with horror that he wanted her to keep going until she reached the metal steps at the last machine press, which was not for printing at all but for cutting the quad sheets into single pages. The great guillotine blades rose and fell with a terrible zinging sound, separating the paper stock into crisp clean stacks. The papers rolled off around a corner and were collected by steel arms. The thundering sound of the presses was unbearable.
Golden punched a mushroom-shaped button that raised the mesh guard in front of the slithering blades. An alarm added to the cacophony somewhere above them, and yellow lights began to rotate, warning employees that the safety bar was raised while the machine was still in operation. She slapped Black in the kidneys and forced her up the steps.
The DCI understood their thinking; they had never expected her to take up their offer. Wiping out the only investigating officers sent a very clear message to Oliver Webb; Don’t get greedy again or you’ll be next. The empire would be back on track after this. There was nothing she could say or do which would make any difference now. Two crime empires united? The Glasgow underworld’s biggest dream was about to come true. Who was she, a single mum who’d defected to London and come crawling back when that didn’t work out? Nobody knew her here, and nobody would miss her – except the one person who really needed her, and he was in an infirmary, about to be put back on the drugs that had very nearly killed him.
She stopped on the top step and looked back at Gilmore. His eyes were desperately locked to hers. They said: what do you want me to do?
But she was out of ideas.
The alarm siren was so loud that she couldn’t think. The lights strobed the walls, but nobody came.
The alarm…
It should be connected to the emergency services. Why had no emergency response unit rung to see if everything was all right at the plant? Because Ribisi knows exactly how long he has, she thought. She looked down at the racing paper track and knew she could only stall for a few moments more. She had reached the end and poor old Happy wouldn’t be able to come up with anything.
But Happy did.
In the noise and pulse of the emergency system, it was a moment before anyone could realise what was happening. Seizing Golden around her tiny waist, he did exactly what Ribisi’s henchman knew he could do. He picked up the tiny, slender girl and threw her past Serena at Ribisi’s back.
But Ribisi sidestepped and shoved Golden further instead of catching her. He watched as she fell onto the roaring conveyor belt of paper. The track was moving too fast for her to do anything.
Golden screamed. Her legs were the first to be hit by the guillotine blades. She tried to claw at the flying pulp beneath her but was swiftly drawn into the belly of the machine. A great spray of crimson blasted over the edges of the steel trough, soaking and blinding them all. Moments later, Golden had gone. Black stumbled and fell back from the steps as Gilmore threw himself at Ribisi.
Even beneath the roar of the equipment and the seesawing siren, she heard the gun go off. Gilmore dropped back, his hand at his left shoulder. He would have followed Golden into the presses if Black hadn’t caught him.
By the time she had dragged him aside and staunched the wound, Ribisi was nowhere to be seen.
‘Wait here,’ she said, running after him.
Outside, the motorbike was missing. She was too late. She returned to find Gilmore slumped on the floor, leaving a thin trail of his own blood on the concrete.
‘There you go,’ she said, sitting him upright and wiping blood from his eyes. ‘You can tell everyone I stopped you from being in tomorrow’s papers.’
‘Very funny,’ said Gilmore, looking more miserable than ever as Black finally called for back up. ‘God, that hurts.’
‘You’ll be all right, just try to stay awake,’ said the DCI. ‘You mustn’t pass out on me now.’ She looked back at the presses. ‘Here, what’s black and white and red all over?’
‘Don’t you think you should go around the other side and see what happened to Golden?’ he asked, wincing.
‘No,’ said Black, ‘I don’t want to get newsprint on my hands.’
Gilmore gave her a long, hard frown of a stare, then passed out.
Black shrugged. ‘Lightweight.’ She climbed painfully to her feet and went to the door, where a squad car was arriving at the same time as the first ambulance.
Catch you later, Ribisi, she thought, as the officers came running toward her.
Three days later, a new set of credit cards went out in the post. The Elimination Bureau was back in business, but this time, a very determined Detective Chief Inspector and her sidekick were watching their every move.
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Things Fall Apart
James Oswald
He’d meant to kill him. He really had. Ian had raised the blade of the antique Japanese sword high over his head ready to swing. Ready to part head from shoulders in a spurt of blood and get revenge for all the wrongs wrought him, all the frustration and anger that had been bubbling away in him for years. He’d meant to kill, and yet something stopped him.
‘I don’t think so.’
He felt a grip on his wrist and turned too quickly. A man had appeared out of nowhere, tall, thin, his face surely that of a cadaver lying on the mortuary slab. He wore a black mask that covered only the area around his eyes – like Zorro, or maybe one of those superheroes Ian had read about in comics when he was a kid. One wiry hand wrapped around Ian’s, the other pressed something suspiciously gun-like into the small of his back.
‘Who the… Argh!’ Pressure on his wrist sent jabs of pain down Ian’s arm, into his shoulder and neck. He had no choice but to drop the sword. The strange man caught it expertly, swung the steel around with a swishing sound and then pushed him away.
‘You really think it’s that easy?’ Jake Finnegan stepped to one side, nodded at the assassin. Ian had stumbled when pushed, falling to his knees. He looked up to see the thin man cross the room in two strides of his unfeasibly long legs, the blade flickering through the air so fast it was impossible to see. The sound came later, creeping up on him as if his ears hadn’t wanted to let it in. Something like the noise of a boiled egg being expertly opened, only wetter. And louder.
Ribisi was half out of his chair. Blood spilled from his neck first, then bubbled out through his nose and mouth. His knees buckled. His body fell forward, his head toppling sideways, and all the while his eyes stared at Ian, the expression in them unreadable. By the time it hit the floor and rolled away toward the ice machine, the cadaverous man was crouching by Ian, forcing something into his unresponsive hand.
‘Police are on their way,’ he said in a voice that was the cawing of crows. ‘Better run.’
There was something about the words, the way they were spoken with no inflection, no emotion, which fired straight to the fear centres in Ian’s brain. He wasn’t a man easily frightened – he’d done two tours in Afghanistan, and grown up in the Barrowlands for goodness’ sake – and yet it was all he could do to make sure he didn’t wet himself. He scrabbled to his feet, staggering slightly as he avoided the crumpled body leaking dark blood onto the floor. It felt like he was staring down a tunnel, only the back door behind the bar in focus. Details came in flashes he would only remember later: the black leather of the assassin’s gloves; the staring eyes of Alessandro Ribisi’s severed head; the weight in his hand that he couldn’t bring himself to look at; the cackling, gleeful, mad laugh of Jake Finnegan.
‘Think you’re the boss of me, eh? Not such a big man now.’
He burst out through the fire exit into the narrow alley around the back and doubled over, vomiting into the gutters. There was a car parked across the way, familiar from somewhere. He’d been in it recently. That woman, the cop, and her dour-faced sidekick. They were here.
Instinct kicked in, and Ian ran.
‘Well this is a fine mess, isn’t it.’
DCI Black leaned against the restaurant bar, resisting the urge to touch anything as hordes of forensic experts in white paper overalls swarmed over the crime scene. She wasn’t wearing anything other than the clothes she’d come in with, although Gilmore had donned some overboots. They’d both of them have to strip and hand over everything to be checked against any evidence found. That’d be fun.
‘Depends on your definition of mess.’ Gilmore nodded over towards the prone body of Alessandro Ribisi, surrounded by its crimson pool of sticky blood. The local pathologist had arrived not long after the crime had been called in, his glee at the horrible murder all too obvious. Now he was kneeling in the blood, peering at the stump of Ribisi’s neck with far too much enthusiasm.
‘Fair point. There’s one less scumbag in the world. We’re still going to have to find out who killed him though, even if he was doing us a favour.’ Black pointed at the bar, then to the low table and chairs nearby. ‘And you’re forgetting the glasses. Three of them. I don’t think Ribisi cut his own head off.’
‘Chief Inspector. I really think you should have a look at this.’ The pathologist turned towards her, waving her over with blood-smeared hands. His white overalls were covered in the stuff too. Just as well they were disposable.
‘Must I?’ Black asked no one in particular, shoving herself away from the bar. Approaching the body was hazardous. The blood might have been the worst thing, but the smell wasn’t exactly appealing either. Something they didn’t teach in cop school was the way a person’s bowels could relax and release even after death. Ribisi had been an absolute turd in life; now he smelled like one too.
‘What am I looking at, Doc?’ Black stopped just short of the tide line, leaning out over the rippled crimson sea as she peered at the headless body in its ruined suit. Doctor Flenser, the aptly named city pathologist, regarded her with the look of disappointment he kept for living subjects, then turned his attention back to his beloved corpse.
‘Positioning of the body suggests the victim was sitting there, where the glass is. Stood up in a hurry. The blade connected with his neck on the right hand side, which would suggest the person wielding it was left handed. Lofted it so…’ He pulled his left hand up, a fleck of ichor flying off the tip of his finger and disappearing into the gloomy room. ‘Then brought it down and around thus.’ This time the drips of blood on his fingertips splattered against Ribisi’s neck. ‘A single blow to take the head off, then momentum carried the body forward to where we find it.’
‘A single blow?’
‘Aye, and done with considerable skill. Perhaps uncanny skill.’
‘Uncanny? How?’
‘See here?’ The pathologist grabbed Ribisi’s neck in one hand, poked at the red-smeared whiteness of his spinal column with the other. ‘The neck has been severed between the cervical vertebrae, C5 and C6. Whatever weapon was used to cut them was extremely sharp and extremely thin.
Black thought back to her previous visit to the restaurant. There’d been a set of antique Japanese swords on display near the front desk.
‘Katana?’
‘Bless you.’
‘No, you idiot. Katana. The Japanese fighting sword. Might that have done the job?’
Doctor Flenser smiled like a man who thinks he’s made a funny joke. ‘I know what a katana is, Chief Inspector. And yes, it’s possible that a fine blade might take a man’s head off in one blow. Perhaps something from the koto or shinto periods. When they made them properly. But it’s not enough to use a perfect blade. Your strike must be perfect too. There’s no chipping to the bones, you see. Not to C6 here, and not to C5 over there.’
DCI Black followed the pathologist’s blood-smeared pointing finger over to where his assistant was kneeling beside the late Alessandro Ribisi’s head.
‘You’re saying whoever killed him was some kind of Samurai warrior?’
‘A left-handed Samurai warrior with superhuman skill, and a callous disregard for the sanctity of human life.’
‘Marvellous.’ Black levered herself back upright, knees popping in protest as she did so. The room swam in her vision for a moment as the blood ran out of her head. Then she felt a hand on her arm.
‘Steady there, Chief. Don’t want you falling into the evidence.’
‘I’m fine.’ Black shook the hand away, though in truth she was glad Gilmore had been paying attention. Her momentary dizziness passed almost as quickly as it had come, and she looked around the room in search of the weapon. The three whisky glasses she’d noticed when they’d arrived were still there. They’d lift fingerprints off them, and if they were lucky some DNA too, but it would take time.
‘You see a sword the last time we were here?’ she asked Gilmore.
‘Aye, there were three of the things on a wee stand. Over there by the…’ He walked to the front desk and the seating area where diners wait for their tables to be ready. Black followed more slowly, noticing the stain where the late Mrs McFarland’s brains had been cleaned off the wooden floorboards. It would take something a bit more industrial to get rid of the reek of Ribisi. In a little alcove between two uncomfortable looking designer sofas, a black lacquered sword stand had been fixed to the wall. It held a short sword and a dagger, both in shiny wooden sheaths. There was space below them for a third, but it was missing.
‘Thought so.’ Gilmore had latex gloves on and lifted the dagger almost reverentially from its resting place. He slid the blade slightly from the sheath, revealing polished gleaming steel. He made to hand it over to DCI Black, then noticed that she’d taken her own gloves off. Horrible things made her palms itch.
‘Looks expensive,’ she said.
‘I’m no expert. Could be a cheap knock-off from China for all I’d know.’ Gilmore slid the blade back into its sheath and returned the dagger to the stand. ‘Don’t need to be an expert to see there’s one missing though.’
Ian couldn’t really say how he’d managed to get out of the restaurant and away without being caught. He had little recollection of events beyond the imprinted image of Ribisi’s head parting company with his shoulders. He’d run from that vision almost blindly, instinct keeping him to the shadows and the back alleys he’d known all his life. Only the sinister words and the need to escape drove him on, put distance between him and the crime scene. He was so dazed that he barely registered he was carrying something, whatever it was the cadaverous assassin had pressed into his hand.
He remembered Afghanistan, with its weird mix of intense, dry summer heat and bitter winter cold. The snow in the mountains where the Taliban hid out and the endless fields of opium poppies. He’d tried opium a couple of times, but drugs had never really been his thing. That’s why he’d joined up in the first place. Options weren’t all that many growing up in these parts. Run with a street gang and work your way up the hierarchy from runner to dealer to mover and shaker. Or more likely an enforcer and debt collector given his size and strength. That was what most of his childhood friends had done. It was either that or become the customers who kept the whole trade going. Few escaped, but he’d been one of them and the army had been his salvation.
Ian slumped down in a darkened doorway several miles away from the restaurant. The police would be there in force by now, not just the nosey DCI and her grumpy-looking sidekick. They were coming, that’s what the man had said, and his words had put the fear of God into him like nothing since that time their patrol had stumbled on an IED two miles out from base camp.
‘Jesus!’ He shouted the word out loud, startling a seagull that had been tearing at someone’s discarded kebab on the other side of the street. Ian had been staring at nothing, absentmindedly tapping at the greasy cobbles when he had finally realised what it was he had been carrying all this time, what it was the assassin had pressed into his hand.
The sword.
‘You got anything interesting for me, Tony?’
DCI Black shivered slightly in the cold air of the mortuary examination theatre. Tony Flenser, the city pathologist was hunched over the naked body of Alessandro Ribisi, poking and prodding as he went through the post-mortem procedure.
‘Not much I can add from the crime scene.’ Doctor Flenser went from the body to a smaller trolley that had been wheeled alongside the main examination table, then picked up the severed head and stared it in the eye.
‘The killing strike was extraordinarily accurate. Either that or very, very lucky. Death would have been pretty much instantaneous, although I’ve heard tell that it takes a couple of minutes for consciousness to fully dissipate.’
‘You what?’ Black shivered even more. She wasn’t much of a fan of mortuaries at the best of times, but at least she attended PMs. Gilmore was off in the waiting area with a cup of horrible dispensed coffee. Lucky sod.
‘Well, the exact moment of death is a fascinating subject. Is it when the heart stops? Or when all electrical activity in the brain is gone?’ Doctor Flenser still held Ribisi’s head, but he seemed to have forgotten it as he turned to face DCI Black. ‘It’s a philosophical question as much as a scientific one, but in this instance it’s well worth considering.’
‘It is?’
‘Oh yes. See, the head was cut off in one swift blow from a very sharp blade. His body wouldn’t have registered what happened to it until his blood pressure dropped…’ The pathologist remembered what he was carrying, held it up as if to illustrate the point.
‘So he’d have been conscious?’
‘For a minute or two. I suspect he’d have been confused for a while, then the realisation would have seeped in at much the same rate as oxygen starvation robbed him of reasoning. Mind you, the drugs wouldn’t have helped either.’
‘Drugs?’
‘Oh yes. He’d taken cocaine not long before he died. Quite a lot of it, if the residue in his nasal passage is anything to go by. Looks to be pretty pure, too.’
It wasn’t exactly surprising news, Black realised. Ribisi was Glasgow Mafia to the core. He had interests in every illicit vice going. They’d always suspected the restaurant was both a supply point for the city’s more well-heeled addicts and a means of laundering substantial amounts of drug money, but Ribisi was a slippery customer, his business partner even more so, making it all but impossible to pin anything on them.
‘Why the long face?’ Doctor Flenser tilted the head forward as he asked the question, which really didn’t help.
‘You know how it goes, Doc. Every answer brings a dozen more questions.’ And she was going to have to talk to Jake Finnegan, too. That was enough to make anyone gloomy.
The Over Easy was closed. That was the first sign. Ian hadn’t worked there long, but in the few short months he’d held down the job, it had never really shut. And certainly not in the middle of the afternoon. Now a sign hung in the front window telling hungry patrons to come back later. He tried the handle, but it was locked. Peering through the glass showed only tables with chairs stacked upside down on top of them, the counter at the back of the room cleared. He went around the back, eyes always on the lookout for the police even if they were rarely to be seen in this part of town. The wheelie bins were overflowing with cardboard boxes, the reek of rotting meat and vegetable peelings filling the warm air with a sickening miasma.
Ian hammered on the fire exit door, rattled the metal roll-up where the deliveries were made, but there was no answer. He leaned back against the dirty stone wall, slumping to the ground in despair. The sword was still in his hand, the shiny black lacquer made greasy by his fingerprints. Was that why the assassin had given it to him? Told him to run? He shivered at the memory of that voice as he slid the blade partially out. It was shiny where it wasn’t stained with blood. Alessandro Ribisi’s blood.
‘Cool. That yours then mister?’
Ian started, snapped the blade back home and looked up to see a young boy standing in the narrow alleyway astride a bike that was surely too small for him. He must have been about ten, though sometimes it was hard to tell. Scotland might be one of the richest nations in the world according to the economists, politicians and bankers, but that didn’t mean those at the bottom of the pile had as much to eat as they needed. Malnutrition had always been a problem in parts of the city, and those parts seemed to be growing. Not helped by a culture that thought a deep fried Mars bar counted as one of your five a day.
‘You any idea why they’re closed?’ Ian nodded his head back to indicated the Over Easy.
‘Polis came round this morning. Don’t know what they was lookin’ for.’
Ian clenched tight on the sword at the mention of the police.
‘Here, they wasn’t looking for youse were they? Is there a reward?’ The kid’s eyes lit up at the thought of riches beyond his meagre imagination and he leapt onto his bike, pedalling away like mad. Ian could have caught up with him at a half run, but then what? He wasn’t a killer, quite the opposite. He’d seen quite enough death in Afghanistan. Let the kid run and tell the cops. He’d wait for them here. Hand himself in and accept whatever fate threw at him.
A quiet of sorts descended on the alleyway. It was never silent in the city; there was always the background roar of the motorway, the dull susurrus of a half a million people just existing. A jet overhead whined out its contrail into the afternoon sky, headed for Paisley or Ayr or somewhere even more exotic, and he waited for the police to come.
He couldn’t have said how long he waited. He stopped noticing the foul stench of garbage, forgot about the distant hubbub, even the sword held loosely in his hands. There was nothing but the memory of the past few hours, going round and round in his head. When had it all started to go wrong? When that Scouse git had kicked up a fuss? Maybe he should have given him more of a kicking. But it went back further than that. Further than the dead-end job, the stint in jail, Mandy leaving him. Further back even than the army days, maybe. It was the city itself that dragged him down, the city that had raised him to be nothing.
‘What the heck are you doing here?’
Ian looked up, expecting to see police surrounding him. He had reached rock bottom and was ready to hand himself over. Prison hadn’t been that bad, really. Not once you worked out who to avoid, who to run errands for. It was a warm bed at night and three square meals a day, even if the boredom could kill. No, he could cope with going back inside. Not as if there was anything for him out here.
So convinced was he that he’d been caught, he was almost offering up the sword before he realised that there was only one man standing in front of him, and a man he knew. A man who until very recently had been his boss.
‘Jesus wept, McFarland. You look awful.’
Charlie Over ran the Over Easy, in as much as sitting in an office at the back of the building and counting the money was the same as running the business. It was the manager, his partner Clive, who did most of the heavy lifting and who had fired Ian just the day before.
‘Been a bit of a rough time.’
‘No kidding. We had the cops around earlier asking all sorts of questions. You’re trouble, you know that?’
‘Sorry.’ Ian levered himself back to his feet, using the sheathed sword as a stick. He felt like an old man. ‘Would you believe me if I said none of it was my fault?’
Charlie looked at him, cocking his head to one side as he pulled a set of jangling keys from the pocket of his padded hoody. ‘Probably. Doesn’t much help me run a business though.’
‘Aye, well. Sorry about that.’
‘What are you doing here, anyway? I thought Clive sacked you.’
Ian stood to one side to let Charlie get to the door. He’d been so deep in his despair he’d forgotten why he’d come back to the Over Easy. Who he’d come to find. With the realisation came the memories.
‘I was looking for Golden, actually.’
Charlie laughed. ‘Dream on lover-boy. She’s way out of your league. ‘’Specially looking like that.’
‘Actually I came here to warn her about something. Someone. They might be after her.’
Charlie raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘After her? How? As in…’ He ran a finger across his neck in a manner that made Ian wince at the recollection of Alessandro Ribisi’s end.
‘They killed Mandy. Last night. Shot her between the eyes because of something she knew.’
‘Jeez! Who did?’
‘I don’t know who they are. Jake Finnegan’s behind it, though.’
Charlie flinched at the sound of the name, clicked the key in the lock and pushed open the door, all the while glancing from side to side as if they were being watched. ‘You’d better come inside.’
It was strange to see the Over Easy so empty and silent. Ian only knew it as a hive of activity and a place of constant noise. With the lights off, and the only illumination filtering through the greasy windows at the front, it had the air of a long-abandoned house.
‘In here.’ Charlie indicated the door to his office. Ian had only ever been in there once before, at his so-called job interview. He’d found out about the job from his parole officer; he suspected she had an arrangement whereby she dumped the recently-released here on a regular basis. They either did OK for themselves and moved on to better pastures, or they sank back into their old ways and ended up back at the Bar-L. Ian had intended to be the former, but life seemed to have other plans for him.
‘Grab us a coffee, would you?’ Charlie wound his way around to the seat behind the desk and slumped down heavily. Ian looked around the office, saw no obvious coffee machine and headed back out to the kitchens. It wasn’t until he went to switch the boiler on that he realised his hands were filthy with dirt and blood. He could taste the bile in his mouth from throwing up earlier, and he still had the sword. As he set it down on the stainless steel worktop, it felt like a world of weight lifted off his shoulders. His hand relaxed and the sensation carried on up his arm. So much hatred, confusion, anger and madness tied up in that terrible, efficient weapon.
Ian scrubbed at his face, hands and arms in the big sink where he’d normally wash the pots and pans. Then he took up the sword, hesitant lest it cast its strange spell on him again. He washed the outside first, scrubbing at the black lacquer sheath until it gleamed. Then he slipped the blade free. Jake Finnegan’s blood swirled in the hot, soapy water, then rinsed away under the powerful hose. Cleaned and dried, he slid the blade back into its sheath and hid the whole thing behind the preparation benches, nestling amongst the mouse droppings, grease and dust that were never cleaned up, never seen. Finally he made two mugs of instant coffee and headed back to Charlie’s office.
‘Sorry I took so long. Was a bit grubby.’
‘Just a bit?’ Charlie too his mug, sipped from it, then leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. ‘You’re in a spot of bother then, Ian.’
‘Like I said. They killed Mandy. Thought it was the both of them together, but then Finnegan gets his pet assassin to lop Ribisi’s head off. Reckon he’s trying to pin it all on me.’
‘Oh, I’m almost certain he is. Finnegan’s always been a clever one that way. Thorn in my bloomin’ side he is, too.’
‘This place?’ Ian looked around the grubby office. ‘Never really thought of it as being competition for the Water House.’
‘Ha ha! You really crack me up, Ian. Think that’s why I like you.’ Charlie pulled open a drawer in his desk, fished around in it and came up with a wadge of grubby ten and twenty pound notes. He counted out a pile that was comfortably more than Ian could earn in a month, pushed it across the desktop.
‘Take it.’
‘What for?’ Ian wanted to. Right now he didn’t have anything more than the loose change in his pockets, and that was so meagre it barely jingled.
‘Service rendered. Or maybe call it an upfront payment for services you will render.’
‘I’m not going to hurt anyone. Not for you.’
‘If I wanted someone hurt, Ian, there’s far more ruthless creatures out there I’d go to. No, I want you to go and speak to Golden. Find out what she knows about our mutual friend Jake.’
‘Can’t you speak to her? You’re her boss, after all.’
Charlie laughed. ‘Christ, I can see why they picked you for a patsy. You really don’t have a clue what’s going on here, do you?’
Ian shook his head.
‘Probably for the best. For now, at least. Go speak to Golden. She’s far more likely to talk to you than to me, anyway.’ Charlie nodded at the cash, still lying on his desk. ‘Go on. Take it. I won’t ask anything else of you for that.’
Ian tried not to show his haste as he reached out and grabbed the notes, folded them into his back pocket. ‘There’s just the one problem,’ he said. ‘I don’t know where Golden lives.’
Charlie scribbled an address onto a Post-it note and handed it over. ‘Doubt you’ll find her there, but it’s as good a place as any to start.’
‘What were you even doing there without backup?’
DCI Black didn’t like her boss. It didn’t help that Superintendent Archie Goodison was younger than her, and not by a small margin. He’d shimmied up the greasy pole by a combination of sucking up, toadying and crushing anyone who might have got in his way. On the other hand he was a shrewd politician. Just a pity he was in the police and not making a name for himself over on the east coast at Holyrood.
‘I was revisiting a crime scene that had already been processed, sir. Didn’t think I’d need an armed response unit. I had Happy Gilmore with me. He’s dangerous enough on his own.’
‘Very funny. You know policing’s a team sport, Serena.’ It wasn’t voiced as a question.
‘Yes, I did read the manual.’ Black didn’t much like people using her first name – hadn’t since school days when the cool girls had called her ‘Serene’, leaving off the final A. If anyone was less serene than her, she’d not met them yet, and the jibe only made her angrier. Age had given her greater control over her temper, but nothing annoyed her more than an upstart like Goodison treating her like some kind of child. Except perhaps that he knew it annoyed her and that was why he did it.
‘What’s the situation then?
‘You know as well as I do. Two dead bodies at the Water House restaurant. One killed with a bullet to the head, the other decapitated with what appears to be a Samurai sword.’
‘Appears to be?’
‘We haven’t found the murder weapon, but there’s a sword missing from a display at the restaurant. Stands to reason it’s what was used.’
‘Don’t make assumptions.’ Goodison steepled his fingers under his chin, something he’d no doubt seen other senior officers do to make themselves look like they were thinking. ‘Alessandro Ribisi. Just what we need now, a bloody gang war.’
‘I don’t know. It feels wrong for a mob hit. And why kill Mandy McFarland? She’s nobody. Just Finnegan’s squeeze.’
‘You brought him in for questioning yet?’
‘Put the word out, yes. But he’s not at home, not answering his phone. Least not the one we’ve got on file.’
‘Sounds suspicious to me. Like a man on the run.’
Black looked at her superior officer, searching for a sign that he was joking. There was only earnestness painted across his weaselly face.
‘Ian McFarland’s on the run, sir. But only because someone shot his ex-wife, he’s scared and his world’s suddenly turned to shit. Jake Finnegan’s not the kind of man to disappear. ’Specially not if he’s behind Ribisi’s death.’
‘How d’you mean?’
Black tried not to roll her eyes in exasperation. ‘I mean if he killed Ribisi, or had him killed, he’d be out there parading his alibis right now. We’d have a hundred reliable witnesses swearing blind old Jake had been with them all evening.’
‘So he didn’t kill Ribisi?’ Superintendent Goodison’s confusion made him look like a twelve year old in adult’s clothes.
‘I don’t know, sir. He might have done, or he might be dead too. There might be a third party at work here. Someone else muscling in. Someone we’ve not come across before. That worries me far more than a power struggle between the usual suspects.’
Ian knew rough. He’d grown up in the Barrowlands after all. But there were parts of the city where even he felt uncomfortable. Maybe it was the hard, wary eyes staring at him from shop doors, street corners, bus stops. Or it might have been the foreign, almost exotic smells emanating from open windows. Cooking he didn’t recognise, spices that sent him back to Kandahar and Helmand. It could have been the language, the accent. Not the Glaswegian burr that he was used to, not words he could actually understand. It put him on edge even more than the events of the past day, or at least compounded them.
The address Charlie Over had given him wasn’t quite a slum tenement. All of those had been demolished years ago to make way for the motorways that pierced the heart of the city. It wasn’t far removed though, with red sandstone buildings rising up four storeys, darkening a narrow street. At the far end, a high brick wall daubed with indecipherable graffiti stopped anyone escaping. A more perfect trap it would be hard to imagine.
‘You shouldn’t be here. Don’t belong.’
Ian looked to see who had spoken, and found an old woman standing in a tenement doorway. She was tiny, short, with the sort of wizened face you normally associated with flicking through National Geographic magazine. She held a meat cleaver in one hand, a headless chicken in the other. It reminded him too much of Alessandro Ribisi not to shudder.
‘I’m looking for a young woman. We call her Golden. I don’t think that’s how it’s really pronounced though.’
‘She no here. She go away. You go away too.’
Ian eyed the cleaver nervously. ‘I will. Just tell me. Do you know where she’s gone? Where I might find her?’
‘She go away. Run from bad men. You a bad man, mister?’
‘I…’ Ian found he had no clear answer for that. He’d never really thought of himself as bad, but he’d fenced stolen goods, served time in Barlinnie for it. He’d taken a murder weapon from a crime scene and destroyed forensic evidence. ‘I really don’t know.’
The old woman stared right through him. ‘Is good answer. What you want this woman for? You looking for sexytimes?’
‘I – No. Nothing like that. I wanted to warn her. About the bad men.’
‘You too late then.’ The old woman spat onto the steps. ‘But she has sister in the other city. She maybe go there.’
‘The other city? Edinburgh?’ Ian asked, but the old lady had disappeared back into the tenement.
‘Told you before. McFarland didn’t do it.’
DCI Black sat in the passenger seat, staring out at the endless line of traffic stretching to the horizon. Or at least to the Kingston Bridge. Gilmore had one hand on the steering wheel, the other poised over the gear stick. For all the good it would do him. They weren’t going to be moving anywhere soon.
‘You’re not still going on about his nutjob story are you? Only it didn’t make much sense when we only had one dead body to deal with. Now there’s two and he’s the only link between them.’
Black let out an all too audible sigh. Gilmore wasn’t a bad detective, really. He just lacked imagination sometimes. Needed constant prodding.
‘How do you figure that?’ she asked. Not because she wanted to know so much as to fill the time. Not as if they had anything better to do.
‘Well it’s obvious. McFarland’s wife walked out on him, right? Shacked up with Jake Finnegan of all people. I guess there’s no accounting for taste. He’s not a bad type, McFarland. Didn’t run with the gangs like most of his mates. He joined the army, served queen and country. Can’t fault him on that, but Afghanistan? Well it hardens you, doesn’t it. I’ve read his army records. His squad got hit hard. He lost friends to a roadside bomb. Then he came home to find his wife had been cheating on him? That sort of thing would send me over the edge, for sure.’
‘Not arguing with you there. We know he went a bit wild, but that was a couple of years back. He did his time. Got himself somewhere to live, a job of sorts. He was working it out. Why shoot his ex-wife now? Why not two years ago?’
‘I spoke with his boss this morning. You say he got himself a job, but cleaning dishes in a greasy diner? That’s not exactly steady work for a man used to army discipline. And anyway, he was fired yesterday. Seems one too many customers complained about his lack of manners.’
‘In the Over Easy? Jesus, what did he do? Spit in their soup at the table?’ Black had been there just once, but it didn’t take more than that to get the measure of the place.
‘No idea, but some Liverpudlian lorry driver got a severe beating last night, left half dead in a pile of garbage just a few hundred yards from the diner. Someone kicked the hell out of him and stole his wallet just a few hours before Mandy McFarland was shot.’
‘He say it was McFarland who did it?’
‘He’s not saying anything. Got his jaw wired together until the bones heal. Doubt he’d remember anything anyway.’
‘Still, doesn’t strike me as the kind of thing McFarland would do.’ Black thought of the naked man she’d accosted in the street at the back of his tenement block, tried perhaps unsuccessfully to suppress a smile at the image. He’d kept himself fit had Ian McFarland.
‘You’re kidding, right?’ Gilmore eased the car forward as a gap appeared in the traffic. ‘He grew up in the Barrowlands. Joined the army and fought two tours in Afghanistan. He survived two years in Barlinnie. He’s not some kind of bleeding heart.’
‘Oh, no. He probably beat the life out of the guy, I’ll give you that much.’ Black pushed aside the thought of well-toned muscle rippling under naked skin. ‘Just doesn’t seem the type to steal a wallet after. More likely some toerag found your Scouser unconscious and went through his pockets.’
‘Still think you’ve got him all wrong.’ Gilmore shook his head, missing that the traffic had started up again. A split second later the car behind was blasting its horn at them. He muttered something under his breath, then flipped the switch that brought on the hidden blue flashing lights before moving off.
‘Well, we need to bring him in for questioning anyway. You can ask him if he killed his wife and Alessandro Ribisi. I’m telling you though, he’s going to say no.’
Gilmore indicated, turned down a side street.
‘Where’re we going now? This another of your magic short cuts? Only the blues and twos would get us to Finnegan’s place quicker.’ Black braced herself against the door as they took the next corner faster than was perhaps wise. Gilmore’s face was still as impassive as it ever was, but the white of his knuckles on the steering wheel was perhaps an indication that she’d pushed him just a little too far. At least it was nice to get a rise out of him, even if they were both going to die in a horrible accident sometime soon.
‘Thought we’d go and pick up McFarland instead. Whatever clues we might find there aren’t going to go away any time soon. Not with a couple of detective constables watching the place.’ Gilmore slowed down, possibly because he was thinking, but more likely because the traffic had backed up even down the narrow side streets.
‘OK. But I’m telling you. He doesn’t fit the profile for either of these killings. Probably knows more than he’s saying, mind.’ Black looked out the window at the dirty street. ‘Stop, will you.’
‘What?’
‘Stop the car.’ They’d only just started moving forwards again, but it was obvious they weren’t going to get far. Gilmore pulled over slightly and Black clambered out.
‘Where are you going?’
‘To find McFarland. I’ll be quicker on foot. You head over to Finnegan’s. See what those useless constables are up to. And get onto control about that All Ports on him, too. I’d rather we find him alive than face down in a ditch somewhere.’
The other city. Ian mulled over the meaning of the old woman’s words as he walked back across town to his grubby little basement flat. He needed a shower badly, a change of clothes even more. His earlier panic was beginning to subside though. So far the police hadn’t come after him, hadn’t even called him. He pulled out his battered and cheap pay as you go mobile, peered at the cracked screen to see if he’d missed any calls. At least it still appeared to have power and signal.
The flat was exactly as he’d left it, which was to say cold and unwelcoming. What few clothes he had were past their best, but at least they were clean. A shower and a shave went some way towards making him feel a little more human. There was still a long journey ahead though. It was only as he was closing the door on his way out again that he noticed the envelope. The postman had obviously missed the letterbox in his hurry to get out of the building before it collapsed, or sucked out his soul. It was suspiciously thick and familiar looking, addressed to him. Sliding it open revealed a familiar credit card and covering letter. Well, this time he’d take it straight to the police, give them the proof they needed.
‘Glad to see you got the new card, Ian.’
He whirled around at the voice. It was dark in the hallway, what little light there was outside having to fight its way in through windows thick with dust and grime. Ian made out two figures in the gloom, but couldn’t see their faces. Not that he needed to. He knew that voice.
‘Not going to invite us in?’ Jake Finnegan emerged from the shadows, his pale face almost glowing. Behind him the cadaverous assassin stared silently from his mask. No escape that way.
‘Come in. Make yourselves at home.’ Ian unlocked the door and stepped inside. Finnegan followed, wrinkling his nose at the smell of mould. The assassin stepped through behind him, pulling the door closed.
‘You’ve lost the sword, I see. That was wise. Can’t have you running around the city with a murder weapon.’
‘Then why’d he give it me?’ Ian nodded at the assassin.
‘He has his reasons. Best not to press the point. Anyway, Ian – I may call you Ian?’ Finnegan didn’t wait for an answer. ‘We’re here about you, not about him. Very silly of you throwing that card in the river. But it’s easily enough replaced, see.’
‘What do you want with me?’
‘I’d have thought that was obvious. I want you to come and work for me.’
‘You want me to kill for you?’
Finnegan shrugged, then waggled his hand, fingers splayed. ‘Maybe. Mostly I have my friend here to do that sort of thing.’
‘So what do you want me to do?’
‘Same as you’re already doing. I want you to find your ex-wife’s exotic friend, Golden.’
‘And if I refuse?’
Unbidden, The silent, cadaverous assassin reached into his jacket, pulled out a slender pistol. From another pocket he produced a silencer and slowly screwed it onto the end of the barrel. Ian had seen many weapons during his time in the army, fired most of them, sometimes at other people. This one might have been small, but that didn’t mean it would be any less lethal.
Finnegan smiled like a jackal as the assassin stepped forward and pressed the gun to McFarland’s forehead. There was no expression in his eyes and his hand was as steady as a rock set in concrete.
‘Well now, Ian. There’s a question.’
DCI Black was a seasoned detective, trained to see details however small. As she turned into the terrace of scabby houses where Ian McFarland lived, she couldn’t help but notice the expensive car exiting the other end, the vapour from its exhausts hanging lightly in the air. Shiny black, with windows tinted to obscure whoever might be inside, it disappeared around the corner before she could get a registration number. It set her internal alarms ringing, nonetheless.
The front door to Ian McFarland’s basement flat was open, but there was no sign of any builders coming and going. A terrible silence hung upon the scene, as if the city had just taken in a deep breath.
She should have called for backup, Black knew. She also knew there was no way she was going to waste precious minutes waiting for them to arrive. And neither did she want to let anyone know she was here.
Fishing out her phone, she sent a quick text to Gilmore, hoping he’d be able to make it across town through the traffic. She paused just long enough to steady her nerves, then stepped quietly into the darkened hallway.
Three bodies. That was the first thing she noticed. Black recognised Jake Finnegan, could tell by the way his head was angled that he was dead. Someone had snapped his neck as if it were no more substantial than straw, left him crumpled in the corner like a discarded doll. The second man she didn’t know, but the silenced gun clasped in his left hand looked expensive and exclusive. He was thin beyond skeletal, and wore a narrow black mask over his eyes. The look of surprise on them was no less harrowing for his being dead. Judging by the angle of the gun and the blood oozing from his mouth and ear, he’d shot himself in the head. Black doubted he’d done it willingly, whoever he was.
A groan from the far side of the door. The third body lay propped against the wall. She’d assumed all three were dead, but as she watched, Ian McFarland’s eyes flickered under their lids. Blood matted his hair and ran down his cheek, a graze in the skin of his temple where the assassin’s bullet had just missed.
‘You’re a lucky idiot, you know that?’ Black took out her phone, dialled control to get an ambulance to the scene.
‘Lucky?’ McFarland fumbled with weak hands, pulling something out of his pocket. He reached out, handed it to Black. She took it from him, held it up to the light, a credit card with his name embossed in silver letters and above that the printed words:
The Elimination Bureau.
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It was stupid or ballsy or both, but DCI Black walked down the middle of the hallway, resisting the urge to hug the walls. If she acted scared, she would be scared, she reasoned. Act brave and maybe she’d feel the same way. Anyway, it was only pragmatic. No gunman was going to miss her, not with the light behind her and nowhere to hide. And Serena Black wasn’t the kind of woman to creep to her death. Or, indeed, to someone else’s. She wasn’t scared for herself – of course not – but she was dry-mouthed with anxiety for Ian McFarland. She was dreading what she was about to find.
What she found, however, was absolutely nothing. McFarland’s flat was dark, cold and empty. There was no sign of a struggle, but then there was no furniture to tip over – the room was bare apart from an ancient sofa and a low table. McFarland had almost nothing to call his own – no TV, no books. No life. It smelled overpoweringly of mould and mice, but there was something else there too. Serena sniffed the air again, concentrating. It was a chemical smell, very faint. The last time she’d smelt it was in the lobby of the Water House restaurant, just after Mandy McFarland had been shot. Fire a gun in a confined space and you can smell the chemicals in the gunpowder afterwards, for a short time. Serena wrinkled her nose. A fired gun was bad news, no matter who had been on the wrong end of it.
Serena used the end of her torch to switch on the single, shadeless ceiling light in the living room, then stood underneath it and turned slowly, scanning for clues. A brownish-red stain on the sofa made her heart pick up its pace until she sniffed it.
‘Barbecue sauce.’ It made her think of kebabs, of late-night burgers in grease-spotted paper, of battered sausages and deep-fried Mars Bars. Her stomach gave a tortured growl.
‘What are you doing?’
Serena straightened up fast, blinked away the spots that bloomed before her eyes – blood pressure needs checking, should have had a medical months ago, all this stress isn’t helping – and stared down the figure in the doorway with all the forbidding sternness she had learned as a street copper. It took her a second to judge the threat level posed by the newcomer and respond accordingly, which meant calming down. The woman was five foot nothing, grey-haired, fragile enough to blow away in a gust of wind. She was clutching a faded dressing gown around herself. If she managed to overpower Serena, it would be time for the Chief Inspector to retire.
‘Who are you?’ Serena demanded.
‘Iona Gordon.’ The little woman drew herself up to her full height – maybe half an inch over five feet. ‘Mrs Gordon. I am the owner of this building.’
Serena propped her hands on her hips. ‘So you’re the one I need to speak to about the conditions in this flat? This place is completely unsuitable for tenants. It’s unsafe.’ She tapped on the wall with her torch, loosening a small avalanche of plaster flakes. ‘Charging rent is literally a crime.’
‘Are you from the council?’
‘Worse than that, I’m afraid.’ Serena Black favoured her with a grim smile as she showed her the warrant card in her wallet.
‘Oh dear,’ Mrs Gordon said, shrinking. Her voice, which had been strong, acquired a quaver out of nowhere. ‘I don’t know about the conditions. My son runs the rented units for me.’
‘You mean there are more flats? More tenants?’
‘Not at the moment, with all the building work going on. My son evicted the others. Ian was my only tenant. I mean, my son’s. Silly me.’ Iona Gordon simpered, which Serena considered a slightly worse sight than Jake Finnegan’s severed head.
‘Do you know where Ian is?’
She shook her head. ‘I haven’t seen him for a while. I think he’s avoiding me. He hasn’t paid his rent this month.’ A pause, as the old witch saw a way out. ‘But of course I don’t mind. The rent is nominal. I let him stay here for free. He’s one of the family.’
‘Is that right?’ DCI Black wasn’t inclined to believe a word of it and the sarcasm in her voice made it certain Iona Gordon knew it. ‘So what brings you down here this evening? Family reunion?’
‘It was all the noise.’
Serena Black was a multi-tasker, capable of carrying on a conversation while thinking about six or seven other things. Presently her main concerns were the whereabouts of Ian McFarland, the whereabouts of DI Gilmore, the state of her career, the happiness or otherwise of her son, her prospects for lunch and whether or not she was actually heading for a stroke. But all of that went silent when she heard Iona Gordon’s comment. ‘What noise?’
‘Shouting. And then popping.’
‘Popping,’ the Chief Inspector repeated. ‘What kind of popping? Balloons?’
‘It sounded like champagne corks.’ Mrs Gordon looked wistful for a moment. ‘I didn’t think it could be.’
‘You said corks. More than one?’
‘Oh yes. Definitely. Two, at least.’ She frowned. ‘I had my music on. I might not have heard all of them. Then I thought it was the builders but of course they’re not here today.’
‘Were they supposed to be?’
‘Yes. They were here earlier. Then a tall, thin man came and spoke to them. I thought he was their boss – I mean, I’d never seen him before but he came in a big black car, an expensive thing, so I can’t imagine he’s a workman like them. They all cleared out in a rush. I asked where they were going but of course they couldn’t tell me. They’re Albanian. Or Lithuanian,’ she said, as if it was more or less the same thing. ‘They don’t speak English, anyway.’
A clatter in the hall and a volley of cursing announced Happy Gilmore’s arrival. He stumbled into the living room, panting. ‘What is it?’
‘Possible shots fired.’
‘McFarland?’
‘Gone.’
‘Alive?’
‘I don’t know. And I don’t know where he went, either, before you ask me.’
Gilmore looked around, his chest heaving. ‘So what do we do now? Is this a crime scene or not?’
‘I don’t know yet.’ Serena looked at Iona Gordon. ‘Thank you for your help, Mrs Gordon. We’ll take it from here.’
‘Oh. If you’d like, I could—’
‘No need.’ Serena nodded at Gilmore, who took the old woman’s elbow and steered her back out into the hallway. He came back in, wiping his hand on his jacket as if her dressing gown had been sticky to the touch.
‘So?’
‘Search the place. Carefully. Leave it as you find it.’
‘Looking for?’
‘Clues,’ Serena said. ‘You remember what they are, don’t you, Paul? Anything that might help us track down Ian McFarland.’
‘And what are you going to do?’
‘I’m going to look for two or possibly more bullet holes in the walls and furniture made by cartridges that don’t over-penetrate. And I’m going to hope I find them.’
‘Why’s that?’
‘Because,’ Serena said patiently, ‘if they’re not in the walls or the furniture, they’re in someone’s body. And that someone may or may not be Ian McFarland.’ She sighed. ‘And whoever they are, they’re probably dead. Which makes them my problem, and makes this a crime scene, and nudges up the murder statistics yet again.’
‘Oh,’ Gilmore said. ‘Right.’
‘That’s why I keep you around, Paul. The witty repartee.’
DCI Black and DI Gilmore walked into Barloch Street police station together, with matching strides and matching grim expressions. One bullet dug out of the hallway, near the front door – just one, when the old landlady had thought there were two or more. Then Gilmore had found a smudge of something that might have been blood on the door frame. The sniff test had proved it wasn’t barbecue sauce this time. Serena had vetoed a taste test on health and safety grounds. She’d called in the Scene Of Crime Officers and left them to it, after enduring another lecture from Wallace, the gun expert.
‘He was using a silencer, of course.’
‘Can we trust the witness, then? Could she have heard the shots?’ Serena was hoping for a no. Wallace smiled.
‘Silencer is a misnomer. It’s a sound suppressor. It changes the sound of a shot, but it doesn’t eliminate the sound altogether. That’s impossible. But if you hear a loud noise that doesn’t sound like a shot, you don’t look for a gunman, do you?’
‘No, if I hear a loud noise I assume Gilmore had beans for lunch.’
Wallace sniffed, unimpressed. ‘They say a suppressor doesn’t make a marksman silent, but it can make him invisible. Have you ever hunted the invisible man before?’
‘Nope,’ Serena said, faking cheerfulness. ‘But there’s a first time for everything.’
The invisible man. He might as well have been invisible for all she knew about him. No CCTV. No decent descriptions. No idea where to start looking for him. Serena gave a deep, heartfelt sigh.
‘DCI Black?’
Serena turned to see a beautiful young woman standing behind her. She had long dark hair scraped back into a pony tail, an oval face with high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes and a beautiful mouth. She looked half Serena’s age and weight, fragile in faded jeans and a grey sweatshirt. The Chief Inspector was gruffer than she might have been when she answered. ‘Who wants to know?’
‘My name is Huynh.’ She pronounced it ‘Hwehn’ but spelt it out so Gilmore could write it down. Her English was fluent, with a pronounced Glasgow accent that gave away where she’d learned the language. ‘But you can call me Golden.’
Serena frowned. ‘How do you get that from Huynh?’
‘My name means “gold-coloured” in Vietnamese. No one here can say it properly so they all call me Golden. I’m a waitress at the Over Easy diner, where Ian McFarland used to work.’
‘What can we do for you, Miss?’ Serena asked.
‘May I speak with you? Please?’ All of a sudden Golden’s eyes were brimming with tears. Her lower lip quivered and she fiddled with her bag nervously. ‘I need help. And I think – I think Ian needs help too.’
‘Why? What’s wrong?’
‘This morning I found this on my doormat.’ She held it out, her hand shaking. A credit card, black and silver. ‘My limit is one million pounds, they say. All I have to do is call them. Why would they give me one million pounds?’
‘Did you call the number?’
‘Not yet.’
‘And that’s why you’re still alive. Come on.’ Serena put her arm around the girl’s narrow shoulders. ‘Let’s talk.’
The interview rooms at Barloch Street were the opposite of glamorous, with dingy cream walls and furniture that was functional at best. Golden sat down at the table in the middle of the room, looking around her. She pulled her sweatshirt sleeves down over her hands like a teenager. Serena noticed her staring at the camera that was mounted near the ceiling, and the second one on a stand in the corner. Two-way mirrors were a thing of the past. Closed-circuit cameras recorded a suspect’s every twitch and falsehood, and anyone who could crowd around the television in the room outside could see it all. And it was recording, because Serena Black hadn’t come down in the last shower. If Golden had something to tell them, she wanted it recorded on camera.
‘So why do you think you got this card?’ Serena asked.
The reply was instant. ‘Because they want to kill me. And Ian too, if what I’ve heard is right.’
‘Who are these people who want to kill you?’
‘They call themselves the Elimination Bureau. They work for the Italian. Ribisi.’ She shivered. ‘They kill people for money. Lots of money. And when they’re not working for hire, they kill the people who stand in Ribisi’s way. He wants to take control of the city. Run it as his own. He’ll destroy anyone who tries to stop him.’
‘Like a waitress at a scruffy diner,’ Gilmore said. ‘I can see how you’d be a threat to him. You and Ian.’
Golden glared. ‘It’s got nothing to do with my job. He wants me dead because Mandy McFarland trusted me.’
At the mention of the dead woman’s name, Serena felt her nerves tighten. ‘What did she tell you?’
‘Everything.’ Golden gave her a tiny smile, enjoying the moment. ‘It might interest you to know that the Water House was a front for Ribisi’s drug business. Mandy told me about how the drugs came in, hidden in supplies for the restaurant. Then they go out again. Ribisi has fake paparazzi who work outside the restaurant. They can come and go without anyone thinking they’re suspicious. They fill up their camera bags with drugs and distribute them across Ribisi’s network.’
‘So that’s how they do it.’ Serena was scribbling notes. ‘The drugs squad are going to love this. No wonder the restaurant was so popular.’
‘It definitely wasn’t the food,’ Golden said. ‘Mandy was in charge of making sure the customers got everything they wanted, and I do mean everything. It wasn’t the celebrities who used her services – they were just invited so the real photographers would hang around outside. It was the fat cats who want drugs without risking arrest. Cocaine, mainly, and illegal pharmaceuticals, and girls or boys, no questions asked.’
‘Young girls and boys?’ Nothing much shocked Serena but she liked to know exactly how many offences her targets had committed.
Golden shook her head. ‘Mandy wouldn’t. She thought it was wrong. But she found people who looked younger than they were. The business motto was “Never say no”. The customer was always right.’
‘What else?’ Serena asked.
‘Mandy told me about the Elimination Bureau. She told me Ribisi propositioned her behind Jake Finnegan’s back and she was too scared to say no. Mandy knew she was going to die. She just didn’t know when, or how. And all she wanted was to make sure Ribisi didn’t get away with it.’
‘So why did she trust you with this information? Why didn’t she come to the police?’
‘She was dealing drugs. She was scared she would get in trouble. And she knew they would kill her as soon as she spoke to anyone about it. With me, it was just gossip while we had our nails done.’ Golden fanned out her hands in her lap and stared down at her manicure: glossy navy blue with silver tips. The colour clashed with the blue plaster she had wrapped around one knuckle. Little scars flecked the backs of her hands and her fingers: too much time spent near spitting fat and hot grills, Serena diagnosed. ‘I’m a good listener and I asked the right questions.’
‘But why were you interested?’
‘I came to this country to find the people who murdered my brother,’ Golden said softly.
‘What happened to him?’ Serena asked.
‘He got addicted to heroin and he died.’
Serena didn’t move in her chair but Gilmore flashed a look in her direction, thinking of her son. He needn’t have worried. Serena Black was far too wary to lose her objectivity just because she empathised with the woman in front of her.
‘How did he die?’
‘It looked like an overdose.’ Golden blinked away the tears. ‘I heard the truth. He was killed because he made a joke about Ribisi, and Ribisi found out. He can’t stand anyone laughing at him. When I heard my brother was dead, I made a plan. I had a friend here whose boyfriend is a big gangster, Clive Williams. He hates Ribisi as much as I do. He helped me to get a job at the diner. It was a good place to work. I found out things there, useful things. People don’t notice waitresses. People don’t think we’re listening. But we hear everything.’
‘Of course.’ Gilmore snapped his fingers. ‘Williams is the owner of the Over Easy Diner.’
‘He gave me my job.’
‘Big of him,’ Gilmore said.
‘I was grateful,’ she said quickly. ‘I still am.’
‘So you worked with Ian,’ Serena said. ‘What did you make of him?’
‘He’s nice.’ The girl blushed. ‘Kind. Considerate.’
Gilmore leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. ‘That nice, kind man got fired, didn’t he? Why was that?’
‘An argument with a customer.’ Her voice had dropped to a whisper. ‘It was… unfortunate. Even Clive couldn’t ignore it. Charlie stuck up for Ian but he had to go.’
‘Charlie Over?’
‘Yes, the other owner.’
‘Good old Charlie,’ Serena said softly. ‘We know him very well.’
The girl nodded. She was looking from one of them to the other, obviously confused.
‘We know he’s married now. He got married last year, didn’t he, Paul?’
‘That’s right,’ Gilmore said.
‘To an employee, I heard.’
‘I heard that too.’ Gilmore turned back to Golden, his eyebrows raised expectantly.
The colour rose in Golden’s cheeks. She opened her bag and took out a wedding ring and an enormous, emerald-cut diamond engagement ring. She fitted them onto the third finger of her left hand, adjusting them carefully.
‘So?’
Serena leaned forward. ‘So it’s nice of you to turn up here pulling the whole “poor little waitress” act, but we know who you are and we know you’re loaded. Charlie Over’s wife can afford to dress a bit better than you’re managing at the moment.’
Golden scanned what she could see of Serena’s outfit. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you were interested in fashion.’
‘I’m interested in people turning up at police stations pretending to be something they’re not.’ Serena leaned a little closer. ‘Why are you really here, Golden?’
‘To find out if Ian is all right, and to show you the card.’ She looked around the room, her expression sulky. ‘I didn’t know it was against the law to come to a police station without dressing up. If I’d known it was formal, I’d have worn heels.’
‘Why are you so concerned about Ian?’ Serena asked.
‘I don’t know. I liked working with him. Do you know where he is?’ Golden twisted her hands together. ‘I heard something. I heard Ribisi was planning to make use of him. And I heard Ian was looking for me. So either he’s working for Ribisi and he wants to kill me, or he was trying to help me or—’
‘He said no and Ribisi had him killed,’ Serena finished as Golden trailed off into silence. ‘Any of those things could be possible. We just don’t know.’
The door opened behind her. Serena whipped round, ready to bark at whoever was interrupting her interview, but instead of a snarl she gave a sigh of relief.
‘Where the hell have you been, sunshine?’
‘Hospital.’ Ian McFarland grinned, showing off the sling he was wearing. ‘I had to get a bullet dug out of me.’
‘So that’s where it went. I wasted hours looking for it.’ Serena turned back to Golden. She was open-mouthed, staring at Ian as if he was a ghost. ‘You know Ian already, of course, but you don’t know that he’s an undercover police officer. I didn’t know until yesterday.’
‘You didn’t tell me.’ Gilmore sounded hurt.
‘Need to know basis only,’ Serena said briskly. ‘Anyway, you had so many exciting theories about how Ian was our killer. I didn’t like to interrupt.’ To McFarland, she said, ‘How did you get away from them?’
‘I kicked the gunman in the balls and ran for my life. He got me on the way out.’ Ian rotated his shoulder and winced. ‘Too close for comfort.’
‘I thought you were dead,’ Golden said. She was still pale, still trembling.
‘Not this time.’ He smiled at her. ‘And how are you?’
She buried her head in her hands and burst into tears, as if the emotion of seeing him alive and well was too much for her. Ian sat down beside her and put a hand on her slim back. He looked at Serena and nodded his head towards the door. She got the hint.
‘We’ll leave you to it.’ Serena stood up, gathering her papers. ‘Come on, Knickers.’
‘What did you just call me?’ Gilmore demanded.
‘Sorry. It slipped out. I meant to say Pants. I mean, Paul.’
The door closed behind them, cutting off Gilmore’s wounded reply. The only sound in the room was the clock ticking on the wall and Golden’s muffled sobs. Eventually she got herself under control and lifted her head, revealing a face streaked with tears but still lovely.
‘You’re a policeman?’
‘Of sorts.’
‘Undercover?’
‘Since I came back from Afghanistan.’ He shrugged. ‘I joined the military police when I was out there. Got recruited off my unit. I’d expressed an interest in being a Red Cap when I joined up but it never went anywhere. I assumed they’d forgotten about me.’
‘But they hadn’t.’ She shook her head, bewildered. ‘Mandy never said.’
‘Mandy never knew. I never told her. I thought she’d disapprove – she hated coppers. I never told anyone. And when I came back, the polis were looking for undercover officers. I needed to make everyone think I’d gone to the bad. I got done for fraud in a public, stupid way that got into all the papers, served my time, came out and got a job at the Over Easy for exactly the same reason you did. It was a good place to find out what was going on in the city.’
‘Did Charlie know who you were?’
‘I don’t think so.’ Ian frowned. ‘He never gave it away if he did. But he asked me to find you, so—’
‘Charlie did? But he knew where I was. I was at home.’
‘Not in… the other city?’ Ian was watching Golden closely, but he needn’t have bothered. She gave a hoot of laughter then covered her mouth, as if she’d surprised herself.
‘Who were you talking to? Mother Phan?’
‘If she’s the lady who likes killing chickens and needs to grout the wrinkles in her face.’
‘Don’t be rude,’ Golden said gently. ‘She’s very old but she has a lot of wisdom. I laughed because I was in Glasgow and she knew it. The other city is what they call the wealthy side of town. She must have been trying to work out if you were a friend or an enemy of mine, so she helped you without really helping at all.’
‘And your sister?’
‘Is my friend, Mai. Clive’s girlfriend.’ Golden smiled, but there was a shadow of sorrow in her eyes. ‘We are like sisters. But I only had one sibling and Ribisi killed him.’
‘Why did Charlie want me to talk to you?’ Ian asked, puzzled.
‘I don’t know.’ But she looked away from him for the first time and fiddled with the neckline of her dress. Golden wasn’t a fidget usually. Ian wasn’t sure why she was uneasy so he probed a little further.
‘He’s your husband.’
‘So?’
‘Interesting choice.’
She glared. ‘For him or for me?’
‘Both of you.’
‘He likes to show me off to his friends. Other people in the same line of work. They call me his trophy wife.’ She stared down at the rings on her narrow hand. Even in the fluorescent lighting of the interview room, the stones sparkled like sunlight on water.
‘And you don’t mind?’
‘Did I say that?’ she snapped. Then she relented. ‘I know what he wants from me and I make sure he gets it.’
Ian blinked. ‘Right.’
‘Oh!’ The colour swept into her cheeks. ‘That’s not what I meant. Not at all. Charlie is – well…’
‘Tell me.’
‘You can’t tell anyone,’ Golden said earnestly, placing a hand on Ian’s thigh. His skin tingled at her touch.
Now is not the time, Ian. Especially not with a gangster’s wife. Keep your mind on the job.
Unaware of what was passing through Ian’s mind, Golden was still hesitating. She bit her lower lip softly, which didn’t help Ian to concentrate.
‘The thing is… Charlie is gay.’
‘What?’
‘It’s a huge secret. He’d kill me if he knew I’d told you.’ Golden looked genuinely terrified. ‘No one can find out, ever. He’s always denied it.’
‘So he has you to prove he’s straight.’
She shrugged. ‘It matters to him. He thinks the other criminals wouldn’t respect him so much if they knew the truth. There were stories about him. Gossip. Once he got married, the rumours stopped.’
‘He uses you,’ Ian said slowly. ‘Maybe he was using you again when he asked me to talk to you.’
‘How?’
‘Bait. He sent me on a wild goose chase to the wrong side of the tracks to find you. Maybe he wanted to see if I’d do it the hard way or if I’d take a shortcut.’
‘What kind of shortcut?’
‘If I was an undercover police officer, Golden, I could have found you without leaving my chair. A couple of phone calls and I’d have had an address for you, no bother.’ Ian rubbed the stubble on his chin. ‘If Charlie had his suspicions about me, that would be one way to confirm them.’
‘You’d never be that stupid.’
Ian grinned. ‘Thanks, but he didn’t know that.’
‘Do you think he suspected you?’
‘I always assumed everyone suspected me.’ The grin widened. ‘That’s how you stay alive undercover. Never trust anyone.’
‘I’ll keep that in mind.’
The door to the interview room opened again and Serena Black stomped in, followed by a man in a suit. He was thin and grey-haired, with a close-clipped beard and cold blue eyes.
‘Good news and bad news,’ Serena said. ‘We phoned the number on the card. Unobtainable. So maybe the Elimination Bureau is out of business.’
‘Or maybe they know I’m here,’ Golden said.
‘Got it in one.’ Serena indicated the man next to her. ‘So you need to meet this man. Let me introduce Superintendent Oliver Webb.’
‘My boss,’ Ian murmured to Golden.
‘Mrs Over.’ Webb didn’t offer to shake hands. ‘I gather you have very interesting information for us about Alessandro Ribisi.’
Golden nodded. ‘I can tell you everything.’
‘I hope you will.’ He smiled. The effect was more chilling than reassuring. ‘We’re going to need to interview you properly. I need specifics. Names, dates, quantities. And I need you to agree to give evidence against Ribisi when we put him on trial.’
Golden nodded again, but she was trembling. Under the table, Ian reached over and took hold of her hand.
‘He’ll try to kill me,’ Golden said. It was a statement, not a question.
Webb nodded. ‘That’s right. But you can trust us to keep you safe.’
‘How?’
‘Well, in the short term, by moving you to a safe house.’
Golden was already shaking her head. ‘No way.’
‘It’s too dangerous to keep you here in the city. You need to disappear for a while. And so does Ian.’ Webb looked coldly at his operative. ‘We need to keep you alive too.’
‘I’d appreciate it,’ Ian said.
‘So you go together. Right now.’
‘Can I go home and pack?’ Golden asked.
‘Definitely not.’
‘But my things—’
‘Forget them.’ Webb held out his hand. ‘Your phone.’
Golden grabbed hold of her bag with her free hand. She tried to remove her other hand from Ian’s, but his grip tightened and she gave up the struggle. That didn’t mean she was going to give up her mobile. ‘I’m not giving you my phone.’
‘You have to.’ Webb reached over and tugged the bag out of her hand. He was wiry but surprisingly strong. Golden didn’t stand a chance. Ian let go of her hand. Golden glared at him and he shrugged. It’s not my fault; don’t blame me. I’m just doing my job.
Webb opened the bag and took out the phone, weighing it in his hand. ‘This is like a bug. Anyone who has the correct technology can use this phone to track you. They can tell where you’ve been and what you’ve been doing and they will work out where you’re going next. When they do, they’ll find a way to get there first and they will kill you.’
‘Take it,’ Golden said with a shudder.
‘Thank you.’ He tossed the bag back across the table and she gathered it into her arms. The bag, the clothes on her back, the jewellery she was wearing. That was all she had left of her old life, Serena thought, and felt a twinge of pity for the girl.
Then Ian caught her eye, and smiled, and Golden smiled back.
Maybe that was all she needed after all.
The car was waiting just outside the door that led to the police station car park.
‘Don’t look left or right,’ Ian cautioned Golden. ‘Just stay low and get into the back seat. Slide across to the other side and I’ll get in beside you.’
She was sweating slightly in her borrowed coat. It was bulky enough to hide the body armour they had insisted she wore.
‘Not that it would stop a head shot,’ Serena Black had said cheerfully, standing back to admire her work after she’d strapped Golden in. ‘But it gives you a chance.’
‘Do you think they’re watching?’ Golden had asked.
‘Probably.’
‘But—’
‘Don’t worry.’ Serena had given the girl a hug. ‘We know what we’re doing. This is just a precaution.’
Now Ian was standing beside her, close enough that she could feel his breath on the side of her face. ‘Okay?’
‘I was just thinking, if it’s a head shot, at least it will be quick. I wouldn’t know a thing about it.’
‘Nope. Unless they shoot me first. Then you’ll know what’s coming.’
Golden gave him a lopsided smile. ‘I’ve learned my lesson about that. You never know what’s coming next. All I know is that I don’t want to let Ribisi near me. He’d kill me slowly and he’d enjoy it.’
Ian nodded, his face grim. ‘That’s why we need to get a move on. I’ll be right behind you, I promise.’
They could have had officers with riot shields to protect them but Webb had said no. ‘I’m not drawing attention to you if I don’t have to. No guard, no convoy. One unmarked car, followed by another until we’re sure you don’t have a tail. Then the first car breaks away. Only the driver and I know the route. Only one other person knows the address of the house. You’ll be safe and sound in no time.’
He also had two decoy cars lined up, identical in every respect to the one that was going to drive them to their safe house, even down to the number plates.
‘We’re taking no chances, Mrs Over,’ he’d said, which was true. The risk was all on Golden’s side.
She did as she was told, hurrying down the steps and diving into the back seat of the car. Ian crashed in behind her, shoving her across to the other side, and then the door was closed and the car was moving off. It had a sound-proof barrier between the front and the back. All they could see of the driver was the back of his head. He never looked round. They slipped through the back streets, the other car as close to them as a shadow. Ian kept looking back, checking, until it took a right turn and disappeared.
‘We’re on our own now.’
Golden nodded. The car eased to a stop at some traffic lights and she tried the door handle. It was locked.
‘Going somewhere?’ Ian asked.
‘I just wanted to see if it would open.’ She took out a mirror from her handbag and her lipstick, then painted her mouth a fine, true scarlet that reminded Ian of fresh blood. It was bravado, Ian thought. Her hands were trembling. ‘I feel like a prisoner.’
‘Sorry.’ He didn’t sound it. ‘But it’s for your own safety.’
‘I know, I know. Because you need me to make your case.’
‘Because I want you to be all right,’ Ian said softly. He was staring at her. ‘Golden—’
He broke off as the car accelerated away from the lights, screeching around the next corner so fast it threw him to the other side of the car.
‘What’s happening?’ Golden gasped.
‘What the hell, mate?’ Ian thumped on the partition. ‘What are you doing?’
The car cut through an amber light and swung a left without any warning. The driver was hunched over the wheel.
Ian checked behind the car again, staying low. ‘There’s a van following us. They must have picked us up as soon as we left the police station.’
Golden gasped. ‘We have to get away.’
‘That’s what our driver is trying to do.’ Ian checked that Golden was wearing her seatbelt. ‘This is one of those times I wish I was allowed a gun.’
‘You could try this.’ Golden rummaged in her bag and came up with a tiny pistol.
‘Christ, where did you get that?’
‘It was a gift from Charlie.’
‘Well, don’t wave it around.’ Ian pushed the barrel down towards the ground. ‘Did you have that on you in the police station?’
‘No one checked,’ Golden said, blinking innocently.
The car swerved into a side street, then cut down an alley.
‘What’s he doing? This is a dead end,’ Golden said, her voice raw with fear.
‘I don’t know.’ Ian leaned forward again, trying to see the driver’s face. He leaned a little bit too far forward. When the car collided with a brick wall, Ian’s head collided with the partition. He slumped over in his seat.
‘Ian? Ian! Oh my God.’ Golden undid her seatbelt and tried to shake him awake. He groaned but didn’t respond. In the front, the driver was out cold. The air bag had inflated but he’d hit the wall hard. Golden could feel her skin burning where the seatbelt had cut into her. She had no time to think about that now, not when she was trapped in a locked car. She checked behind her and saw a large black van turning into the alley.
‘Oh God.’ She bent down and retrieved the gun from the floor of the car, where Ian had dropped it. He was still unconscious. Golden pointed the gun at the window beside her, closed her eyes and shot it. It frosted over instantly, a neat hole appearing in the glass. Golden kicked the fractured glass out onto the ground and clambered out.
‘Where do you think you’re going?’
Golden turned to see Ian hanging out of the broken window. She gasped. ‘Ian, are you all right?’
‘Never better.’ He had a huge bruise on his forehead and he seemed to be having trouble focusing.
‘We have to get out of here. We have to run.’
‘Too late for that.’ The voice belonged to the big man who had been driving the van.
‘Charlie!’
‘You weren’t expecting to see me, were you?’ He gave Golden a rueful smile. ‘Got yourself into difficulties. Not surprising when you tangle with the polis.’
‘I just thought—’
‘You thought you knew better than me. But you don’t know everything.’ He switched his attention to Ian. ‘And you. Turns out you’re a bigger liar than you are a fool, which is saying something.’
Ian climbed out of the car, wincing. ‘I’d have told you if I could, Charlie.’
He laughed. ‘Course you would.’
Ian started to walk towards Golden.
‘Stay where you are,’ Charlie said. ‘Don’t get too close to her.’
‘Why not?’
‘She’s dangerous. She’s a killer, that girl. Ribisi thinks he has her on the run, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t know what he’s up against.’
‘That’s enough,’ Golden said, her voice wobbling. ‘I don’t know why you’re trying to turn Ian against me.’
‘I don’t know either. I should let him find out for himself, eh?’
There was a sharp, metallic noise from behind the van. Charlie turned his head to listen, reaching into his jacket as he did so.
‘What was that?’ Golden asked.
‘I don’t know.’ A gun had appeared in Charlie’s hand.
‘Be careful,’ Golden said, one hand to her mouth.
‘Golden, give me your gun,’ Ian hissed as Charlie edged to the side of the van.
She looked down at her hand as if she’d forgotten she had it. Before she could give it to him, a dull thudding sound made the two of them freeze. The only thing that moved in the alley was Charlie, who staggered backwards, then collapsed to the ground. He put a trembling hand to his chest, where red was beginning to spread across his shirt. He didn’t seem to be able to coordinate his movements properly: Ian had seen that before in Afghanistan. In a minute, maybe two, Charlie Over would be a dead man.
‘Charlie!’ Golden ran over to him.
Ian was about to follow when he saw a shadow moving beside the van. Alessandro Ribisi stepped out, a smile on his face.
‘So, here you are at last.’
Ian thought Ribisi was talking to him at first, but he was looking at Golden. She glanced at Ian, her expression unreadable. Asking for help? Reminding Ribisi he was there? Ian couldn’t tell.
Ribisi’s gunman came to stand beside his boss, a mocking smile on his face. If Ribisi only had eyes for Golden, the assassin wasn’t going to make the same mistake.
Ribisi pointed in Ian’s general direction. ‘Could you deal with this idiot, in case he sees himself as some sort of hero?’
The gunman nodded, raised his gun and fired, all in the same moment. Ian felt something hit his left hip, spinning him round. His leg wouldn’t work any more, and when he tried to put weight on it, he fell sideways. A second shot made the hair stand up on the back of his neck; it took him a moment to realise it hadn’t been aimed at him. A glance back showed him that Charlie Over had roused himself enough to get some kind of revenge on the man who’d shot him. The assassin was lying on the ground, the back of his head entirely gone. Charlie grinned, then closed his eyes for the final time.
Ribisi stared down at his henchman, as if unable to believe his eyes. He looked irritated, not sad. Then he snapped back to business, reaching down to retrieve the killer’s gun. ‘Come here, Golden.’
Golden first, then Ian. He knew how it was going to play out, and there was nothing he could do about it. Ian dragged himself into the shelter of some bins, desperately trying to hide until the cavalry turned up. Webb would realise they hadn’t made their destination. Or DCI Black would make an appearance – she had a nose for trouble. They couldn’t just be left there to die in the middle of the city, with no one noticing or caring that they were being picked off, one by one. The pain was starting to flood through his body. Ian heard another shot and winced, pressing himself against the bins. The killer wouldn’t want any witnesses, but Ian had nowhere to hide.
Footsteps. Ian tensed, uselessly – he wasn’t able to fight or run away. He could barely crawl. He could only wait, and listen.
Wait and listen as the footsteps receded into the distance. The killer wasn’t coming for him at all, Ian realised. The killer was walking away, the job done.
Ian waited for two long minutes before he tried to move again. He edged out from his hiding place, seeing Charlie Over’s body, the wrecked car, the big black van, the assassin lying on the ground.
And Alessandro Ribisi’s body, arms outstretched, feet together. Shot, like Charlie Over, but right in the heart, at close range. Red lipstick on his mouth, transferred from Golden’s perfect lips.
‘She kissed him and she killed him,’ Ian said aloud, stunned. Of Golden, there was no sign.
She was in the wind, with all of Charlie Over’s considerable cash assets and anything Ribisi had left behind.
And Ian was absolutely certain he’d never see her again.
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Serena Black picked up the object beside Charlie’s head and turned it over in her hand. Another brand new black and gold credit card. But this one was different.
She stared at the name on the card in shock.
Serena Black.
‘I don’t understand,’ she said aloud, tilting it to the light and reading the name again. The only cards she owned were her debit card from the bank, an M&S card and her swipe-card for the entry system to Barloch Street police station.
There was no time to think about it now. She ran toward the car park exit. She needed to find phone reception. The pedestrian staircase was too far away. She headed up the concrete slope and punched the red emergency shutter release that opened the main garage door. Unable to wait for it to roll all the way up, she grunted and ducked underneath, running out into the street. There was no sign of the bike now, of course. It could have gone anywhere.
She was about to call in when she stopped herself and took stock of the situation. Who could she really trust? Newsome and Somerville would presumably have realised that something had gone wrong by now. Gilmore was the only one she knew well enough to take a chance on. He wasn’t important enough to be involved in anything dodgy. She punched out his number.
‘Happy, where are you?’
‘Barloch, but I can be anywhere you want me to be, Chief. What’s the deal?’
‘We need to run better background checks on our drivers. The cars were split up. We were shunted off into an underground car park. Golden got snatched by one of Ribisi’s men. I’m on foot outside…’ – she squinted up at the road – ‘Bell Street, past the old fruit market, outside the public parking. How long?’
‘No time – hang on.’
‘And Happy – don’t tell anyone you’re coming. You understand? Not a soul.’ She knew he would have the good sense not to ask why. She closed the phone and paced the wet pavement. Think it through, she told herself. You can do this.
Everyone had been played, right from the start. As she caught her breath, she tried to put the events in order. Mandy McFarland had discovered that her new partner was using the Water House as a front for distributing drugs, and had told the last person in the world who should know what was going on, Golden, the wife of Ribisi’s rival, Charlie Over.
Mandy had become a liability, and there she was, meeting and greeting at a high-profile restaurant where she could keep shooting her mouth off to all and sundry. She had to be silenced, so Ian McFarland had received the card from the Elimination Bureau which would frame him.
Her new partner Jake Finnegan was no longer needed either because he had talked to his indiscreet girlfriend, and because his role in setting up the restaurant as a drug-front was over and done with. Ian had simply been in the way.
Which just left Golden – and as soon as she had been taken care of things could return to normal. The police investigation would be buried once Supt. Webb realised that the streets were suddenly quieter. It was too bad that a few innocents had got caught in the crossfire, but nobody wanted to start a war with Ribisi. Why risk drafting in more foot soldiers from the Scottish Camorra in Aberdeen, Scotland’s very own Naples?
So her bosses would turn a blind eye and Golden would disappear, and they’d shake their heads and mutter about moths getting too close to flames, and all would be right with the world once more.
Except, thought Black, that my son is still fighting to survive in the Glasgow Royal Infirmary’s rehabilitation programme thanks to cops who allow scum like Ribisi to strut about the streets with guns and swords, treating the city as their killing grounds.
Much to her surprise, Gilmore roared into the street on a 1000cc motorbike. ‘Where d’you get that beast from?’ she asked as he struggled with the kickstand. ‘Who do you think you are? Easy Rider?’
‘Easy Rider was made a quarter of a century before I was born,’ said Gilmore. ‘You said not to tell anyone. I couldn’t risk taking anything else out. This belongs to the caretaker.’
‘We have to find Golden, and fast,’ said Black, climbing on.
‘How are we going to do that?’
‘Ribisi will want to know if she’s talked to anyone else before he gets rid of her,’ Black replied. ‘Try and think of a place he’s familiar with that would drown out the noise of a girl screaming.’
‘Ribisi owns a paper mill on the Clydesmill Industrial Estate,’ said Gilmore. ‘It’s working 24/7. That’s the noisiest place I can think of.’
‘And they say the youth of today have no brains,’ said Black. ‘Let’s go.’
The road to the west was quiet in the evening’s sudden squall of rain, and the slick roads made the bike hard to handle, but Serena Black knew they were running out of time, though she did warn Gilmore about running reds after he’d done it three times and nearly got them killed beneath the wheels of an artic.
It was dark by the time they pulled into the rear of the car park beside the factory, but lights showed in the great paper sheds, and as Black climbed gratefully off the bike she could feel the hammer of machinery vibrating through the soles of her boots.
‘I’d be a lot happier about this if we had a nice show of blues and twos sliding around in the gravel here,’ said Gilmore gloomily. ‘Is that the bike you saw?’ He pointed to a Kawasaki cooling near the main entrance.
‘That’s the one Golden was snatched on all right,’ said Black. ‘It’s a custom paint job.’
Gilmore stopped for a moment and turned to her. ‘You seriously want us to go in there alone?’
‘We’ll take a side entrance, talk to the workers, keep it all as safe as we can,’ said Black, setting off toward the building.
Gilmore had to run to keep up. ‘If this is about you not wanting to split the credit –’
‘It has nothing to do with credit for the case, and you know it,’ she called back. ‘Why did Newsome and Somerville go in the other car? Do you think they knew what might happen? I can’t call it in because I don’t know who to trust.’
She reached the steel entrance door and tried the handle. It swung open on a vast brightly lit chamber filled with the smell of hot newsprint. She walked further in, beckoning to Gilmore. The place was big enough to induce a sense of agoraphobia when she looked up. On either side of them rose towering steel struts from which were suspended floors of printing equipment. The machinery took up the entire length of the factory floor. Newspapers wound around and down through the system on curving steel ramps like a hellish roller coaster.
The noise was tremendous. At the base a great swathe of paper roared beneath the rollers, under a row of red and yellow lights.
The pair looked about for signs of human life.
‘Where is everyone?’ Gilmore asked.
‘It’s fully automated,’ Black replied. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. The offices. They must be upstairs. Those stairs. One way up – easier to monitor who’s coming in. They’ve probably already seen us.’
‘So how are we going to get to them?’
‘Well, we won’t exactly have the element of surprise whatever we do. But even they might not act up with a couple of officers on the premises. Are you wearing a camera?’
‘Yeah, but I never use it.’
‘Leave it on. We’ll need proof of this.’ She began to climb the steel staircase to the first level office.
At the top of the staircase, a broad metal landing led to offices that looked like wooden portakabins, their blinds drawn across their lit windows. Black turned to Gilmore and shrugged, an In For A Penny, In For A Pound gesture as she tried the door handle and pushed in.
As she feared, they were expected. Under the strip-lighting, Ribisi appeared paler and gaunter than ever.
The opening door had placed the room’s two occupants in an awkward tableau. For a moment, nobody moved. Ribisi’s men were nowhere in sight. Something was off with the whole scene, which was as stiff and unnatural as a set of Madame Tussaud waxworks. A man sat opposite Ribisi in the only comfortable chair. Oliver Webb turned to look at them.
‘It’s all right, DCI Black,’ he said casually, ‘everything’s under control here.’
‘We were beginning to wonder when you’d get here,’ Ribisi said in his peculiar Scottish-Neapolitan brogue. ‘Did you have a good journey?’ He might have been an hotelier speaking to an arriving guest.
‘You know we’re not leaving here without you, Alessandro,’ said Black, ignoring her superior and trying to sound confident. ‘Mr Webb, I’m glad you’re here to help us make the arrest.’
‘You win your bet, Alessandro,’ said Webb with a weary sigh. ‘She’s an honest cop. Who would have imagined such a thing? You still have the credit card, DCI Black?’ He rolled one finger over the other. ‘Turn it over and call the number.’
‘I think we’ve had enough of your games, sir,’ said Serena. ‘It looks like you and Ribisi are running the show. I should have known an operation this size would require heavyweights on both sides of the law to run it. What have you done with Golden?’
‘Call the number and you’ll find out,’ said Webb.
‘It seems a bit melodramatic to me, all of this.’ She held the card high between thumb and forefinger.
‘It’s a company formality,’ said Ribisi, setting down his whisky tumbler. ‘We like to do things by the book.’
Playing for time, Black took out her phone. ‘Happy, you’ll have to read out the numbers,’ she said. ‘The type’s too small for me.’
Gilmore stepped forward, his frown deepening into incomprehension, but he did as he was instructed. Black punched out the number and waited.
‘Mrs Serena Black,’ said an Italian-Scottish voice. ‘How can I help you today?’
‘Tell them you want to activate the card,’ said Webb.
‘I’d like to activate my card.’
‘Please give me the last four digits on the front of your card.’
‘6859.’
‘And now the passcode.’
‘9087249.’
‘That’s fine. Would you like to change your code to something more memorable?’
‘No.’
‘Very well. Your credit limit is three hundred thousand pounds.’
Black drew a sharp breath. ‘What can I get for that?’
‘If you’d care to speak to Mr Webb, I’m sure he’ll be happy to take you through the procedure.’ The line went dead.
‘Oliver and I have a problem,’ said Ribisi, walking around the desk. ‘We need more people like you on the ground. There’s a lot of work to be done.’
‘You think you can put a price on everyone, is that it?’ said Black, amazed. ‘Happy, are you hearing this?’ Gilmore didn’t answer. He was quaking in his police-issue boots. She turned to Webb. ‘With respect, sir, I think you’ve misunderstood the basic principles of policing. I want to see the girl. I know she’s here.’
Webb studied her in some puzzlement. ‘You do understand what we’re offering you, do you, Black?’ You see what the Elimination Bureau does.’
‘I think so. You send out the cards and get others who are more easily tempted to carry out your dirty work for you.’
‘They’re well paid. The privilege of membership.’
‘So what do you expect me to do?’
‘We want you to help run the legal side of things for us. We’ll take care of the rest.’
‘What exactly would my duties be?’ asked Black, still amazed by their effrontery.
‘Charlie Over and Jake Finnegan are gone,’ Webb replied. ‘That means there’s one big company now instead of two rivals. We’re working in the interests of this city. You just have to make sure that nothing gets in our way.’
‘And if I don’t?’
‘You have a son in the hospital,’ said Webb softly. ‘We have many customers there. Even in the rehabilitation clinic.’
‘That’s sick,’ muttered Black. She flicked the credit card back at them. ‘I don’t need the money that badly. I formally refuse your offer and I’m taking you in, so you can stay the hell away from my son.’
She threw Gilmore an urgent glance. She needed him to pick up the look and interpret it. Ribisi couldn’t let either of them live now that they knew about the Superintendent’s involvement.
‘Let’s go downstairs,’ said Ribisi. ‘It’s time you joined Golden.’
They might have been visiting dignitaries getting a tour of the plant, heading in single file down the staircase, not even at the point of the world’s most expensive pistol. The situation did not call for a display of firepower; everyone here knew exactly what everyone else was capable of doing.
As they reached the first of the printing presses, Black stalled for time. She had to shout to be heard. ‘So what happens now?’ she said.
Ribisi looked apologetic as he waved her on. ‘You’re yesterday’s news,’ he called back. ‘Look over there.’
She followed his eyeline and saw to her horror that the far side of the press was coated in crimson gore. ‘I’m afraid Golden made the morning edition,’ said Webb.
Black realised that he wanted her to keep moving until she reached the metal steps on the other side of the last machine press, which was not for printing at all but for cutting the quad sheets into single pages. The great guillotine blades rose and fell with a terrible zinging sound, separating the paper stock into crisp clean stacks. The papers rolled off around a corner and were collected by steel arms. The thundering sound of the presses was unbearable.
‘It’s your turn. Get in.’
Webb punched a mushroom-shaped button that raised the mesh guard in front of the slithering blades. An alarm added to the cacophony somewhere above them, and yellow lights began to rotate, warning employees that the safety bar was raised while the machine was still in operation. He slapped Black in the kidneys and forced her up the steps.
The DCI understood their thinking; they had never expected her to take up their offer. Wiping out the only investigating officers sent a very clear message out to the Glasgow underworld. There’s a new empire in place, and we’re bigger than the law. There was nothing she could say or do which would make any difference now. Crime and law enforcement united – gangland’s biggest dream was about to come true. Who was she, a single mum who’d defected to London and come crawling back when that didn’t work out? Nobody knew her here, and nobody would miss her – except the one person who really needed her, and he was in an infirmary, about to be put back on the drugs that had very nearly killed him.
She stopped on the top step and looked back at Gilmore. His eyes were desperately locked to hers. They said: what do you want me to do?
But she was out of ideas.
The alarm siren was so loud that she couldn’t think. The lights strobed the walls, but nobody came.
The alarm…
It should be connected to the emergency services. Why had no emergency response unit rung to see if everything was all right at the plant? Because Ribisi knows exactly how long he has, she thought. She looked down at the racing paper track and knew she could only stall for a few moments more. She had reached the end and poor old Happy wouldn’t be able to come up with anything.
Black turned to her superior. ‘There’s one thing I learned in London that proved useful to me in any difficult undertaking, Sir,’ she told him. ‘Always let your boss show you how it’s done first.’
She yanked his right arm down so suddenly and so hard that in the noise and pulse of the emergency system, it was a moment before anyone could realise what was happening. Webb lost his balance and the pair of them went over the edge onto the papers.
Ribisi darted forward and hit the safety stop, but Webb had landed ahead of Black, and the momentum of the paper track was still carrying on too fast for him to prevent himself from going underneath the blades.
Webb screamed as his legs were neatly sliced off by the guillotine. He tried to claw at the pulp beneath him but was drawn into the belly of the machine just as the whole thing ground to a stop. Moments later he had disappeared from view, and in the ensuing silence they could still hear him crying out from inside.
Black stumbled up and climbed back onto the steps as Gilmore threw himself at the surprised Ribisi.
Their clinch ended as Ribisi dropped back, his hand at his left shoulder. Gilmore had wrestled the gun away from him, but not before a bullet had passed into the ganglord.
‘Be careful with that gun – it’s worth a fortune,’ said Black. As she drew closer, she realised that Gilmore had fired directly into Ribisi’s shoulder.
‘Wallace reckoned the bullet was unlikely to injure anyone standing behind the original target, so I knew it wouldn’t go through me as well,’ said Gilmore.
‘Wonders will never cease,’ said Black, amazed. ‘You were paying attention after all.’
As if in surprise, Ribisi slumped to the floor, leaving a thin trail of his own blood on the concrete.
‘Give us a smile, Mr Ribisi,’ she said, sitting down beside him and wiping blood from his eyes. ‘You’re going to be in tomorrow’s papers after all.’ She looked back at the presses. ‘I’m going to make you pay for what you did to her.’
Ribisi gave her a long, hard stare, then passed out.
Black got to her feet and went over to the entrance, where a squad car was arriving at the same time as the first ambulance. She was already thinking about what she would do in the morning.
Visit my boy, she decided, and bring him home with me. Maybe I’ll stay up here after all.
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