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This story is set in the area of Inverness. Although incorporating known cities, towns and villages, note that all events, persons and specific places are fictional and not to be confused with actual buildings and structures which have been used as an inspirational canvas to tell a completely fictional story.
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Detective Inspector Seoras Macleod gazed along the rippling water, a certain uneasiness in his stomach. It hadn’t been his choice on a cold March morning to come to the park in the middle of Inverness. Even less was it his choice to take a boat and row it around the small course with an island in the middle. The woman opposite him was responsible, and he was doing his best not to look her in the eye because he knew she’d be disappointed.

‘Am I going to have to get those oars? Come on, Seoras, make an effort. This is no way to treat a lady.’

The lady in question was Jane, Macleod’s partner. They’d been together for over a year now, and normally there was no one in the world he was closer to. Yet, at the moment, he felt as distant from her as he was from the moon. Things had just been rough lately, so much bleakness, so much evil in the world. He’d seen it up close in his job. He’d seen colleagues hurt and injured. Even Alan Ross was battered, still unable to come and be part of the team; such was his mental trauma at the incident on the Monach Isles.

‘Well, that’s it, Seoras. I’m bloody rowing. Shift your arse to the back of the boat and let me take over.’

The day itself was dreich, overcast with a few spits of rain, and Macleod was surprised that the boats had even opened up, but he guessed after the winter they’d had, they probably needed to make whatever money they could when they could. No doubt after they finished boating, Jane would insist they get drinks from the cafe. When he said cafe, it was more just a small shop, and Macleod knew the coffee would be that instant, thick black sludge that he so detested. He needed to lift himself, he knew that. He needed to see better things. After all, he was fortunate. He did have this woman at the end of the boat, who for some reason seemed to want to stick around in his life.

As they manoeuvred themselves around each other and Jane sat down to take the oars, Macleod thought about the other woman in his life. Hope would be at the station today, and he realised just how much he’d come to lean on her over the last couple of years. After starting out in Glasgow, he had moved to Inverness and she had followed. The team he had around him now, he considered being as good as any. Along with Ross and DC Stewart, they got to the bottom of some of the darkest cases he’d been involved in. As much as he had a pride in everything they did, he was also aware of the toll it was taking on them all. But they were young—they could recover easily. The scars seemed to sit longer on him.

‘Twice around we’re going, no less, Mr Macleod. You hear me? You better get a big smile on your face.’

‘It’s blooming cold, Jane, cold as anything. How does someone from Cornwall manage in this sort of weather? It’s all sunshine down there.’

Jane smiled. ‘Don’t you believe it,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I’m working now.’ With that, she unzipped her fleece, took it off, and put it behind her in the boat. ‘If you just sit and ogle at me, you’ll be back in these oars, mister. Get your head somewhere else and get a smile on that face.’

Macleod stared around him at what was a busy scene for the time of year. The children’s play park off to the side looked like a nest of ants with tiny kids everywhere, winging their way down slides, hauling themselves up climbing frames, and bouncing on trampolines set in the ground. It made Macleod smile after all. This is what life was meant to be like, joy, freedom. If only he could get that into his head. He saw a number of young mothers gossiping on a bench while their kids played in front of them, dads running back and forward to get sweets and crisps from the shop, and in the distance, he heard a small steam train.

Jane had insisted on going on that train the first time they’d come here. She was new to the area, and he told her they’d look daft, two oldies on a train fit for a four-year-old. It was miniature gage, and the man had laughed seeing the two of them, especially when Jane insisted he put his arm around her and described him as the last of the Romeos. One thing Macleod had never been described as was a hot Italian lover. His team would have collapsed in laughter at such a reference.

Here he was, watching his woman row him around what was a reasonably picturesque lake with two small islands in the middle. His eyes swept up and down, looking at the trees with their leaves, the evergreens that stayed through winter. Was that him? Was he an evergreen? He’d seen plenty of people in the forest, derailed when the horror got too much, and family life had been ripped apart. But in some ways, it had been his crutch, the thing he could do. When he was on a case, nothing else mattered. The mind focused. He became sharp. He certainly had a talent for it. That was true.

His sergeant, Hope McGrath, was quite different, more the plodder. She chased down leads, she gently pulled the evidence to the surface until it was set in front of your face, and you couldn’t miss what was happening. Macleod had instinct on his side, saw what was happening before everything was in place, and just sometimes, that meant he was ahead of the game and actually prevented a killing.

Maybe that was the thing, always being at the back end, not able to stop the horror, but simply bring to justice those who committed it. Well, he should stop mulling about that now. He was out with Jane, and in truth, she was looking splendid.

He ran his eyes across the woman in front of him, watching the brunette hair blow lightly in the wind. The top was starting to become wet with little patches of rain. It couldn’t be described as a drizzle yet, but there was certainly rain in the air, her blue T-shirt becoming flecked. He saw her eyes clock him watching her, and then he saw the smile.

‘Well, at least, something’s got your interest here,’ Jane said. ‘You all right?’

Macleod nodded. All right was such a relative term, and at the moment, yes, he was all right, not good, and in many ways pretty poor, but at this moment, he was all right. He couldn’t take her stare for too long and instead glanced off at the island that she was rowing past. A line of thick trees ran from one side to the other, and he could just about see underneath where the leaves stopped, maybe three feet from the ground. Kids would run in and play in there because there were bridges along from each island, but at the moment, no one seemed to be heading that way. Maybe it’s better in the summer to take a picnic and lie there when it was cooler. In March, the kids seemed to prefer the play park and keeping active.

Something is hanging just underneath that tree. Macleod stared, trying to focus his eyes on what it was. It looked like a bag, but it was older, not the modern-day rucksack, something else. What was it doing hung over there? He should go and retrieve it, return it to the lost property, at least hand it in to those who ran the boats. That would make sense.

‘Jane,’ he said, ‘sorry, but can we go over to that island? Somebody’s left something on it. I just want to take it back, leave it into the lost property.’

‘Now? Right now? We could go around these islands for a bit, then go back and get it.’

‘Yes, but I will probably have lost sight of it by then. It will take us another twenty minutes to find it. No, go over to the island. I’ll get out and grab it. We can leave it in the back of the boat, hand it in when we’re done.’

‘Ever the policeman. I know what I’m shacked up with.’

He watched her grin before she manoeuvred with one oar and brought the small rowing boat alongside the island. Macleod reached, grabbed hold of the grass, and jumped out. Looking up, he could see that it definitely was a bag now, underneath the tree. It had buckles on it, two to be precise. Striding forward, he was with it in a matter of seconds and reached up to pull it down from the tree. It felt heavy, and he wondered what was inside.

‘Would you get back in the boat?’ said Jane. ‘Come on, stop investigating it. It’s just a bag somebody’s left behind.’

Macleod, taking the bag in both hands, walked back to the boat, placed it at the far end and then resumed to his seat. He pushed the boat off from the edge of the island, and Jane let it drift until they were well clear and allowed the oars down to take the strain.

Macleod looked around him again and realised that instead of the odd blob of water from the sky, a drizzle was setting in.

‘Jane, do you want your fleece back on,’ he asked.

‘No, I’m working hard,’ she said. ‘It’s nice and cool in this top, but if it gets heavy, we can run back onto that island and hide in the trees. You can keep me warm then.’ Again, there was that cheeky grin. She was a perfect foil to him, always there for a laugh, always there grinning. She had sustained him in these recent times, and thank God. He really meant that. He did thank God. Although recently, the two of them, Macleod and the man upstairs, were having difficulties. When he was growing up, God was always a very definite figure. Now, Macleod had a lot more questions, and sometimes, God didn’t seem to answer.

Macleod saw a couple of boats ahead and indicated to Jane she should slow down. They had to sit there briefly for a few seconds, waiting for others to pass. Macleod glanced back at the satchel behind him. That was it, a satchel, like an old school one they’d have taken back in the day. It was very heavy though, he thought, too heavy. It couldn’t have been a lunch. Well, if it were, it was a heck of a lunch, and we’d have to look for somebody rather large or a family of six. Something inside him was curious as to what was in it.

‘If I’m halted now, why don’t you have a look? I know you want to see what’s in that bag, Seoras. Mr Detective all the time. Just open it up and have a look.’

‘I shouldn’t really,’ said Macleod. ‘Somebody else’s stuff. Just hand it in and see if somebody comes for it.’

‘Open it up. You’re a detective. It’ll tell you whose it is. I trust you’re able to do that. You got the brainpower for that.’

Macleod turned around and grabbed the satchel, pulling it towards him. As he did, he noted that the bottom of it seemed to be of a much darker colour. His hand touched it briefly, and then he looked at it. Each finger was now covered in a pale red.

‘Jane, row to the side.’

‘What. Why? Just open it up here.’

‘Don’t. Row to the side like I’ve asked.’

‘Seoras, stop being daft. Just open it. I am not going over there to come back out again just because you’re wondering what’s inside.’ Placing the bag beside him, Macleod undid one buckle and cautiously lifted up the bag’s cover. Inside, he could see something that looked pale, maybe white skin.

‘Jane, to the side now, please. I’m not kidding around.’ He saw her face become concerned, but she knew what he was like. The detective had taken over.

Without hesitation, she rowed to the side, and Macleod stepped off onto the island again and walked inside the tree cover with the satchel.

‘Just stay in the boat,’ he said. Under the cover of the trees, Macleod undid the second buckle, pulling back the cover fully. He gave a little shudder as he saw the contents. It was only the years of having seen gruesome sights that allowed him to steel himself, and he was glad now he brought the bag away from Jane.

‘Jane, I need you to go and tell the man with the boats that DI Macleod says he needs to get everyone back in and to close this pond. We’re probably going to have to clear the entire area.’

‘Why? What’s up, Seoras?’

‘Can’t say out loud. Just do it for me, please. I’m just going to get on the phone to Hope.’

Looking over, Macleod saw the worry in Jane’s eyes, but he tried to give a reassuring smile before he looked back down into the bag. With his spare hand, he picked out his mobile and pressed the picture of his red-headed colleague.

‘This is DS McGrath.’

‘Hope, it’s me. I’m in the park in Inverness, the one with the rowing boats. You need to bring the team, Jona as well.’ Jona was the forensic investigator.

‘Seoras, you’re on your day off. What do you mean I need to bring the team?’

‘I’m calling something in,’ said Macleod. ‘I may need some uniform to keep the park clear.’

‘Why? What’s the matter?’

‘Well, I’ve just found an old satchel. I’m on the islands in the middle of the pond. I thought nothing of it, was going to return it to lost property, but I had a peek inside. There’s a number of hands looking back at me.’

‘Hands?’

‘Yes, Hope, hands, all severed at the wrist. I can count at least six. I think there’s more. I don’t want to go into it any further until Jona’s here.’

‘On my way, sir.’

Macleod knelt under the trees and closed the bag back over, leaving it on the ground. He looked down to the far end of the pond. There was nobody on the islands, thank goodness, but he needed to stay here in case anyone tried to get on. He saw Jane rowing as quick as she could towards the hut where the man who looked after the boats had been sitting, reading his paper. ‘This will be a new one for him,’ thought Macleod. ‘I only wish it was a new one for me.’








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




‘Seoras, I take it this is what you call recreation.’

Macleod looked up and saw the black leather jacket of his colleague. Her red hair was tied up in its usual ponytail, and the white skin contrasting with the black jacket always meant Hope could turn heads. But Macleod was glad she was here for a different reason. She was his ferret, the one he set loose to go and find things out. He was the brains of the outfit, but the woman was relentless. With her two juniors, Ross and Stewart, she could help him get to the bottom of most things.

‘Hope, I take it as just you and Stewart then. Ross hasn’t been stupid enough to come back yet.’

‘He’s been itching—phoned up yesterday three times. I haven’t heard from him today yet, but you’d be no different. Let’s be honest.’

‘All right, but I don’t have me as a boss. Just make sure he doesn’t come back until he’s ready. Anyway, you need to come and look at this.’ Hope followed Macleod across the bridge and onto a small island. At the side, you could see the hut from where the boats were. Beyond, she saw the thick tree cover of the island. It barely ran the length of a football pitch. It wasn’t even that wide, but already, there were forensic teams all over it. The pair of them were stopped when asked to put on coveralls. Macleod could have resented the implication that he didn’t know what he was doing. It was hard to rebuke someone for doing their job, so he just nodded politely at the young man who had asked. When suitably attired, the pair made their way down towards a small Asian woman.

‘Before we see Jona,’ said Hope, ‘just be aware, she’s a bit cranky today.’

‘Ah!’ said Macleod. ‘Why? You two been fighting?’

‘No, but I think I made a bit of a booboo. She had a guy over last night, seemed to be more talking to me than to her. I wasn’t even interested. That was a daft thing. He just kept on turning to me, talking to me. I tried to bring Jona into the conversation, but he wasn’t having it.’

‘Well, far be it from me to offer advice, but I think she should ditch him.’

‘That’s some advice from you, but you don’t have to be a great detective to know that one. Just be aware, she’s a touch cranky.’

Macleod nodded and then walked forward to where Jona Nakamura was hunched down over the satchel Macleod had found earlier. Beside it, on a piece of sterile material laid on the ground, Macleod could see a collection of hands.

‘Jona,’ said Macleod, doing his best to keep the department’s new policy of being on first-name terms, ‘what have you got for me?’

Jona looked at Macleod, and then he saw her look past him to Hope. There was a slight grimace, but the woman then recovered herself to smile at Macleod.

‘What have I got for you? What you’ve brought me, that’s all. We’ve got a collection of eight hands, different sexes, and different races. We’ve definitely got a White male. There are probably two white females there. That one looks Asian, and that one at the back, maybe Middle Eastern male. I need to get back to the lab to identify them all exactly, but to my mind, it seems a rather odd mix.’

‘At least two of them are Black as well,’ said Hope.

‘Well, thank you for that,’ said Jona. ‘I’ll make sure to note that, at the lab.’

Macleod looked at the pair of them, gave them a little shake of his head, but he said nothing, instead, kneeling to get closer to the hands.

‘Right hands, too, so no idea if any of them are married. At least, there’re no kids amongst them.’

‘Just as well, sir,’ said Hope, ‘I guess we’ll have to run missing persons and see if we can find any, but I don’t recall many bodies being found missing a hand. I don’t recall any being found missing a couple of appendages.’

‘No,’ said Macleod. ‘If these are the hands, then the bodies must be somewhere else, but why give us the hands? If you’re going to provoke terror, it’s a bit much. We’ll just dump your hands in at once. That doesn’t make any sense. A serial killer would release one at a time. This is something else,’ said Macleod. ‘Any thoughts, Jona?’

‘Agreed. It’s not normal, even for a serial killer. Looking at them as well, I wouldn’t say they were all killed at the same time. Some of these are in longer states of decomposition than others. Let’s say the freshest is maybe a month, although I’d have to be careful. I’ll have a look and see if there’s any tissue damage, see if they’ve been frozen. It’d be a bit much keeping this stuff for a year or two.’

‘The only other thing we’ve got is a satchel,’ said Macleod. ‘Hope, we need to know where that came from. It’s old style. You don’t just go and buy those these days. They’re not going to be in the supermarket, are they? They’d have come from a specific shop. Any inside labels on the maker and manufacturer?’ asked Macleod.

‘No labels,’ said Jona, ‘but there has been one on the inside, cut away, so it’s even someone with a bit of thought, although to kill eight people takes a bit of thought as well. We tried looking for footprints around here as well,’ said Jona, ‘but there’s not a lot, and anyway, even if we did get some, you couldn’t tell them apart from other people. The ground’s reasonably hard underneath the trees with the shelter from the rain. We haven’t had that much recently, but I know you came across, picked it up, and then came back, sir. Frankly, Detective Inspector, it’s hard to even pinpoint you were here.’

Macleod nodded. ‘We start here and work out. Hope, I want you to trace it back out. Let’s get some uniforms out. Check in the shops; see if anybody’s got this type of bag, okay? Get Stewart back into the records. If Jona here gives us the race and rough age of each of the victims, see if Stewart can trace them. Do we have any record of them being missing? I doubt there’s any point checking the dead, unless we specifically have those where we knew the hand was missing and the body was found, but missing persons absolutely. Get onto that. Jona, if you wrap up here, just give me all you’ve got later on at the station. I’ll need to brief the DCI, and I think for the moment, that’s the line of attack. Thank you, Jona.’

Macleod turned and Hope followed him back across the bridge from the island, up towards the play park. He stopped, looking around him at the now empty space. There was a large contingent of police around the islands and also in the car park that led to the area, but otherwise, everyone had been evacuated.

‘Why here? Why leave it here?’ asked Macleod to the air. ‘This is a family place. Why would you bring a load of hands, dead people, in that place where kids enjoy themselves? Something wrong with this world.’

‘Eight people with their hands over there? You’re right. There’s something wrong with this world.’ Then Hope placed a hand on Macleod’s shoulder. ‘Are you all right? You normally take this thing much more in your stride. You’re getting very—well, I don’t know what the word is. You just dwell on stuff now. You know you can’t solve all the world’s problems, don’t you?’

‘No, but we need to solve this one,’ said Macleod, and again shook his head. ‘Still, this won’t do any good, will it? Come on, let’s get stuck into it.’ As Macleod went to walk off, his phone rang, and he reached down for his mobile. ‘DI Macleod.’

‘Oh, it’s you, Kirsten.’

Kirsten Stewart sounded out of breath, and Macleod wondered just where she was coming from.

‘I’m in the car park, sir. Just had something sent through. I’m just going to message you with it now.’

‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Message Hope and I’ll look at it on her phone. She’s with me. You know I can’t operate two things on this at once.’

‘Yes, sir. When she gets it, have a look.’

Macleod waved his hand at Hope, pointing to her phone. She took it out and opened up the message sent through by Kirsten.

‘It’s just a bag, sir, but it’s the same as that one—the one back on the island.’

‘Kirsten, where’s this come from? It’s exactly the same as the one that the hands were in on the island.’

‘Right, sir. I didn’t know that. Just had it sent through from local TV, said they got it posted in through their door, simply just a picture of it, and the words on the back: “You should tell the police about this one. Tell them to expect it soon.”’

‘Tell them to expect it soon?’ repeated Macleod. ‘There’s going to be more? I’ve got a bag full of hands already, Kirsten. What on earth?’ Macleod looked up at Hope. If he hadn’t had such fear in his eyes, he reckoned she would have been able to spare him plenty.

‘Somebody’s throwing down a gauntlet to us, sir. This is a challenge.’

Macleod shook his head. ‘I don’t get this,’ he said. ‘Something’s not right with this,’ and placed the phone back up to his ear. ‘Okay, Kirsten, get over here. Hope has got some work for you and her to do, but it looks like we need to get onto this quick.’ He closed the call and looked at the worried Hope McGrath.

‘I don’t like this, Seoras. I don’t like this at all, so much at once. I know we’re a murder squad. I know we follow people who do these sorts of things, but you don’t usually get a run of them. It’s not usually one after another. It’s usually weeks apart or days apart. This is just ridiculous.’

‘Please,’ said Macleod. ‘It is, and that’s why it doesn’t make sense to me. There’s going to be another bag, but why tell us? Why have a bag at all? Will we be able to identify this person from the people? If you want to keep us guessing, well, we’ve got fingerprints there. We’ll trace these people. Jona will get onto that. We’ll soon know who they all were. I’m convinced of that. Why do it like this? Why not just leave a body?’

‘A bit difficult to dump dead bodies in an island like this, sir. I’m sure the guy from the boats would notice it.’

‘Well, I’ve got him to one side as well as some others about to be interviewed, but you and Kirsten get onto that satchel; run down that line while I find out if anybody here saw anything, okay? Because I think that’s going to be our quickest way to find out who this is if we can attach a purchase to those bags.’

McGrath nodded and walked off past Macleod, and he heard the out-of-breath Kirsten Stewart who was just arriving. Inside, he felt hollow, but the day had started a good one, relatively speaking. Jane and he had kicked it off with some nice lunch before the boat because that’s where she wanted to go. But he hadn’t been angry about that. She’d been trying to cheer him up. This depression he’d started to feel bugged him, but this was some sort of double whammy—eight new bodies. It was sick.

Macleod trudged up towards where the cafe was, and an officer escorted him through into the back room. Inside, he saw the man they’d hired the boat off, sitting and shaking.

‘Been like that since we brought him in, sir. He hasn’t even seen the bag or anything in it. He just knows what was there.’

‘Make sure he doesn’t tell the press. Last thing we need to do is let graphic images out at this time, get any sort of panic going. See if you can calm him down a bit more, and then I’ll speak to him. He seems very edgy.’

The uniformed officer nodded, and Macleod walked back out to take in some fresh air. His mind was ticking over. Something was not right. Something was telling him that this wasn’t some insane serial killer just dumping bodies at them. There was a statement being made. Somehow, there was a statement.

Then it hit him. We’re assuming that whoever placed the hands in the bag was the person that killed the people, thought Macleod. Always assuming. That’s the problem. Don’t look at it from all angles. Macleod also knew there was not enough evidence for anything at the moment. Identify the bodies. Find the bag. See if anybody saw anything. That’s what was needed.

A hand touched his shoulder, and Macleod spun around. Jane was standing, looking at him, concern all over her face.

‘Are you all right? Are you sure you’re okay? I’m sure Hope can run this if you’re not right.’

‘Hope can’t run this,’ said Macleod. ‘Got a heap of bodies there. It’ll want a DI at least, if not a DCI. I’ll probably only get to keep it because of my track record. Bodies, Jane. I haven’t even begun and there are already bodies.’

‘Yet bodies you can do nothing about. It’s where it goes from here that matters. Are you okay? I know you like me out of the way when cases kick off, but if you need me, let me know, okay?’

Macleod looked into the eyes of pain. She was hurting for him. Her quite frivolous attitude in daily life had not been the same over recent months. She’d almost been a victim herself recently, but even since then, it wasn’t what had happened to her that was changing Jane’s mood. It was him, and he could tell the concern was weighing her down.

‘Go home. I’ll be all right. I’ve got Hope, I’ve got Kirsten, and we’ll get onto this. You need to go home. Don’t worry about me.’

Jane laughed. ‘Don’t worry about you? I think I need to worry about you. Just take care, Seoras. Keep it focused. Keep on the case. Don’t think too much about, well, you know, the bigger picture. Be a detective and stop worrying about the whys and wherefores of the whole world because that is madness. Taking hands like that and putting them in a bag in a kids’ area and somewhere where anyone could have picked that up, that’s madness.’

‘Yes, it is,’ said Macleod, ‘but it’s madness I have to get into, Jane. It’s my job. You have to understand these people. It takes a toll. It’s the price you pay. Go home. I’ll be back when I can.’

Jane walked up and put her arms around him, holding him tight, and tilted her head and kissed him on the mouth. He kissed her back, not in a romantic fashion, but in a desperate, hurried effort, knowing that this was it until he got clear of this case. This was why he wanted to retire because every time something like this kicked off, it drove a wedge between them, not an angry wedge, but he had to be distant. He had to become the inquisitive man who took on these sick minds, and that was something that wasn’t compatible with being a caring partner.

He felt her grab his hands. ‘Go get them, Seoras. I’ll be here. I’ll be waiting when you come back. Go get them.’








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Hope McGrath stood beside the printer in the Inverness station, waiting for an image to come through. She could have just taken the details and placed them on her phone, but she liked a piece of paper in front of her. Easier to tick things off. Easier to see where you are than on those small screens. After coming from the crime scene, and the repugnant collection of hands in a satchel, Hope and Kirsten Stewart had returned to the station and started work on finding out where the satchel had come from. It had taken a few hours, and Hope was desperate to get to the few stores she knew that might still be open before they closed for the day.

Often with murders, time was of the essence. In this case, some of these people had been dead for a while—at least that’s what Jona indicated. Stewart was continuing the investigations by looking into the missing person files and having received a more detailed description of the ethnic origins of the hands, Stewart was busy running through the case files of those who had disappeared over the last few years. Hope planned to leave her on that while she made her way out to the nearby stores.

Fortunately, the satchel was not a popular item and seemed to be stocked only by retro-style-clothing outfitters and the occasional shop that seemed to carry everything. The nearest shop was in the Inverness High Street. Then she would have to move out further, Dingwall being the stop after that. And this continued as far as Glasgow, Edinburgh and she felt that if she had to go further than that, they’re maybe clutching at straws. There was, of course, the online option, but this would be a second investigation. Online there was always a trace. You couldn’t buy with cash, it meant a card of some sort with a link to it. If she were going to purchase such an item that she knew would be discovered, there’s no way she would pay for it with a card.

The white piece of paper slid out from the machine, and Hope grabbed it. Walking back into the office, she pulled on her black leather jacket, gave a wave to Kirsten Stewart, and advised she would see her later. Within two minutes, Hope was in her car and taking the small drive down to Inverness town centre. Given the hour and it being the end of the shopping day, a parking space was not easy to come by, but she forced the car into one and then made her way hurriedly along the inner streets of the city centre. On entering the shop, she saw a multitude of clothing and items that belonged more to the ‘70s or ‘60s than they did to today. In the far corner was a range of bags, and there at the centre was a satchel. From the distance, it looked the same, but she needed to get the proprietor to confirm.

‘What can I do for you?’ asked the man from behind the counter. ‘You seem quite set on the bags over there.’

‘Yes, sir. Sorry to bother you. My name is DS McGrath. I’m on an investigation at this point. Do you have a bag like this?’ Hope held up a photograph of the offending item from the park.

‘Possibly, detective, but I need to see it from a different angle. If you come with me.’ The man led Hope over to the table in the corner where a brown leather satchel was sitting prominently in the centre of the rack.

‘The bag in question had its tag removed,’ advised Hope. ‘This one certainly looks similar.’ She reached inside her jacket and took out some more photographs. ‘That’s it from different angles, sir.’

The man shook his head. ‘It’s similar but it’s not right.’ he said. ‘If you look here, the pockets on the front, they’re slightly different. The buckles, they’re not correct. I’m afraid I don’t stock that type of bag.’

‘Do you know anyone who would?’

The man shook his shoulders. ‘It’s awkward. They don’t particularly have a specific type of bag. It’s not like we all buy in specialist ones. They’re just satchels. Without the label, you’d need to go and match them one by one.’

‘Well, thank you.’ said Hope, extending her hand to shake the man’s. ‘I need to hurry. Next stop’s Dingwall.’

Hope rushed back to the car, glancing several times at her watch. Dingwall could be a twenty-minute drive away. Depending on the traffic, it could be forty and she wondered which was the best route to take. The bridge at Kessock was usually chock-a-block at this time of night. Hope decided on taking the land route coming out of the northwest of Inverness, skirting through the back roads towards Dingwall. On its advertisement on the internet, the shop said that it closed at six o’clock and now at half-past five, Hope realised she needed to step on it. As she drove along in the car, her mobile rang and she touched the screen, activating its hands-free mode.

‘Hope, is it you?’

‘Yes, Seoras. Just making my way over to Dingwall chasing down the satchel. What’s up?’

‘Pretty much tied up here. I’m going in to see the DCI. I was hoping you might have some sort of lead so far.’

‘Not yet. It didn’t come from Inverness. As I said, heading out towards Dingwall now. Jona’s still working on the origins of those hands and Kirsten’s deep in the records trying to pull out people still missing. See if we can get a match between the pair of them, but it’s blooming early to be asking that sort of thing.’

‘Yes, it is,’ agreed Macleod. ‘I got a call from the DCI; he’s not happy. Looks like this has given them a bit of a shock. I don’t know what they want done. I will go through it like we always do, and we’ll get there. It’s not my fault it’s bleak.’

‘Not like you to give me a call about something like this though,’ said Hope. ‘What’s the matter? Are you okay?’

‘No.’ said Macleod, ‘I haven’t been okay for a while and this is just . . . It’s just bleak. If you get anything, keep me advised. I’ll tell you what happens with the DCI. Got a feeling we could be late on this one, so I’ll see you back at the station.’

Hope closed the call and subconsciously increased her speed. If she didn’t get to the store tonight, she’d either have to track down the owner to bring him back to the shop or would have to wait until the morning. Now that the DCI was putting pressure on for some reason, she would rather get at least some idea of where this bag came from, or at worst-case, a good idea where it didn’t.

The roads were tight, and at several points, she had to overtake slow-running cars. Hope always got exasperated when you had a speed limit of sixty mph, and somebody drove at forty-five. She didn’t agree with speeding, but the least a driver could do was make an effort. Finally finding the car park in Dingwall, Hope sprinted from her vehicle to the shop, arriving at two minutes to six. As she stood in front of the door, she saw a woman coming to it, shaking her head.

Well, she’s closing up early, thought Hope. She’s not getting away with that. Pulling her credentials from her pocket, she placed them up against the window, and saw the surprise in the woman’s face. The door opened slowly, and the woman peeked around it.

‘Yes?’

‘DS McGrath, ma’am. I’m afraid I need to come in and speak to you with regard to some investigations we’re running. Nothing for you to worry about, but I need to talk about some purchases that may have been made from this store.’ The woman’s face was tense, but she opened the door more fully and allowed Hope inside. Hope heard the door close behind her, and a click as the lock was activated.

The shop seemed to have everything. There were household knick-knacks down one side, an assortment of food, items for your cat and your dog, hardware, and then a rail went to the clothing. As far as Hope could see, the shop was just a cornucopia of random items.

‘Sorry to disturb you, ma’am, but do you sell this item?’ Hope placed the photograph before the woman. She took it in her hand, and with her other hand, swept back the white hair that was tightly permed to her head. She was wearing a knee-length skirt with long boots that disappeared up inside it and wore a jumper with a blouse underneath. Hope clocked her for about sixty to sixty-five, possibly older.

‘Yes, I think we sell this, or at least we did. Come with me, detective.’ Hope followed the woman through the store, disappearing around several bends, and then found herself standing before an array of bags.

‘I’m sure we got this as a pair,’ said the woman, and she looked up and down through the many bags before her. One part of the collection consisted of leather bags, but Hope saw something that looked similar to the satchel in the photograph.

‘Is that it?’ asked Hope.

‘No. It’s a different design, I’m afraid, officer. No, we don’t have the one in the photograph, but we did. I’m sure we did. Come with me, and I’ll just check the catalogues. I’m sure we only bought a couple in, just for a mix. You don’t get a call for that sort of bag very often, but they’re good and sturdy, very old school. You could certainly take a fair weight in it.’

Hope thought about the weight they’d found in it, the different hands.

‘Are they waterproof?’ asked Hope.

‘To a point,’ said the woman.

‘What about containing any liquids that were inside it?’

‘Well, it’s a bag,’ said the woman, ‘Not the sort of thing you’d put liquid into.’

‘But what if something spilled out?’

‘No, I doubt it. It would probably seep through slowly. They’re not really built for holding water. It’s the outside that tends to be waterproof, but only to the degree of light rain or that. If you soaked it in a bath, it would all soon pass through. That’s why if you got the liquid on the inside of it, it would slowly come out.’

Well, that ties, thought Hope, and continued to follow the woman back to the sales counter at the front of the shop. Reaching underneath, the woman pulled out numerous catalogues and started flicking through rapidly.

‘The bags come from all different places,’ she said. ‘And I’m not quite sure where we get those from. Put the photograph down in front of me, and I’ll have this cracked in a minute.’

Hope watched the woman, amazed at how diligent she was. Every relevant page of the catalogue was scanned, her finger traipsing across photographs and descriptions, and then she suddenly stood bolt upright, with her finger pointing to a photograph.

‘That’s it there, love, right there. I’m sure we ordered them. We’ve got a new stock control method in. It’s only been in two months. Before that, everything was done by hand in the books, but we back-entered the last year, so just give me a minute and I’ll look through.’ The woman turned around and started tapping into a small computer behind her. ‘Yes, we did get them. I told you I was right. The new people, it’s all about stock, but when you’ve done this game for a while, you remember your products. You know what’s on your shelf.’

‘Do you remember who bought them?’ asked Hope.

‘No. I don’t remember selling them,’ she said.

‘Do you have any CCTV?’ asked Hope.

‘Not yet. The insurance told us to get some, but, well, it’s not the way we’ve run the shop for years. This is quite a jump behind me,’ she advised, pointing to the catalogue system.

Inside, Hope rolled her eyes, but she tried not to show it on her face. ‘Anyone else know who would have bought these?’

‘Probably sold by Lisa,’ said the woman. ‘But Lisa’s on holiday. She’s in the Gran Canaria. You won’t see Lisa for another two weeks, at least.’

Hope nearly swore. ‘But you are sure that there were two bags purchased?’

The woman nodded and then turned around and started typing into the computer again. ‘Just give me a minute. I’ll just find out exactly when they were bought. And that’s it, four days ago,’ said the woman. ‘And yes, it was Lisa. Two bags at once, bought together.’

‘Any card with that?’

‘No,’ said the woman. ‘It was cash. Four days ago, I couldn’t even give you what cash it was paid with because that’s at the bank now. Once a day we take money down, so I’m afraid that whatever they paid with, it’s not here anymore.’ Hope nodded and thanked the woman. At least she knew it was a local purchase.

McGrath returned to the car and drove back to Inverness. On the way through, she stopped off at a coffee outlet, picking up three coffees. The boss seemed down. He didn’t seem worried about seeing the DCI—more frustrated. As long as she’d known Seoras Macleod, she knew he liked to work alone, liked to be in charge. People came in and asked him for this and that, and you could see the frustration on his face. After many years, he knew what he was doing. Hope had learned a lot from him, but lately he was just too grumpy. More fed up with things, frankly just down. Deep inside, she was worried about him. Even Jane didn’t seem to lift him these days.

As the car pulled into the station car park, Hope’s mobile rang again and this time she saw the smiling face of DC Ross. Alan Ross had been injured recently and was still taking time off to recover mentally from an ordeal on the Monach Isles. Hope was missing him because Ross was the checker in every investigation. All the I’s were dotted, all the T’s were crossed because Ross was there, making sure of it. He wasn’t an inspirational detective; he wasn’t someone that grabbed a sudden solution. Rather, he was a plodder, making sure everything was covered. Hope liked him because in a lot of ways, he was like her. The pair of them didn’t have the rapier mind of the boss or the incisiveness with evidence like Kirsten Stewart showed, but they were thorough, and they acted quickly.

‘How we doing, Alan?’ asked Hope.

‘Seen it on the news, looked bad. You want me in?’

‘You know you’re not meant to be in. Nothing’s changed.’ Although Macleod was the overall boss, technically, Alan Ross reported to Hope. Macleod had also advised that Ross should stay at home and take his time. Even if he hadn’t, there was no way Hope would’ve let the man back.

‘How bad is it?’ asked Allen.

‘Oh, it’s bad,’ said Hope. ‘Satchel full of hands, all right hands. I think there’s something like six to eight dead in there. Jona’s trying to trace them along with Kirsten. I just found where they bought the bag, but we’re all right—we’re handling it. If I need you, I’ll call you; you know that,’ said Hope.

‘No, you won’t,’ said Alan. ‘You won’t because you want me to stay and make sure I’m all right. I’m fine. I’m back up on my feet; say the word and I’m in.’

‘Not yet,’ said Hope, ‘It’s not reached any level like that. You just stay safe, get better. We’ll see you soon enough.’ With that, she closed the call. But if he were here though, she thought, it would be good having another hand on this case. Could free Kirsten up to do a different bit of digging. With Alan missing, it did feel like her right arm had been stripped off her.

Hope marched into the office and heard raised voices coming from her boss’s room. Glancing over to Kirsten Stewart, she saw the diminutive girl shake her head, indicating that Hope shouldn’t go near that office. Instead, Hope put a coffee in front of Kirsten, spun right behind her taking her own coffee and watched the screen. Kirsten was working through missing persons, and there were a number of faces being tagged together. Kirsten did this sometimes, just drew up a scatter board—her way of thinking through things, tying connections. Macleod did it all in his head. For Kirsten, any number of techniques were available.

Suddenly, the door of Macleod’s office opened. ‘Hope’, he said, ‘in here now, please.’ It wasn’t anger directed at her, but Hope took a coffee for Macleod anyway, hoping it might calm him down. Placing the coffees on Macleod’s desk, she turned and closed the door, then looked at him. He scowled back, all fire and anger.

‘It was my day off, Hope, my day off. I’ve got straight on it. We’re making progress and still they’re all over our backs. Sick of them. What have we got?’

‘Not like you to be so agitated, with a bit of top-down pressure,’ said Hope. ‘You okay?’.

‘No, I’m not, but it’s fine. What have we got?’

Hope didn’t think the issue was worth taking any further. ‘Bag was bought at Dingwall, sir. Cash, only person who could identify him or her in Gran Canaria—will be for another two weeks. I’ll take my bikini for you and go and find them.’

Macleod lifted his head and stared. ‘Hope, I’m sure you would,’ he said, ‘and right now, I would join you, but Jona’s got some information for us. So, let’s take these coffees through to forensic; hopefully, these hands will bring us better luck than that bag.’








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Macleod always felt somewhat surreal entering the forensic laboratories, and today was no different. Jona Nakamura, the diminutive Asian, had become one of the youngest—and Macleod thought the best—of the forensic leads in the country. She was standing before a stainless-steel bench, which had eight hands lying on it. They were arranged in a row, all right hands in various states of decay, but Jona was pointing to the third one along.

‘That’s the hand of Sarah Eidelman,’ said Jona. ‘We got it from fingerprints. She was involved in a minor misdemeanour some time ago and her hand was fingerprinted for whatever reason and was still on file, but she also went missing over a year ago.’

‘Do you know anything else about her?’ asked Macleod.

‘I spoke to Kirsten, and she tracked her down as a missing person. She’s a mother of four, Jewish, as far as we can make out. No idea if she was practicing or whatever, but that’s about as much as I can tell you. Without the rest of the body, I can’t really comment in how she was killed, but that’s your first ID. The rest, we’re still working through. The problem is that if these are missing people, we aren’t going to have bodies at our end to tag them through to. Numerous missing persons don’t go away, leaving records of DNA, fingerprints, and the rest. Fairly hard to recognise somebody’s hand even if most of them were in a good state.’

Macleod stared at the bleak picture in front of him. Jona was not smiling, but certainly had a personable grin on her, and he knew where that was coming from. Professional pride. She’d done her job—she’d done it well—but he was struggling at the moment with anything like this. It was all just so bleak.

‘If there’s nothing else, Jona, I think we’ll get on.’

‘Shall we, sir?’ asked Hope. The department, in fact, the force, had decreed everyone would speak to each other on first-name terms, trying to get rid of the old days of sir. Macleod thought it was bad. Everybody knew where they stood when they had the ranks in front of them. They kept discipline, didn’t breed familiarity, and he realised that right now. Hope was lifting him up, so she could tell he was down; she could tell he was depressed, but she was reminding him of his position at the head of this investigation.

‘Of course, Hope. Let’s go. Thank you, Jona. Anything else, let us know.’

‘I’ll get the details from Kirsten, and I’ll meet you out at the car,’ said Hope.

‘Anyone broken it to the family?’ asked Macleod.

‘Not as far as I’m aware,’ said Hope.

‘Well, send uniform round first; break it gently. Then by the time we arrive, they’ll have had a moment. You know what it’s like. You talk to them straight away, especially when it’s been such a delayed notification of death, and they’re not with it, they’re not thinking about the things we need to know. Let’s give them that chance.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Hope.

‘Hope,’ said Macleod.

‘Yes.’

‘Drop the sir. You know it’s not needed anymore. I’m quite aware who’s running this investigation.’ He saw Hope smile at him, evidently pleased that he was still himself underneath. Macleod wandered back into the office, put his long coat on, and made his way out to the car park. By the time he got to the car, Hope was already in the driver’s seat, had her jacket on, and the engine was already turning over.

‘Whereabouts?’ asked Macleod.

‘Inverness,’ said Hope. ‘New estates, just up on the edge, husband and four kids.’

Macleod shook his head. ‘It’s never someone on their own, is it? It’s always somebody leaving someone behind.’

‘Very few people truly on their own,’ said Hope. ‘Everybody’s usually got someone.’ They didn’t speak as Hope drove the car to an estate on the edge of Inverness. It wasn’t a place of fabulous wealth. In old parlance, Macleod would have described it as middle class. People here had enough or probably enough and a bit more.

Hope pulled up in front of a house that Macleod reckoned was less than ten-years-old. It was one of those smaller ones. Yes, it had four bedrooms, but really, if you took in the old-style bedrooms, there was still only about two and a half to three. They just had walls down the middle, but at least the roof didn’t leak like the older buildings and all the other problems that came with them. As Macleod rapped on the front door, he felt the wind going through him. He’ll be happy when the days of summer arrive, days when he had to wipe his brow to keep the sweat off, days when the shirts he wore didn’t feel good. Now, it was just cool, cool to the point where you shivered.

The snow was gone and the white pure blanket that covered so much of the mess was not to be seen. Now, it was wind and drowning rain. Still, it never got as bad as it did on Lewis. He remembered the days of being a youngster out playing. Even in winter, they had been daft enough to run around through the deluge, jumping in and out of puddles. His mother scolded and complained about the cleaning up of his clothes she should have to do, his father shouted at him to get the shoes clean for the morning, and the shoes would sit there in front of the blazing fire inside the living room stove.

Some people look back on their childhood with fondness, but Macleod wasn’t sure what he looked back on it with now. He wasn’t quite sure how he looked at anything. What had him so disorientated? What had him so negative? When he looked at his life, he realised he had a second chance now with Jane. The brutal trauma of his wife’s death was not wiped away, but he had got better with this new lease of life his current partner was giving him. Surely it was the job that was holding him down now. It must be.

The door opened, and a smartly dressed man in a shirt and tie looked down at Macleod. The man must have been at least 6’4”, broad shouldered, and a good thirty years younger than Macleod. As much as he was smartly dressed, there were tears in his eyes.

‘Sorry to bother you, sir,’ said Macleod. ‘DI Macleod, DS McGrath. I realise you’ve just had disturbing news, but I need to speak to you in connection with your wife’s death. There are certain circumstances we need to look into.’

The man nodded and opened the door, and Macleod and McGrath strode through into the living room. The TV was on and the four children sat watching. Macleod reckoned they were anything from early secondary school to primary school. His heart was cut at the image of the dad looking down to them. Maybe he hadn’t told them that Mum definitely wasn’t coming back.

‘I’m sorry, sir. Maybe we should talk about this in the kitchen,’ said Hope. ‘Few things to be said that maybe aren’t for younger ears.’ The man nodded and pointed the way through a door. Once inside the kitchen, the man’s eyes seemed hollow, a forced smile he had for the children, now vanished.

‘Your officer said she died. You knew she was dead. The press, they said that there was a bag found with, they said, appendages. She wasn’t in the bag,’ said the man, ‘in bits?’

‘No, sir. She wasn’t in bits,’ said Macleod, ‘but I’m afraid to say that her right hand was in that bag, and from that, we’ve worked out that it is her. At this point, we haven’t been able to recover the rest of her body, but we are extremely doubtful that she is alive. From evidence given at the scene, it would appear that someone has killed your wife as well as a number of other people. I’m sure after a year, you were struggling with the hope of her coming back, although somehow kept that light burning as everyone does until we know for definite. I will, hopefully in the next weeks, find out for definite,’ said Macleod, ‘but I think it best that you assume the worst.’

The man was shaking, but he simply nodded.

‘I believe you’re a practicing Jew, sir,’ said Macleod. ‘Does that go for your whole family?’

‘Yes,’ said the man. ‘Although in the last year, it’s been quite hard to say I’m practicing. God seems somewhat quieter these days.’

Macleod nodded. He understood that feeling only too well. ‘Have you had any cause for concern with regard to your wife or yourself from a Jewish perspective? Anyone ever challenged you on being a Jew or look to injure or hurt you in any way for being it?’

The man shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Life has been fine. We go to our synagogue, but that’s it. Nobody has said anything to us. She just simply disappeared from shopping. She was in the shopping centre in town on her normal Saturday shop. She would go, she would look round everywhere, but she never came home.’

‘Investigation found nothing within the shopping centre, sir,’ said Hope. ‘I read Stewart’s report before we came. No final trace of her. Sarah Eidelman just seemed to vanish.’

More like snatched, thought Macleod. They’ve taken her off-camera. Nobody would openly kidnap someone within the shopping centre. There are cameras everywhere. There are people everywhere. That would be ridiculous. No, they’ve taken her from somewhere where she stopped off or something else.

Hope asked some other questions regarding the woman’s life, but from everything that was answered, it seemed routine, normal, nothing out of the ordinary. Macleod looked around the kitchen as the man spoke and couldn’t find anything out of place. ‘Did she ever go to university?’ asked Macleod.

‘Yes,’ said the man. ‘That’s where we met.’

‘Were you in any Jewish societies there? Did you have any issues?’

‘We actually weren’t,’ said the man. ‘I was more into my football. She did rock climbing. We just didn’t have anything. We didn’t have anything that would cause anyone to take her away, to do this to her. Over the last year, I thought about things, that she ran off with someone, was she seeing someone, but she wasn’t. It never entered my head until she disappeared. It just doesn’t make any sense, and now you come along and tell me you’ve found her right hand. I’m sorry, but I just can’t handle this.’

After making their apologies and seeing their way out, Macleod and Hope stood at the car looking back at the house. ‘You getting something untoward because I didn’t see anything,’ said Hope.

‘No,’ said Macleod. ‘Nothing untoward. I think he is very genuine. It’s just brutal though, isn’t it? Four kids in there, Hope. It’s not right.’ Frowning, Macleod opened the car door and got inside. ‘What if everyone is like this?’ said Macleod as Hope slid into the driver’s seat. ‘This is a perfect person that’s been killed. There’s no logic behind this. When you go and kill someone for a reason, when they’ve done something, it’s just so much easier for us to trace. This woman, why was she killed? If indeed, she is dead. We only got a right hand.’

‘What?’ queried Hope. ‘We have some sort of fetish group where they all lob their right hands off? Now this is a trophy collection.’

‘I don’t believe that. I’m just trying to keep an open mind. The problem we’ve got is that if they’re killed just for being a Jew, just for being something, you’ve got nothing to tag the killer in with. Nowhere to go. Eight people dead to get right hands, Hope. You don’t do that by being sloppy. If you were sloppy, we’d be on to you by now. This has been done well. And then came the satchel. I don’t understand that. You traced that already. Now that is sloppy, but why does this level of sloppiness come in after a period of well-managed murders?’

‘Everyone gets sloppy at some point then, don’t they?’ said Hope.

‘No, they don’t,’ said Macleod. ‘That’s just a policeman’s prayer. That’s just a hopeful conceit. That’s not what is. We might get evil killers who display trophies to taunt the police. After eight bodies? That’s crazy. That doesn’t make sense. Something else is at work here, Hope. I don’t know what. This isn’t making sense. This is not somebody sticking a load of bodies in my face. This is somebody holding something up.’

‘To the light?’ said Hope.

‘Maybe,’ said Macleod. ‘Maybe they are.’
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The clock in the wall showed 1:00 A.M. When Macleod looked out of his office to the larger office outside, Hope McGrath and Kirsten Stewart were still there, Kirsten as ever buried in her computer, Hope rummaging through reports. Stewart had come up with a number of possibles for the hands in the satchel but was waiting for Jona Nakamura to make positive IDs. It really was hit and miss, but if they could identify the owner of each of the hands, maybe they could find a connection. So far, somebody didn’t like a Jewish mother. Whether it was because she was a mother, she was Jewish, or for some other reason, who knew? Maybe it was just random, no real reason at all.

Macleod opened the door of his office and walked over with his cup to the filter coffee machine on the side of the larger office. He looked over and saw Hope staring at him. He waved his cup in the air, and she nodded. Diverting, he walked over to Hope’s cup and Kirsten’s, and made his way back to pour some thick, black liquid into each container. He then balanced the three in one hand before depositing them in front of the owners. Kirsten was a bit of a favourite of Macleod’s and, in truth, part of this was her love of coffee. Hope would drink anything, but not Kirsten. On occasion, Macleod would speak to her about what particular flavour she was drinking recently.

‘I hope that’s not Java. Somebody put Java in it last week,’ said Kirsten.

‘Yes, it was blooming obvious,’ said Macleod. ‘I think that’s the Kenyan one. Tastes like the Kenyan one, anyway. One of the two of you head off home. I’m not sure there’s much more you’re going to gain here. Best to get five- or six-hours sleep, then get back in. Otherwise, you won’t be functioning correctly.’

‘Well, you’ve just given us coffee, so I guess we’ll drink this first,’ said Hope. ‘After that, if nothing else is coming through, we’ll take your advice.’

‘It wasn’t advice. It was an order from a senior officer,’ said Macleod. Hope looked at him with serious eyes, but then saw the smile on his face. He was trying his best to come out of this melancholy he seemed to be going through. Humour was always good, but he was rarely accused of it. Taking his cup, he made his way back to his own office before sitting down behind his desk and staring at the photograph of the satchel. He decided to look at the one where the hands were covered up by the buckled lid. It didn’t matter how often you’d seen death or how often you’d seen gruesome images, to sit in front of them would lower your mood. At the moment, his was rock bottom.

Still, thought Macleod, we’re on our way. If that DCI keeps off my back, we might actually get somewhere.

Macleod heard the phone ring in the outer office and saw Hope pick it up. As she did so, a uniformed officer made her way towards Macleod’s own office before knocking on the door after being advised to enter. The young constable stood in front of Macleod, somewhat nervously. ‘Inspector Macleod?’ said the woman, but the tone was more of a question than a calling to attention.

‘Yes, I’m Detective Inspector Macleod, Seoras Macleod. Are you new here?’

The girl nodded. She had long blonde hair tied up at the back. Then Macleod noted that her uniform was wet. ‘Have you been out and about patrolling?’ Again, the girl nodded. ‘Well, what is it?’

‘A bit of news to tell you, sir. They found a body out in the Moray Firth right by the beach. Hard to see her.’

‘Okay,’ said Macleod. ‘Is there anyone else at the moment who can take that? We’ve got quite a big case on ourselves.’

‘No, sir. You don’t understand. I was asked to come get you. They say the body’s got no right hand.’

Macleod was out of his seat in a flash. ‘Hope,’ he said, ‘get your jacket. Stewart, you’re coming too. Constable . . . Constable . . . — this constable says that there’s a body out by Ardersier, no right hand. Let’s go.’ Macleod turned back to grab his jacket and realised the constable was still standing in his office. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Are you coming up as well?’

‘They did say I should ask if you wanted a car to take you there, sir.’

‘No, you’re fine, but do you know how many we’ve got up there?’

‘No, sir, but I’ll call the Sarge to find out what’s going on.’ Macleod heard the girl chatter before she came back advising that the area was being secured off with a number of officers.

‘Perfect,’ said Macleod, ‘but do me a favour. Head off to the forensic lab. Ask for Jona, Jona Nakamura. Tell her what’s happened. Tell her DI Macleod’s expecting her out by Ardersier.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the girl. With that, she shot out of the door. For a moment, Macleod stood. She was a girl, wasn’t she? She wasn’t a woman. She did look like a girl.

‘That’s the young woman I was telling you about,’ said Hope, throwing a jacket over her shoulder.

‘Alice,’ said Macleod, ‘the constable that was just in here?’

‘Yes,’ said Hope. ‘She’s new. Alice.’

‘Awfully young,’ said Macleod. ‘Just a girl.’

‘She’s twenty-three,’ said Hope. ‘Twenty-three. She’s not a girl, Seoras; she’s a woman.’

Macleod stood still for a moment, recalling the girl’s face. How old am I getting? That was the problem. Everybody seemed to get younger. Fewer and fewer people who he had worked with, and certainly none who he’d looked up to remaining on the force. Maybe his time was coming, but there was no time to think like that. There was a body on the side of the Moray Firth, a body missing a right hand.

Hope drove Macleod to Ardersier, the quiet village on the Moray Firth. As Hope picked her way past the airport to the small village, she could see the flashing lights of the police cars down by the water. With the car parked up, Macleod walked with her to the water’s edge where an officer stood guard over a body.

‘Barely touched him, sir. Had a look, obviously, just to make sure he wasn’t alive. Quick exam of the inside jacket pocket.’

Macleod looked down. The man was in a suit, a grey, flashy one. Brown leather shoes seemed out of place, and the suit was rather distasteful to Macleod. He thought about turning the body over, but knew he’d probably get a row from Jona. She’ll be here soon enough.

‘When you searched the pockets, did you find anything?’ asked Macleod.

‘Driver’s license ID, sir.’ With that, the officer produced a plastic bag, inside of which was a wallet. Macleod donned some gloves, opened the bag and took a look at the details there. Hope shone a torch, making it easier for her boss. ‘Ryan Green.’ said Macleod. ‘Dingwall address, I see. What the heck is he doing over here in Ardersier? Anybody traced this yet, officer?’

‘Yes,’ said the officer, ‘traced the address. We’ve got the other officers over. Wife’s in a bad way, but he’s a factory owner in Dingwall.’

‘Factory owner?’ said Macleod, ‘Factory for what?’ ‘Unsure,’ said the officer. ‘Not long been here. I thought we’ve done quite well with what we’ve got so far.’

Macleod nodded and then strode away from the body, looking around the area. Hope followed him and Macleod took her to one side. ‘You noticed something, Hope? It doesn’t look like that body’s been in the water exceedingly long or to any depth. Not sure he’s drowned. Let’s get Jona here. Get her to have a look at him. From my point of view, I don’t think there’s a lot we can do here.’

‘Did they say how he was found?’ asked Hope.

‘I believe that’s your culprit over there.’ said Macleod, pointing to a man with a dog. ‘Maybe we’ll have a quick word then, before we move onto the wife in Dingwall.’ The pair strode over and after showing their credentials to a constable, they introduced themselves to the man.

‘What’s your name, sir?’ asked Macleod.

‘James. James Anderson. I was just out with my dog. I only live around the corner. Dog took a sniff over, got over there, and realised it was a body. As soon as I did that, I rang it in. Standing right by it when I rang 999. Your guys were here about ten minutes later. I did check his pulse, but there was nothing. He was dead.’

‘Did you notice anything else about the body? Any way he could have been killed? Any strange bumps, lumps on him?’ The man shook his head.

‘Don’t you guys check that?’ the man asked.

‘Yes,’ said Hope, ‘but the forensics still haven’t come out. We’re just not going to touch the body until forensics get here. Do you often walk your dog at this hour, Mr Anderson?’

‘Always last thing and then I’m off to bed. I can’t sleep well. Takes me ‘til about two in the morning before I can get to sleep—back up then at seven. I think it’s because I’ve been unemployed, desperate for things to do. It’s not been easy.’

‘You don’t seem that shocked, sir,’ said Hope.

‘No, I’m not. I’m army,’ he said. ‘Seen one or two bodies in my time. Never pleasant, but it’s even worse than that. Was he a local lad?’

‘We’re afraid, at it this time, we can’t say too much,’ advised Macleod, ‘but give your name here to my sergeant and your address. If we need you any further, we’ll contact you. Are you happy enough making your way home or would you like an officer to accompany you? I know you’ve said you’ve seen bodies before, but sometimes people still get a shock.’

‘I’ll be fine.’ With that, he stepped aside and Hope wrote down his details. Macleod made his way back to the car, sitting out of the cold until he saw Jona arriving a couple of minutes later. Hope had just stepped into the car and Macleod stepped back out again, causing her to throw her arms up in a gesture and asked him what was wrong. He pointed towards the recently arrived scenes of crime van and she simply nodded. As Jona made her way over towards the body, she saw Macleod and held up a hand indicating five fingers. Macleod backed off. It’ll be unfair to ask for instant analysis, but if he’ll give her a few minutes, she might be able to tell him something. He walked back to the car where he saw Hope grinning at him.

‘You always try that. You always want things instantly. She’s getting the better hand of you now, anyway. She doesn’t even speak, she just holds her hand up to tell you.’

Macleod nodded. His team certainly knew him by now. He walked up and down the side of the car, impatient, but trying to keep out of Jona’s way. When he saw the small Japanese woman coming to him, he unfolded his arms and tried to appear casual.

‘I know you’ve been waiting for this like a dog in heat,’ said Jona. ‘There’s no need to pretend. At four in the morning, everybody else is tired, but you’re up and jumping. I have something for you, Inspector.’

Jona’s slightly casual attitude bothered Macleod in some ways, but then what did they expect? Now they’re all going on first-name terms. ‘The thing is, Seoras, he’s not been drowned. It’s quite clear that he’s died from wounds.’

‘What wounds?’ said Macleod. ‘I didn’t turn him over, didn’t want to.’

‘I’m glad you didn’t,’ said Jona, ‘but if you look up the inside of his jacket, there’s a hole through his shirt and the hole extends right up and into his lungs, punctured the heart, too. He’s been stabbed upwards through the back. I’d say a professional did it, except a professional didn’t. It’s probably more like someone who’s read how to do it. A professional would have done it in one go; this guy had to fight around. Possibly, you need a stronger person to do it, but it was quick enough. This guy wouldn’t have stood a chance. I’ll get a more in-depth analysis, but that’s going to take a while.’

‘That’s fine for now,’ said Macleod. ‘Thank you, Jona. We’re going off to see the wife. I’ll see you back at the station for a further report.’ Jona nodded and made her way back to the body by the shore. Macleod got back into the car, Hope beside him, and she fired on the lights. As they drove the road back to Inverness and out the other side, across toward the Moray Firth through the Kessock Bridge, Macleod looked along the line of the Firth. There were lights here and there dotted about, and they could see the small concentration at Ardersier.

‘Why over there? What is he doing over there?’ Hope shook her head. ‘See if the wife knows.’ The rest of the journey was made in silence. When they arrived at a large, five-bedroom house, Macleod was impressed by the sweeping driveway up to the front door. The garden was so large, surely they must have had a groundskeeper do it. ‘Business is going well, obviously,’ said Macleod. ‘You don’t get a pad like this without running something special.’

‘Special or not, he’s dead. Let’s see how the Missus is,’ said Hope. ‘See if she’s tied into it.’ The pair made their way inside the house, led by a uniformed officer to a woman sitting in a dressing gown on a sofa in her living room. She had tied blonde hair, and clearly had gone to bed that night, for she wore no makeup. Her eyes were red with tears. 

‘My condolences, Mrs Green. My name is DI Macleod. This is DS McGrath. We’ve just come from where we found your husband. It was out towards Ardersier near the airport. Is there any reason he’d be out that side of town tonight?’

‘Not that I’m aware,’ said the woman. ‘As far as I understood, he was out on business.’

‘Business with whom at this hour of the night?’

‘When I say business, he was out with clients. We run a clothing firm, upmarket, very upscale. We had some foreign buyers over from Eastern Europe. He was taking them out tonight.’

‘Do you know where?’ ask Macleod.

‘I can guess,’ she said. ‘I do the books for the company at times and quite often, we have an account paid to a private gentlemen’s club. It’s good for business. He probably would have been there. It’s in Inverness. You probably know of it.’

‘Well, not personally, ma’am,’ said Macleod, ‘but it’s come up in the investigations.’ Macleod saw the corner of Hope’s mouth rise up. Now was not the time to laugh at him. The very idea that he would entertain one of those places. ‘Do you have any idea where his guests would be staying?’ asked Macleod. The woman gave the name of a large hotel in town. Macleod noted the name for McGrath to follow it up.

‘Did your husband have any trouble in business? Anyone falling out with him?’

The woman shook her head. ‘Things were going well, our employees, our contacts. Things were being paid on time. We were making money, people supplying us were making money. It’s been good,’ she said. ‘I have no understanding of why somebody would kill him.’

‘Well, we’ll get in contact with those he was out with,’ said Macleod, facing down. ‘We’ll find out. Was your husband a member of any groups—political, social, anything like that?’

The woman shook her head. ‘No, he didn’t believe in any causes. Never has done since I’ve met him,’ she said. ‘You can’t afford to be too political when you’re running a business.’

‘A very wise man,’ said Macleod. ‘I’ll leave you in peace, but we may be back tomorrow to ask more questions. I realise you have got a difficult time ahead of you and you’ll have kids to speak to, so we’ll try to keep clear of you for the first part of the morning, but there’s an officer here if you need him.’

Macleod excused himself, but as he left the room, he walked down the corridor, casually looking in the rooms around. He could see a study, and when he walked in, he noted the surrounding bookcases. There were many World War II volumes and he saw a map of Europe on the wall. It was a decorative one, one that showed the movements of forces during World War II. There were also replica pistols around the room, and some army memorabilia. Having satisfied his curiosity, Macleod left the room and found Hope outside, by the car.

‘Three businessmen with him,’ said Hope. ‘They’re in a hotel in town. Do you want to drop by and see them?’

‘Good idea,’ said Macleod. ‘Get hold of the private club as well. I want to see if anybody in there saw anything.’

‘Well, I won’t tell Jane if you don’t,’ said Hope, ‘taking me to a strip bar at this time of night.’
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Macleod felt the tiredness in his eyes as he stood in front of the entrance to the private-members’ club. These days they all had a flashy-looking front door, but they were nothing different from what they were before. The officers had arrived and held back the staff to be interviewed. Macleod gave the go-ahead for the uniforms to do this while he and Hope had been at the hotel with the foreign businessmen. Ryan Green’s night had been an eventful one. Firstly, he’d taken the men out for a meal. They had ended up at numerous bars before entertaining themselves at the strip club.

The men said Ryan had really got into the spirit of it before he had waved them off, placing his clients in a taxi. It had only been midnight when the men had gone; they were meant to be on the early flight in the morning and didn’t want to miss it. With the death of their host, they had agreed to stay on another day in case any further questions were needed.

Macleod was struggling to see the connection. The men had only been in the country two days. When the previous bodies had lost their right hands, the men were in their own country. The whole time they’d been with Ryan Green, they’d been in full view of people and even the taxi driver confirmed picking them up from right outside the strip club.

Macleod wondered who would react as they walked in through the double doors of the club entrance. With the lights on, the place looked strange, not seedy, just dull. Bits of furniture were scattered here and there. There was an obvious stage with poles and a lot of tired-looking people. Guess they’ve been working all night. The arrival of the police and sudden interviews wouldn’t be taken too kindly.

Hope and Macleod were waved over by a Sergeant. ‘I think I’ve narrowed down the people you need to speak to, sir,’ said the Sergeant. ‘Got the owner here and a number of the girls who were entertaining the group. I’m not sure there’s much you can take from it, but they’ve certainly been forthcoming, nothing unusual, but I said you’d want to speak to them yourself if that’s all right, Seoras.’

The man said Macleod’s name very wearily. The force had gone previously that year for everyone to use first names. It seemed good in theory, but he was known as Macleod to everyone, and he felt it made a mockery when his first name was said so wearily.

‘Thanks, Jim,’ said Macleod, then turned to say hello to the small group who were gathered around the table. There were a number of drinks set in front of them. Thankfully, the entertainers had dressed and were now wearing suitable attire for outside. Despite this, Macleod could still see the makeup on weary faces.

‘DI Macleod, this is DS McGrath. I believe the Sergeant has already spoken to you, but he says that we need to speak to yourselves as the best contacts for Ryan Green and his guests here tonight. He was here with three European gentlemen and I believe you entertained them for a while.’

‘Yes, Inspector, we did,’ said the man, ‘My name’s Alastair Culshaw. I run this place and these three ladies were the ones looking after Ryan Green tonight. In truth, there was nothing unusual. They made good money; he seemed to be happy. He paid for everything, ordered drinks, put it on a credit card. Wasn’t hiding anything. He wasn’t any bother. Sometimes you get drunk businessmen who go a bit too far, get a bit grabby with our ladies, but Ryan wasn’t. If anything, the Europeans were worse. Come to think of it, not much bother at all.’

One of the girls leaned forward. ‘Actually, Mr Culshaw, there was an incident. It was with Debs here.’ Macleod looked across at the woman the girl pointed to. Debs was black with extremely dark skin. The other two girls, one a brunette and one a blonde, were clearly white. Only one looked more Mediterranean.

‘What was the issue?’ asked Macleod.

‘They were paying for dances. You know where we basically go up, dance with them, lose a bit of clothing in front of their face in there. One of the Europeans tried to get Debs to give Mr Green a lap dance. He wasn’t having it—wasn’t having it at all.’

‘Any particular reason why?’

‘They wouldn’t say,’ the woman announced, ‘but he wouldn’t have it. I think it was her colour.’

‘You’re saying that he wouldn’t entertain a dance from her because she was black. Is that the way you read it, ma’am?’ said Macleod, addressing the black woman. She nodded.

‘So, he was a bit of a racist then.’

‘There wasn’t anything else. He just kept refusing but I know he took a dance from me,’ said the woman with the brunette hair, ‘More than that, he also had a dance with my friend, so I’m assuming it was her colour. That’s the only thing I can think of.’

‘But otherwise, there was no hassle?’ asked Macleod. ‘Nothing at all?’

‘Nothing,’ said Mr Culshaw, ‘model customer in a lot of ways, spent a lot. Didn’t mess about enough to be told off. If he doesn’t want a girl to dance with him, he’s perfectly entitled to say so. I can hardly have a go at him if he’s racist. Different guys have different things. Some like big boobs; some like those with legs. They step forward, client picks them. That’s the way it works. Intervene if someone gets out of hand.’

‘It’s a bit different from the outside world,’ said Hope, ‘but thank you for your time. I’m sure you’re all ready to get to bed.’

McGrath and Macleod regrouped outside, where she raised her eyebrows ‘Doubt you would refuse a dance with any of them?’

Macleod looked at Hope. ‘I hope you’re not saying that I would actually be in an establishment like that in any sort of capacity, except professional. But no, I wouldn’t have found a difference between any of them. If that were my cup of tea, which it clearly isn’t, McGrath, before you say anything else, I certainly wouldn’t have had much of a choice between them. So maybe he is a racist. But why is he dead? So far, no one saw him disappear. We haven’t got anything. He was just out on a business night. Next thing, somebody grabbed him—he’s dead. Why?’

‘Let’s head back to the wife to see if we can find anything more,’ said Hope.

‘No,’ said Macleod. ‘I said I would give her half of the morning. Besides, I’m not sure she knows that much. I think we’ll head to his workplace. They should all have come in. I doubt they would have heard anything else. Factory will go on. Let’s see what sort of employer he was.’

The factory was just outside Dingwall, and as they drove in, Macleod gazed at the new placard across the top of the building. The other units on the estate seem to have older placards worn by the wind and the rain, but this was fresh. When they entered the front office, a young girl welcomed them, but Macleod saw the tension on her face.

‘My apologies for disturbing you, ma’am. I can see that you’ve obviously heard. My name is DI Macleod. This is DS McGrath and we’re here to ask some questions. I’d appreciate it if you could get me the manager or whoever is running the operation now that Mr Green obviously will not be turning up today.’

‘Certainly, Inspector, I’ll get you the supervisor.’

Macleod and McGrath were led through to a small office with a desk and offered coffee by the girl. Macleod desperately drunk his fill despite the fact it was that instant rubbish. His shoulders were tired, his arms ached, and he felt through the night they hadn’t really got anywhere. The supervisor arrived and Macleod asked him to arrange for the staff to come through one by one. There were some thirty individuals to interview. Macleod decided that the best option was to split them into two groups, one taken by McGrath and one by himself. In truth, most of the interviews were dull except for one young man who Macleod found was quite chatty. Most of the staff had been in shock, but the individual in question, whose name was Keith, seemed happy to narrate everything about the company to Macleod.

‘Mr Green took over not that long ago. That’s why we’ve got the new sign. Looks rather good, doesn’t it? Certainly shows up the other places around here.’

Keith could only have been twenty-five and his job, he said, was working in the warehouse packing up the clothing that came off the lines.

‘You see, my dad used to work here, but he’s gone now. Too many fags, too much booze, and that’s the problem there, if you get me, Inspector. But no, the thing is about Mr Green is he came in, bought out the place, and he’s given it a new lease of life. Certainly, he upped the wages and managed to get everything going again, new contracts. Too much business. We can’t handle it. Plenty of overtime for anybody that wants it. Fairly happy workforce, I have to say, except for one thing—this might interest you. When he first came in, we had an Indian woman working here. One of them with the dots in their forehead, I hope that’s not racist but that’s what they have. That’s what she had. She had a dot on her forehead. She was a nice woman too. Competent and could certainly do her job, but Mr Green didn’t like her. Within a week she was gone. Kept on dragging her into the office with this and that. But then she wouldn’t have said boo to a goose. Lovely woman, lovely woman.’

‘So why do you think he got rid of her?’ asked Macleod.

‘Because he’s a racist,’ said Keith. ‘It’s pretty obvious; nobody here says, but he was a racist. He got rid of her. I’ve seen the job interviews coming in because of our Linda, she works in HR, and she said to me one day that she goes through and does all the equal opportunities and the company certainly has had a good number of people of ethnic groups, as they say. These days, they come through for an interview, but he never accepts any of them. None of them ever get hired. Take a look around you at this workforce. We’re all white. More than that, not just white—European, Northern European.

‘There’s a couple of foreign people who work here, but they’re from Poland and also all Christian folk. Well, I say Christian folk, certainly no Jews, not anything else. No Muslims, none of that. You can be an atheist. It’s all right to be an atheist.’

‘How does he get away with that?’ asked Macleod. ‘Surely you have to go through all the processes. I thought these days you had to show a diverse workforce.’

‘This far up in Scotland, we’re not that diverse. It’s not like you’re living in London, Birmingham, or somewhere like that. Glasgow and Edinburgh, either. They’ve got big communities of different faiths. Not that it bothers me. I’m quite happy myself, but here up in the north, just don’t have that many. Therefore, if you put them down for the interview, just assume that the numbers don’t really matter that much. Certainly, he seemed to get away with it. We are not that big a workforce here after all.’

‘You’re sure about this?’ said Macleod.

‘There’s the cleaning firm. He got on to the cleaning firm because there were girls when the cleaning firm came in here who he said were foreign. Especially South Europeans—I think there were a couple of Africans too. They soon didn’t come back because that doesn’t show up in any of our company records. I think he had a word with the cleaning company. Worth checking out.’

Macleod nodded and thanked Keith before joining up again with Hope after she’d finished her round of interviews. ‘Anything come up?’ he asked her.

‘No,’ said Hope, ‘most people are fairly complimentary of him. One or two said he likes to employ his own type of people.’

‘In what way?’ asked Macleod.

‘Well, there seem to be people who think he saw colour as an issue.’

‘Yes, one of my guys said that as well, but nothing totally overt. Very subtle, people moved on, nothing too public.’

‘Makes interesting reading though, doesn’t it?’ said Hope.

‘Especially with Sarah Eidelman being Jewish. Remember, Hope, I said that it didn’t make sense. The hands—why would you suddenly put all these hands on show when you weren’t finished? Why not put them on one by one? Why have a small collection?’

‘Yes, so what?’ asked Hope.

‘Well,’ said Macleod, ‘what if we’re talking about different colours here? Most people would link Ryan Green because the hands been taken off; therefore, he was killed by the same person as before. Why two satchels bought? Why suddenly buy two? Why put a group of hands in one? Why not display each hand one at a time?’

‘Or is the first bag a pointer to the second one? Is the second hand that’s now missing going to appear later? Also, Ryan Green’s body, why is it just left there to be found? The other bag we got was hands and no bodies. Identification becomes extremely hard, and why take off the hands? What’s that about? Why lose all the other body parts and keep hands? Who had the hands? This doesn’t make sense. There’s something deeper going on, Hope, something beyond what we’re seeing. Maybe racism comes into it. He’s a racist; Eidelman’s a Jew. Doesn’t make sense with one killer. Different killers, maybe there’s a story there.’

The pair left the building and headed into Dingwall for some breakfast. As they sat down to bacon and eggs, Macleod thought about how to drive the investigation.

‘We need to talk to his wife again, Hope. We need to find out who his contacts were. If he’s been killed for a different reason, we need to find out his world. Sarah was a family woman, a Jewish woman. He’s not. He’s a racist. Is he tied to any racist groups? When I was in the house, there was a lot of World War II memorabilia. Maybe he’s a fascist, maybe he’s right wing, maybe that’s the issue.’

‘Whatever it is, it certainly cost him,’ said Hope. ‘I’ll get Stewart to start looking into right-wing activities in the area, see if the guy comes across the radar at all. Speak of the devil,’ said Hope, picking up a mobile.

Macleod watched her on the phone for a minute and when she put the mobile away, he asked, ‘What’s your colleague wanting?’

She says, ‘Your forensic lead is ready to meet, Seoras. It’s time to get back to the station. I think there’s a bit more to the man’s death than what Jona said at the shore-side.’








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Macleod was starting to feel that his eyes didn’t want to open, and as Hope drove the car back to the station, he let them have their way, ignoring the view from the Kessock Bridge. They’d come around full circle and were heading back to where the night had started, but as he stepped out of the car at the station, Macleod looked up at a brief glimpse of sunshine. The clouds were rolling through and the wind was whipping up. His bones were sore from the enforced night shift and he wondered when he was going to get to bed.

It was times like these that he wondered if he was beyond this investigation lark. Maybe he’d be better higher up somewhat removed. Be a consultant—something like that. Then he thought how his words could get taken and ignored. He would find it hard to be detached enough to simply walk away instead of charging after the investigation. No, this is what he was. He’ll be this to the day he retired, whether that be next week or a year or two down the line.

Hope must have been aware of how he was feeling because as he made his way into the forensic lab, she appeared with two coffees.

‘None of the decaf stuffs there, that’s a real one. Thought you might need pepping up.’

‘Pepping up?’ said Macleod. ‘Look at me. I’m as lively as anything. Let’s get going.’ He saw the grin on Hope’s face and the joke taken as intended. After the times they’d spent together, it was highly unlikely he could pull the wool over her eyes.

‘I’ll just tell Jona we’re ready for—’ Macleod watched Hope disappear into the offices within the forensic lab. This is where he needed to be careful, to be frank and firm about things, but not to annoy anyone. They’d all been awake, all been subject to sleep deprivation. While he was usually able to watch his deductive reasoning, making sure he was following everything through in his mind, sometimes his standards went out the window, and he spoke harshly. Before Hope returned, the door behind Macleod opened, and he saw the tell-tale glasses of Kirsten Stewart.

‘Anything more, Kirsten?’ he asked.

‘Still working through, but Jona said she had something sensible to look at, so I thought I’d pop in as well. I’ve covered hours of records, sir, through money, missing persons. I’ve given Jona some options to see if she can tie the other hands into them, but it is a bit like a needle in a haystack. If we had some sort of clear motive, something definite to follow through on, it may have more of a chance. It does seem strange with this Ryan Green character and Sarah Eidelman. I can’t see a connection at all. They didn’t even know each other.’

‘They don’t seem to be connected, and yet we’ve got the missing hands,’ said Macleod. ‘Just stick at it. I have an idea this might be something different. That yes, they’re connected, but not in the way we think.’

‘You thinking two separate killers?’ asked Kirsten, making Macleod smile. She was the one who thought like him, the one who looked into all the possibilities. They just formed in their mind, and he felt he understood Kirsten Stewart more than anyone.

‘That’s exactly what I’m thinking. Does that help at all?’

Kirsten pushed her glasses back up her nose and looked at him through the black-rimmed spectacles. ‘No. If anything, it makes it worse. Although, it does explain why we can’t find a connection. I’ll keep digging.’

Macleod nodded as he heard the other door open and Jona Nakamura emerged with Hope. The Asian woman pointed to the far side of the lab and carefully Macleod walked around various tables and computers until he arrived at the entrance to the morgue.

‘I’ve got the body out at the moment on the table, Seoras,’ said Jona. ‘A couple of things I want you to see. It’s not very pleasant in there.’

It’s never pleasant, thought Macleod, but at the moment he was so tired it wasn’t going to bother him. He just wanted to get on, get this case done. Although at some point, he’d have to think about going to sleep, even if he just caught an hour somewhere.

Leading the small party through, Jona handed out white coats and donned her own face mask and hat. After washing, she snapped on her gloves and then approached the table where the body lay, carefully folding back the overlying cloth. She immediately pointed.

‘There are some markings around the man’s face. He’s been beaten. Probably a club of some sort. It doesn’t look like it’s a fist; club around the cheeks on the jaw. Haven’t found anything on the body. I think it’s done after he’s been incapacitated.’

‘Do you want to explain that one to me? Why is somebody beating someone about after they’re incapacitated?’

‘It’s almost like somebody’s having a word. I think they stabbed him, incapacitated him up through the back, but they’ve done it well, or maybe they’ve done it amateurishly and not realised, but he’s alive. Not particularly awake, I would think, and they beat him in the face and then they’ve taken the hand off. Looking at the blood around the arm, I would suggest that hand was taken off while he was alive.’

‘That’s crazy,’ said Hope. ‘If all you want to do is just get a collection of hands, why do that? Why not just kill them and then take them off? Makes it much easier. The man could flap around with the hand; anything. Is there anywhere showing he was restrained?’

‘No,’ said Jona, ‘Not at all.’

‘What was it taken off with?’ asked Stewart. ‘It looks quite a clean cut.’

‘It is indeed,’ said Jona, ‘Done very well. I would say a very large butcher’s knife, a cleaver of some sort. It’s gone right down to the wrist joint, a place where there isn’t a lot of bone and what is, isn’t that strong. Done with some force. I think he’d have put the hand on a rock or something solid like that underneath and then come down on it. I couldn’t find anything at the crime scene, but I have left a few others there. They’re still searching the area. Although, like I said, I’m not sure he was killed there. I believe he was killed elsewhere and then dumped.’

Macleod was quiet, and he was aware of the rest of the party were staring at him.

‘What is it?’ asked Hope. ‘Something’s in your head here; what is it?’

‘What it is, is you’re meant to wait for the dramatic pause, and then I can announce myself when I’m ready. Still fermenting through,’ said Macleod. ‘Sometimes you got to let it ferment for a bit.’

‘Or ply it with coffee,’ said Hope. Macleod heard Kirsten Stewart snigger. While not entirely sure this was the place for that kind of remark, he was aware that everyone was dog tired and maybe a little light humour could lift the spirits.

‘If you’re going to take the hand off while someone’s alive, you’re making a point.’ Macleod looked at Stewart and she nodded back.

‘Of course, the point before is the hands were all in the satchel. There’re no bodies. It was just the hands. Somebody saying, “Look what I’ve done,” but in no way, wanting you to know how you’ve done it.’

‘Why?’ said Hope, ‘Why on earth would you do that? If you didn’t want anybody to know you’ve done it, just kill them, send a video message up. Why hands?’

‘Maybe it’s not for anybody to know at all,’ said Macleod, ‘Maybe it’s a tally, maybe it’s letting you know, or people associated with you know. But in this latest death, the killer wanted Ryan Green to be aware that they knew of these other killings. Showed him the hand, took his hand.’

‘While that all makes sense,’ said Jona, ‘there’s something else I want to show you.’ She moved forward to the table. Delicately rolling the man over onto his front, she then pointed to just above his back. Macleod could see the knife wound, which incapacitated the man, but then he also saw some sort of symbol.

‘What on earth’s that?’ asked Macleod. ‘A tattoo?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Jona, ‘that’s a tattoo all right. That isn’t coming off. Properly done. That’s not an amateur job; it’s not a spur of the moment. It’s been done properly.’

‘What’s the marking?’ asked Macleod.

‘It’s a Black Sun,’ said Kirsten. ‘This man’s a Nazi or at least a far-right extremist.’

Hope stared at Kirsten. ‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s the Black Sun. If you look at it, it contains swastikas as well. Different angles. It’s a far-right symbol.’

‘Mr Green could have been a figure of hate,’ said Hope. ‘Maybe that’s a reason to get him. That sits at odds with Sarah Eidelman. She was a Jew. Why would you be taking out far-right extremists and a Jew?’

‘I was just discussing with Kirsten,’ said Macleod. ‘I don’t think the same person took both of these people out. Jona, I’m going to need you to look at the collection of hands that you have. See if they were taken off with a large cleaver like this—maybe it was done somehow differently.’

‘So, you think we’ve got some sort of what? Copycat? Somebody has cottoned on that somebody else was doing this, or what? Some sort of random murders that just have a similar style?’

Macleod saw Hope’s bemused face, and he thought she must feel out of it whenever he and Kirsten were on the same wavelength, especially as Ross wasn’t in the building either.

‘No. I’m thinking this might be revenge for the other one,’ said Macleod. ‘Think about it. She’s Jewish, far-right, that’s a possible connection. It’s too much at the moment to say that he murdered her. Too much to say Ryan Green killed Sarah Eidelman, but there’s a potential link there and that’d be a motive to do it, albeit tenuous at this time. Certainly, a path to follow, something to find out. As I’m looking at this case, we haven’t got a lot to follow on at the moment.’

‘Is there anything else, Jona?’ asked Hope. The Asian woman shook her head.

‘I’m going to get back to looking at the other hands. If Kirsten stays about, we’ll see what we can dig up between us. I’m starting to try to cross-reference fingerprints, but the decomposition doesn’t make it easy, but I’ll certainly advise you as soon as I’ve got anything.’

‘Thanks, Jona. I know you’ve been up all night, so catch up sometime. Okay? Get some sleep.’

‘Do I look that bad, Detective Inspector?’ Macleod laughed at the rebuke.

‘We all can’t be as fresh as me,’ he said. And, with that, he strode out on his heel, leaving the assembled women to look at each other with disbelieving eyes.

As he walked down the corridor back to his office, Macleod’s limbs shouted at him again, but inside he was fired up. Now there was something tangible to go on, something small, but a possibility. He knew his gut and he knew not to ignore it. The first place they’d have to start was back with Mrs Green. He needed to find out more about Ryan Green, who he mixed with, who his friends were. Where did the tattoo come from? When did he get it? Was his wife aware of it? Was she a far-right extremist as well?

It also tied in with the factory. He’d fired the Indian woman. Maybe he was a racist, but there was a big difference between being a racist and being someone who murdered those of an ethnic origin he didn’t like. This wasn’t Germany in the war. Macleod scolded himself, told himself not to get too far ahead, but there was definitely the possibility of something on those lines.

Macleod looked at his watch. He needed to be fresh to speak to Mrs Green. She’d also had a shock through the night, so she’d be tired as well. What was a reasonable time to visit? Macleod decided that he should shut his eyes for an hour and then head over with Hope. Walking back to his office, he waited to see his colleague enter the larger office, before shouting at her through the door.

‘One hour’s time, Hope. We’ll head over to the Green’s and ask his good lady some questions. I’m going to close my eyes. Do it too, if you wish. But, if you do, tell Kirsten, nobody comes into this office of mine.’

‘What happened to the lively and fresh inspector that walked out of forensics?’

‘The lively and fresh inspector is still in here. Unfortunately, the outer skin he’s been occupying says it’s absolutely exhausted, so, the outer skin is going to have a rest, while the mind brews away inside on various possibilities in this case.’

‘Aye, right. I’ll see you in an hour. Don’t snore,’ laughed Hope.








  
  
  Chapter 8

  
  




The office door opened, and Macleod’s eyes flew open. At first, there was a slight blur, then he saw the smiling face of his colleague. The dark blue jeans were set off by the black leather jacket above and the red hair that was currently splayed across the shoulders.

‘Are you ready? You said an hour. It’s been an hour and five minutes.’

‘You were supposed to wake me,’ said Macleod. ‘That was the whole point. If I set an alarm, I’d be standing here waiting for it to go off instead of getting some sleep.’

‘Yes, well, whatever. Come on. I’ll stick some coffee in the travel mugs and see if we can get you going again.’ With that, Macleod watched Hope turn away and start to walk, then she stopped. He’d seen this motion before, and he could see her thinking for just a moment. Then the hands shot inside the jacket pocket, out came the hair tie, and then both hands took the red mane and tied it up at the back. With almost a swagger, Hope then walked away, and he heard her reaching for the cups to get the coffee poured. Macleod could never work out why Hope was alone in this world. Sure, she had Jona she lived with, but that was just a friend relationship, nothing more than that as much as Hope liked the girl.

Macleod could remember his own self being enamoured with her, a time when Hope occupied a vastly different place in his mind, a time he had thankfully worked through. Now she was a trusted colleague, a friend even, but he wondered if she was ready to take on his mantle. How would it work with Hope? He saw Stewart as someone who was like him, someone who could detect, make the connections, not Hope. Hope was somebody striding along, chasing down avenues, bringing things to light. She dug; Macleod connected the dots. If Hope were in charge, would it work well?

He felt that at the time when Jane, his partner, had ended up in hospital. Macleod had gone to her leaving Hope in charge and she’d continued to dig and they’d found a way, but he had made the connection—he had stepped back in to help. Maybe Stewart was the one they wanted; maybe Stewart was the one on the career path. What did it matter anyway? Once you were right, you were right. Things happened the way they happened.

Macleod pulled himself out of the seat. He was doing this too often at the moment, wandering, pondering through things. What would he do if he gave up? Turning and grabbing his coat, he plonked his hat on his head.

What would I do, God? he asked. This is all I’ve known. This is where I ran when my wife died. This is what you gave me. Macleod wondered if he had a right to give up? He wasn’t quite God’s righteous warrior in all of this and he certainly didn’t want to make himself out to be some sort of saint, but somebody had to do it, somebody had to get amongst the filth. Why not Macleod? Did he deserve any break? Did he deserve anything, or was that simply the callings of his Presbyterian upbringing shouting at him? ‘None of us are worthy,’ he remembered that well. ‘God’s mercy only, none of us worthy.’

The trouble with that approach, he realised now, was the complete lack of self-esteem it brought out in people. Surely, as you go on in a relationship, he thought, things should be easier and yet it didn’t; it got harder, more questions. The more he thought about this Being, that he knew so closely, who he saw as guiding his world and life, the more he thought about Him, the more he reached and talked to Him, the more distant God seemed. But this wouldn’t find out who killed Sarah Eidelman or Ryan Green. Macleod yawned as they crossed the Kessock Bridge, taking the road back out to Dingwall. It had been twelve hours previous that they’d last been in the house and Mrs Green now looked the worst for wear. When they arrived, Anne Green was drinking a large brandy, still in a dressing gown, although a neighbour, or someone else, had taken the kids. Macleod watched her in the living room as he re-introduced himself and saw her take a cigarette, lighting it up. Nowadays, people were so cautious when they did smoke not to offend anyone, with most people stepping outside. The woman could be forgiven after all. Her husband was dead.

‘Mrs Green, I don’t know how to put this delicately, but we found a tattoo on the back of your husband that is called the Black Sun and is a far-right tattoo. Are you aware how he got it?’

Anne Green continued to walk around the room, drawing on a cigarette. ‘We don’t like them coming here, Inspector. Do you like them? Are you happy with how many are here?’

‘To whom are you referring?’ asked Macleod. He knew damn well what she was talking about.

‘Immigrants. We’re in Scotland here. It’s a white race. It’s a white place, but now we have blacks everywhere. We have these Middle Eastern people. Long before that, we had the Jews with their money. Our jobs are taken. We’re forced out. They move up through the politics. Further south, it’s worse. They haven’t come as far as here in large numbers yet, but they’ll come. You wait and see. Laws will be changed around. Those that are white, ignored.’ She motioned as if to spit on the ground. ‘Those with their different ideas, teaching kids about men with men, women with women, and worse. When is it going to stop, Inspector? You don’t even get to arrest people for that these days. There was a time, a good time, when we used to hang them for that.’

‘Mrs Green, I’m going to ask you to watch your language, and can you refrain from making such racist remarks? I’m not here to correct your viewpoint, to agree with it, or in any way, to discuss it. All I want to know is about your husband. I take it he would have shared these views of yours.’

Macleod watched the woman flick the ash from her cigarette into the tray. ‘Of course, he would. It’s where we met, in Germany. He came from good stock, did Ryan.’

‘Was he part of any group?’ Macleod saw the woman’s eyes flash up. ‘Not necessarily saying it was a group that was against the law, just a group. He must’ve had friends he met with, talked about these sorts of issues with, or did anything. Was he in a bowling club? Who did he hang out with?’ asked Macleod.

‘Ryan was a man’s man, liked the company of male friends,’ she said; ‘liked his women to be women. There were four of them that went about. They’d known each other from younger days, university and that, good decent people. Were never arrested or anything, but stood up to changing ways and we certainly didn’t want any of those new sorts of people coming in. Somebody had to fight the liberal standpoint. Somebody had to stop the way this country was going, so we used words back then.’

Back then, thought Macleod. What are you doing now? He let it slide for the minute. ‘Who are they?’

‘Carl, Andrew, and Simon, best friends a man can have,’ said Mrs Green.

‘Can you expand, please? Full names?’

‘Carl Newman,’ said the woman; ‘Andrew Tallow and Simon Fraser. They all live locally, easy enough to find them. I’ll give you their address. Nobody’s hiding anything, but they won’t be involved in this. It was probably somebody who didn’t like what he said.’

‘I think you’re probably right,’ said Macleod, ‘but if that’s the case, these other three men could be in danger and I’ll need to find them, warn them of it. If you could give me contact numbers and addresses, that’d be much appreciated, Mrs Green. Did your husband have anywhere he went in particular with these men? Like for meals and that?’

‘Sometimes they played golf together, but there was no special place. They didn’t have a meeting room or a den or anything,’ she said. ‘They just were buddies, liked to go out and enjoy life together.’

Macleod made a note of the addresses and phone numbers given and once outside of the house, asked Hope to pursue the other men while he tried the first on the list, Carl Newman.

The mobile rang and Macleod waited patiently for someone to answer. He heard the click of the phone and a yes came down from the other end.

‘My name is Detective Inspector Macleod,’ and the line went dead. The person on the line had closed off the call, so Macleod rang back. This time, the phone was not answered; neither did the voice message system kick in. Instead, the call was simply switched off. Not very friendly, thought Macleod, looking up the address for Carl Newman. Meanwhile, he turned to Hope.

‘Any luck?’

‘Negative,’ said Hope. ‘Nothing on the mobiles, tried their house numbers, and I’ve got two women telling me they haven’t been seen. They’re missing for the last four or five hours.’

‘Were they aware of Ryan Green’s death?’ asked Macleod.

‘We didn’t get that far into the conversation. I think it may have been their partners. Probably best that we spin round into the addresses and find out what we can.’

Macleod nodded, but he still backed up to the front door of Ryan Green’s house, rapping it gently before being allowed inside, stepping back into the living room. The woman looked at him with disdain. ‘Is there something else I can do for you, Inspector?’

‘We’ve just tried to contact your husband’s three friends. One put the phone down on me, and the other two seemed to have vanished. Did you call any of them? Did you advise anybody of what happened to Ryan?’

‘Of course not. I was a little too caught up in myself. I’ve just lost my husband. The last thing I need to do is to walk around making phone calls. If you don’t mind, I’d like to be left in peace.’ Macleod nodded as he stepped out of the room. He called over the sergeant who was looking after the scene.

‘Find out if she’s called anyone. Check her mobile. Get details of the landline. I want to know if she’s made a call out to anyone in the last twelve hours. I’ll be in the car.’

‘Where to first?’ asked Hope.

‘Probably the best thing to do,’ said Macleod, ‘is head for Carl Newman. Somebody was there. Somebody shut the phone down, so if we’re quick enough, we might be able to catch them before they leave.’ Hope nodded. Macleod could feel the urgency with which she drove the car. Carl Newman’s house was only a five-minute drive away and another well-off looking part of Dingwall. When they arrived at the front door, Macleod banged on it loudly, announcing his arrival while Hope kept watch around the rear. The door opened and Macleod saw a teenage girl standing with bleary eyes, looking rather indignant.

‘What the hell do you want?’

‘My name is DI Macleod and my colleague, DS McGrath, will be here very shortly. We’re looking for Carl Newman. Do you know the name?’

‘You want Dad? Dad’s not here. He went out a couple of minutes ago, maybe ten. I don’t know. I was in bed.’

‘Do you know where he went?’

‘No, but he had a rucksack with him for some reason. Where would you go at this time of the day? You got me up, not happy about that.’

‘Well, I do apologise, but your father’s friend has unfortunately died and I think your father may have had some bad news,’ said Macleod, ‘so I’d like to get a hold of him pretty quickly. Do you think you could phone him?’

‘God’s sake. Can you not do it? You’re the police, after all.’

‘Can you just try calling your father for me, ma’am?’ said Macleod. ‘Just get on with it. It would be a lot easier.’ The girl tottered again. Then she walked inside and came back with the house phone. Macleod saw a man walking down the stairs behind her. Coming up from behind, he wrapped his arms around her as she made the phone call. After a minute, she shook her head. ‘Nope, he’s not answering anything, nothing at all.’

‘Do you know any other numbers you can get him on?’

‘No,’ said the girl. ‘I don’t.’

‘Can I ask who this is behind you?’

The girl turned around, looking up at the man. Then she turned back to Macleod. ‘Kenneth. I think he’s Kenneth.’

‘You don’t know?’ said Macleod.

‘Well, we only picked each other up last night and to be honest, we haven’t had much of a conversation.’

‘It is Kenneth, sir,’ said the man, ‘and that’s true. I don’t even know what her father looks like.’

Macleod shook his head. ‘Okay, fine. If your dad calls back, ring this number,’ said Macleod, handing over the card.

‘So,’ said the girl, ‘if my dad rings back, my dad who obviously doesn’t want to be contacted, if he rings back, I’m going to tell you where he is. Yes, right, copper,’ she said, throwing the card back out towards Macleod. ‘Come on, Kenneth, we’re not finished yet.’ With that, the door was closed in Macleod’s face.

‘Hope,’ he shouted, ‘let’s go. Let’s see what else we can find.’

‘Something up?’ said Hope, returning from behind the building.

‘He’s not there; just got a sexually charged daughter and a cheeky madam with it.’

‘I take it that conversation didn’t go well then,’ said Hope.

‘What is it? In my day, police came around and people would’ve had respect. They wouldn’t have been scared about what you could do. Younger generations, they chuck it in your face. Ridiculous.’ With that, Macleod stepped inside the car and Hope joined him.

‘Times do change, sir. You know that,’ said Hope. ‘I guess things have changed too much for you.’ Macleod looked at her with sad eyes. She was right. Everything seemed to go quicker these days. Everything seemed to be flying past him. ‘I think it comes to everyone, Seoras, the time when the world moves quicker than we do. I’m hoping I’m going to be awhile before I get there.’

‘You seem to be light enough on your feet at the moment,’ said Macleod, ‘so maybe you will, but the one thing—’ Macleod’s phone rang again. Picking it up, he saw the image of Kirsten Stewart.

‘Kirsten, what’s up?’

‘Seoras, they found a body hanging in the park.’

‘A new one? It’s probably Carl Newman, Andrew Tallow, or Simon Fraser. We’ve just been investigating Ryan Green’s friends. He seems to have quite a few sympathisers with him.’

‘No, sir. It’s none of them. It’s a female body, and it’s not in a good way.’
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Macleod could see Jona Nakamura emerging from her van as they pulled into the car park. The tape from the previous cordoning off of the area was still evident, and Macleod wondered how the body had got here. When he walked into the park, he could see it was in a place distant from where the satchel hands had been found, away from the water, and well beyond the children’s play park. The wind was blowing strongly now, and he pulled his coat up around him. You could smell the damp as much as feel it in your bones. Macleod’s feet squelched as he walked across the grass.

‘Suit on, please,’ said Jona as she caught up with the inspector. ‘I haven’t had a proper look at it yet, so, suit on, don’t touch anything, if you don’t mind?’

‘Of course, not a problem, Jona; just give me the lowdown when you can.’ Instead of heading straight for the body, Macleod broke away and got hold of one of the uniforms. The man pointed to a sergeant, and as Macleod approached the officer, he was joined by Hope McGrath.

‘What’s the lowdown?’ asked Macleod.

The sergeant was a tall blonde woman of maybe forty. Looking at her face, Macleod could tell she was rather anxious. ‘I was first here,’ she said, ‘I was out in the car when we took the call . . . She was just swinging there, just swinging, hanging by one arm. I tried to touch her, bring her down, but she was dead. We called the paramedics; they came and confirmed it. We were going to bring her down, but she was tied too tight; we couldn’t cut the rope.’

‘Okay, sergeant, take it easy, it must have been quite a shock. We don’t get to see much of that type of thing here.’ Macleod thought to himself, But I do, it’s part of the job and it never fails to give you a kick in the teeth. ‘Do we have any identification for the dead woman?’

‘She wasn’t wearing anything and in a brief search of the area, we couldn’t find any clothing.’

‘Did it look as if she’d been interfered with at all?’ asked Macleod.

‘You can’t tell,’ said the sergeant, ‘but there’s nothing obvious. She was heavily bruised though around the cheeks and on the chin; the face is a bit messed up, and of course, the right hand is missing.’

‘Was there anyone on duty around the area, having been a previous crime scene?’ asked Hope.

‘There were brief patrols around, one or two, but we were not really looking from that side,’ said the sergeant. ‘To get through there, you have to come in through the wood, go by the river. It wouldn’t be an easy job to carry that body. I would say that you’d have to be a very, very fit and strong woman or a heavily built guy. But it’ll not be easy—also a bit of a risk. And what do you say to somebody if they stop you? “What’s that you’ve got over your shoulder?” We don’t know if she came in a bag, but you would have to suspect that was what happened. I’m organising some search parties to look around, see if we can find any car tracks. I’ll also get onto CCTV in the area to see if we can see anyone pulling up. Forensics haven’t been here long, so we don’t know how long she’s been dead, sir,’ said the officer.

‘Thank you—not a pleasant discovery, so thank you, Sergeant . . .’ Macleod waited for a name, but the woman seemed too distracted. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Continue with the search. And get hold of Hope McGrath here, my sergeant, if you find anything or if you need any assistance.’ The woman went to walk away, but Macleod called her back. ‘And Sergeant, when you get back to the station, go see your boss; tell him you need some help with this one. Don’t let it lie, don’t just try to deal with it on your own—go talk to someone.’ The woman nodded. Satisfied that she would at least think about it, Macleod turned and sought one of the coveralls from the forensic van.

‘Not like you to offer advice to people about their welfare,’ said Hope.

‘We are meant to. I’m just following procedure,’ said Macleod. ‘She looked a bit rough, looked as if she wasn’t coping that well.’

‘I’m sure you’ve got plenty of tips on how to get through it.’

Macleod stopped and turned and stared at Hope, ‘No, I don’t, I really don’t.’ With that, he continued his walk to the forensic van.

‘I didn’t mean anything by that, Seoras; come back here. I didn’t mean anything by it.’

Macleod turned on his heel. ‘I know you didn’t, it’s just that, Hope, it’s endless; it’s just endless, isn’t it? You think you get something sorted and then another one rolls along. We nearly lost Ross last time. One of these times I’ll lose one of you. I don’t want to.’

‘It shook you up last time, didn’t it? It really shook you up.’

‘Yes, it did,’ said Macleod. ‘It really did, and I don’t want to think about it because it’s been bugging me ever since. Come on, we’ve got work to do. Let’s get these outfits on and go see Jona.’ Two minutes later, Macleod was standing at the edge of a large group of trees. The body of a woman was some twenty feet away and he could see her hanging by one hand. Her pale flesh had traces of blood on one arm, and her face was battered. The eyes were closed, but the bruising on the cheeks gave them a purple colour and the brunette hair hung across the face. Macleod was worried that if he pulled the head back up, the hair would part, and he’d see even worse horrors than the bruising he could make out from a distance.

‘You can come close, Inspector; it’s okay,’ shouted Jona, ‘In fact, you should see some of this.’ Macleod didn’t want to come closer, but he knew for his job, he’d have to.

‘She looks like she took a pasting,’ said Hope.

‘Right in the face again,’ said Jona, ‘only this one was bound. Look at the ankles and look at the wrist that still has a hand attached to it,’ said Jona. ‘There’s a rope in there, some sort of tight rope. The other thing is, no clothing. The last victim had his clothes on; this one didn’t. I don’t know if that’s significant, Inspector. It’s certainly a difference—that she didn’t have any on when the ropes were tied around her hand as well. Certainly, no socks and no trousers. Initial investigations say that she may have been interfered with as well. I can’t say for sure from where I am, but I’m guessing it.’

‘And then he took her hand off,’ said Macleod. ‘Is that all bruising around her face?’

‘No,’ said Jona. ‘It’s mascara run. She looked like she’d been made up for the day. Not overly glamorous, but put her daily makeup on like a woman normally would. Nails were done nice on that hand certainly, and there’re no rings on that hand. She does have earrings on, quite smart ones, so I wouldn’t say she was at a business, more like looking as if she was out for lunch. The other thing to note,’ said Jona, ‘is this.’

Carefully, Jona moved forward, and with her gloved hands, gently spun the woman round. Macleod looked at the back and the first thing he noted were her buttocks. The skin seemed rough, but above that in the small of her back was a tattoo. It was the same Black Sun that he’d seen on Ryan Green.

‘Now we’re getting a link,’ said Hope. ‘Do you think someone’s after them?’

‘That was your theory, wasn’t it, Inspector?’ said Jona. ‘You thought there were different sets of killings. This would look to back up your claim.’

Macleod nodded and walked round the woman. ‘No clothing,’ he said. ‘Why no clothing? There’s clearly trademarks here, the hand’s cut off. That’s probably relating back to the hands we found in the satchel for whatever reason, but then you have Ryan Green killed in his suit jacket, simply taken off the hand, but this woman, she’s been bound, she’s been bound naked. Jona, on her backside, those markings, has she been . . ?’

‘They certainly indicate a degree of rough play,’ said Jona. ‘I need to get a better look, but yes, probably she was victimised, abused. I’ll tidy up here and then get her back to the lab, have a proper look at what’s been done and I’ll touch base with you back there, Seoras. Keep everybody well back; she’s not a pretty sight at all.’

‘Agreed,’ said Hope, ‘The sergeant that found her certainly wasn’t impressed.’

Macleod strolled off through the woods behind the hanging woman. He could hear Hope coming behind him. The bubbling of a river could also be heard, and Macleod had to push his way through the small twigs and branches coming off the trees before he fought his way out to the riverbank.

‘Come in from this side,’ said Macleod, ‘you’ve got the river and you’ve got the bank. People run up and down here, they cycle up and down here, this is not somewhere you simply walk down with a body. It was dumped here for a reason. This is a family place.’

‘Let me think about it,’ continued Macleod. ‘If this is some sort of vengeance, if this is some sort of retribution for things done wrong, why dump bodies and things here? Why was the other one dumped in Ardersier? It seems somewhat strange.’

‘The timeframe for disposal wouldn’t have been right,’ said Hope. ‘If he’d come to dump the body here of Ryan Green, we would have been about. We were here; there was less of us about this time around.’

‘We think the fact we’re in a playground, we’re in a family place, a park, that, for families, is important,’ said Macleod. ‘Or maybe it’s just pointing out something. It’s a horrific image dumped in the middle of everyday life in a place of safety; maybe it’s highlighting the wrong. Anyway, we’ll need to get onto Missing Persons and see if anyone’s gone missing in the last couple of days and been reported in,’ said Macleod. ‘Touch base with the sergeant, see how we get a body to here, what’s the easiest way to do it?’

‘Okay, Seoras, I’m on it. What are you going to do?’

Macleod looked around, ‘I’m going to think,’ he said. ‘Something’s not right here; something is bugging me.’ Macleod watched Hope leave him and walked further down the riverbank. As he walked along, the river rushing beside him, he concentrated on a group of ducks making their way through the water. The female ducks, all brown, struggled to stand out, but the male ducks were flamboyant, showing off, occasionally fighting with each other over a female. The colours stuck out. Then Macleod focused on them for a few minutes. When he did so, a few of them started to swim off, aware of him looking. He laughed to himself before trudging further down the riverbank. And then he stopped.

Was she abused? he thought, and in what way?If Ryan Green was involved in something and a part of a group, how had they treated anyone that they had murdered? If that was the hypothesis, assuming this was some sort of revenge, were they revisiting what had been done to other people onto these killers, these murderers who had carried out acts on other people? Maybe that’s why the female victim wasn’t wearing anything. What had Ryan done? If, indeed, he had. Macleod’s ideas were fermenting. They were also missing a place. After all, Ryan Green hadn’t been killed in Ardersier. He’d been taken out there, absolutely, but he’d not been killed there. Instead, he’d been taken somewhere to be killed, and then dropped at Ardersier. Why?

They were missing that place. The place where he was killed. Maybe this woman was killed there as well. And why? How long was she dead? Macleod turned and strolled back along the riverbank. As he walked along, he could see many buildings on the far side, people’s back gardens, houses. Inverness was so large now. He remembered a time when it was a smaller city. A place to be visited away in the north, not the thriving business town it was these days, and with it had come growth. The edges of Inverness kept growing. It was becoming a conurbation, not just simply a city. New houses, new estates growing up everywhere, and all that made it just so much harder to find things. Someone had secreted themselves away surely, someone had done something to this woman somewhere hidden away. Come on, Seoras, he thought, what’s bugging you? With a sigh, he turned back, walking through the wood, and saw Jona working on the body.

‘Inspector, come over a minute,’ said Jona. ‘See her arm? See how stretched it is?’

‘She hasn’t been hanging that long though, has she? Or has she?’ asked Macleod.

‘Not here, she hasn’t,’ said Jona, ‘If you look at the other arm, she’s been hanging somewhere. Those arms have been above her head, I would say for at least a couple of days and prior to being killed. Rigor mortis sets in and yes, you’d expect that, but the hand she is hanging by would be locked, but the other arm would be down by her side or at least hanging straight down and you’d expect the muscles to tighten and to leave it there. But look at it, it’s going up. It’s hanging out at an angle. If I’m not mistaken, somebody has tried to force that down. I think it’s been broken. I think the arm’s broken, up around the shoulder,’ said Jona, ‘I’d look closer now, but I’d rather get her back on the slab.’

‘So, you’re telling me she was hung by her arms, tied by the feet?’

‘Yes,’ said Jona, ‘she’s been abused. As we said before, I think she’s been physically abused as well as sexually.’

‘Maybe this is payback,’ said Macleod.

After thanking Jona, he made his way back across the park and walked to a small garden centre where he sat down for a coffee. He picked up the mobile and rang Hope, who joined him some twenty minutes later.

‘So, this is the deal, is it? I go and do all the running around and you just stop here for a coffee?’

‘Yours is coming—sit down,’ said Macleod.

Hope promptly pulled herself out a chair, sitting down before the inspector. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Ryan Green. His wife never spoke of any lady friends. Did she?’

‘No, none at all.’

‘It’s just a theory, but I think they may be connected these two, not just by the tattoos, but they may have been closer than that. Jona reckons that the woman there has been hung up for quite a while, and yet we discover her after Ryan Green. Why? If he had her earlier, why not kill her off first?’

‘Unless he had a reason to keep her alive,’ said Hope.

‘Yes, keep going,’ said Macleod. ‘Keep going through with that and the reason was Ryan Green. I reckon he humiliated her in front of Ryan Green. Not just to get at her, but to get at him. This is some sort of revenge, I’m sure of it,’ said Macleod.

Hope sat back in her chair. ‘So, you think there’ll be more?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Macleod. ‘We need to get moving on this. There’s going to be a lot of searching and a lot of painstaking work to go through. CCTVs of the area, hunting everything down.’

‘Then you could do with someone like me,’ said a new voice.

Macleod looked up. ‘What are you doing here, Ross? You’re meant to be recovering at home.’
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‘Ross, they haven’t cleared you for duty. You shouldn’t be back.’

‘Yes, sir, but you do need me at the moment. Tell me you haven’t got enough on your plate. Tell me to go home.’

Macleod took a sip of his coffee and then fixed his eyes on Ross. The man looked okay, certainly in better shape than when he left him in the hospital. But was there a mental trauma there?

‘You don’t come back till you get a full checkout. I don’t need you on this.’

‘I called in about an hour ago, talked to Kirsten, and she told me how wide this is spreading. You’ve got two bodies, you’ve got a bag full of hands, and you’ve got a mountain of things to run down. I’ve just heard you talk about having to go through CCTV, the lot. You’re talking my forte, myself and Kirsten together. It’s too much for her. She’ll do it but she’ll miss things. You know we do better together. Let me come back. I’ll get on with it and then, when this is done, I’ll take two weeks. I’ll take a holiday, but right now you need me, sir.’

DC Ross had insisted on being called Ross when the new plan for using first names came out from the force. He was also very party to calling Macleod, sir. It was one of the things that Macleod liked about him. He understood about rank, about who’s making what choices. When someone like Hope probably would have just returned, Ross was standing before Macleod asking his permission. He’d already done the calculations and yes, the man was right; another quality officer would certainly help the team.

‘You’re not fit,’ said Hope. ‘By rights, you should go.’

‘Ross,’ said Macleod, ‘Stand outside for a couple of minutes, please. I need to talk to your superior officer.’ Ross turned and left.

Hope looked at Macleod, ‘You know, by the way, you can just call him Alan.’

‘He doesn’t like that. He never calls me Seoras.’

‘Well, he manages Hope with me.’

‘Yes, but we’re a bit different. Anyway, it’s not my call, it’s yours. You’re his boss, you’re his direct line.’

‘By the book, we shouldn’t need him. By the book, he shouldn’t be here. By the book, we should bring in some other people, but he is good.’

‘Yes, he is, and he’s part of the team. He’s part of what makes us function. Kirsten’s brilliant. Kirsten has insight, but Ross has procedure. Ross has everything under control and Ross will free you up to lead and to go and do a lot more than simply running around with me, crossing off my list of what needs done.’

‘You’re telling me to bring him back in?’

‘No,’ said Macleod, ‘I’m not; you’re not dumping this decision on me. I have no idea if the man’s ready. Go and talk to him, then let me know what you’re doing. It’s your call, Hope, not mine.’ With that Macleod stood up, walked out of the cafe, and caught Ross at the door. ‘Hope’s going to talk to you now; once you’re finished, you’re just going to let me know what the decision is.’

‘The decision, sir? Well, what do you think?’

‘DC Ross, that’s your boss in there. That’s who you report to. When the two of you have worked out what the decision is, come tell me. Until then, I’ve got a body to go and look at.’

Ten minutes later, Macleod was standing at the edge of the woods, looking in at the body. Jona was cutting her down at this point, but in truth, Macleod wasn’t really looking. He was doing what he did best, stewing over the issue, letting the mind just tick through. This woman was dead and she would reveal secrets to Jona. Ryan Green was dead, and they knew most of what he knew, or what had happened to him, but the people they didn’t know were his three friends. It was time to chase those up again.

‘Sir.’ Macleod turned around and saw a smiling Ross. ‘Hope’s briefed me on what you need here. She says she’s got the car waiting for you.’

‘She has the car waiting?’

‘Yes, sir. Says you’ll be looking to go and find these people that we couldn’t find earlier.’

She’s certainly learning, thought Macleod. ‘Keep us informed, Ross.’ Macleod reached forward with his hand. Ross placed his in it and Macleod shook it vigorously. ‘Glad you’re back.’ With no more sentiment, the inspector walked off to find Hope in the car park.

The pair drove to the home of Simon Fraser, having previously called and found it empty. They tried again, but this time something was amiss. The house was not as classy as his other friends’ homes, being on a slightly older estate, but it still would have fetched a reasonable penny and would have been out of reach of the average man on the street.

As they made for the front door, Macleod could see that something was wrong. Taking out his pen, he gently pushed the door open. ‘Police,’ he shouted. ‘This is the police. Anyone home?’

‘Let me go first, sir,’ said Hope and Macleod stopped and turned to look at her.

‘Why?’

‘In case anyone’s there, and jumps out on us.’

‘Then they’ll have the element of surprise, but not the one person capable of bringing them down. I’ll go in first. I’m not geriatric. I might be thinking about retirement, but while I’m still here, understand I can do the job, Hope. You don’t need to look after me.’

‘Sir.’ Macleod continued forward. There was a part of him that was slightly annoyed, but he knew she was looking after him. You could have a worse partner with you than Hope if things kicked off. Macleod entered a hallway and then made his way into a small living room. There was nothing untoward, some magazines lying on a table. As he walked through to find the kitchen at the rear, he realised there were dishes in the sink.

‘If he left, he left in a hurry,’ said Macleod. ‘Let’s see what we can find upstairs.’ The pair searched every bedroom from the upper landing. It seemed rather sparse, as if somebody had packed rather quickly, but the washing basket was still half full. Checking the bathroom, Macleod saw there were still plenty of items.

‘Possible grab and run then,’ said Hope. She returned downstairs to start looking through the lounge and kitchen area again. ‘Sure, there are plenty of photographs. Ryan Green’s here. There’s a golf foursome with all of them. There’s another photograph here. Some nightclub or something. It’s the four of them again. I think I recognise the woman in the back of the photograph.’

Hope handed them to Macleod. He realised he’d seen the face before. The brunette hair had been hanging around it. The cheeks were just more severely bruised, but this was the woman. In the photograph, she had an arm around two of the men and she seemed to be dressed for a night out.

‘See her hand, Hope. The right hand is on the shoulder of that man. That looks like Andrew Tallow, but the other hand, the arm starts around the shoulder of Ryan Green but that hand’s on his neck. There’s nowhere else for it to be. People do that, don’t they? Rub the neck, feel the neck when they’re with someone.’

‘That they do, Seoras. You reckon that the two of them are linked into that possible sexual assault on the woman we found hanging?’

‘I think it’s more than a possibility, Hope. I think we’re running down the right lane here, but I also think we could be running out of time. See if we can find anything that says where he’s going.’

The pair searched the house for another twenty minutes, but everything seemed to be in order. Other than a possible rapid disappearance and a quickly packed bag, there were no signs of any struggle, no signs that someone else had been through the house. The door had been lying open, so somebody had come searching. Maybe he got away; maybe Fraser saw a car before the murderer could tag him.

Macleod stood at his vehicle, looking back at the house, and watched Hope place some police tape across the open door. He called in for forensics to come down to check the house. As he looked at it, something was bugging him.

‘Is that all, Seoras?’ said Hope.

‘We try the next one. Andrew Tallow, wasn’t it? See if we can find out where he’s gone.’ Hope got into the driver’s seat, but after a minute she got back out, for Macleod was still standing beside the car. His hands were resting on the roof, but his face was staring at the house.

‘Am I missing something?’ said Hope. ‘Does it really look that good? Are we now communicating with the house to find where the occupants have gone?’

‘Do you notice something funny about that house?’ said Macleod.

‘No,’ said Hope. ‘Looks like a lot of the houses here.’

‘Did you not feel that there was a room missing?’

Hope looked at Macleod. ‘No. We went in that way,’ she said, motioning with her arm, ‘and that was the living room; through the back, there’s another small area. There was the kitchen. That takes you right through to there. You come back to the hall this way.’

‘On exiting,’ said Macleod, ‘when we came out through the kitchen, the wall that tagged in with the hall is missing about three feet across. It should be three feet deeper, the recess.’

‘Well, maybe it’s just a thicker wall,’ but Hope’s voice wasn’t sounding so sure.

‘Come with me,’ said Macleod, and strode off, back to the house. As he pulled the police tape down and made his way back inside, Hope followed. Macleod made his way into the kitchen. As he reached the far wall, he then stepped through the door back into the hall. ‘See Hope, the kitchen is three feet further away than the wall of the hall. Something’s not right there.’

‘But all we’ve got are cupboards and pots and pans,’ she said. Macleod looked at the cupboards before him. They went from floor to ceiling. If you opened them up, you could see the rear of them and you could see the pots and pans inside. Hope looked for herself.

‘Sure, if you go back from the cupboard, you’ve got a foot or two, but you’re right. The back of the cupboard is still three feet away from where the wall should be.’ Hope went into the hallway, felt the wall along. ‘That’s solid,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing to get through here. You can’t go in behind the cupboards from the hall.’

‘Maybe you’re not meant to,’ said Macleod. Moving back into the kitchen, he started opening up the cupboards. There was a blanking space to his left. At that point, instead of a normal cupboard opening with a handle to one side, there was a handle at the top which you could pull down and have the door open towards you. There were three of those cupboards, one on top of the other. Macleod opened them up and looked inside.

‘Hope, look,’ he said, ‘that cupboard is slightly bigger than the cupboard next door to it.’ With that, he pulled open the cupboards which had the door that swung left to right. Placing his hand inside, he pushed on the end of the cupboard. The cupboard moved and filled the space next to it at the pull-down cupboards. As the cupboard went to one side, it revealed a narrow passageway.

‘Blimey, Seoras, look at that,’ said Hope, and took a torch from out of her jacket. She flicked on the penlight and followed the dark passage in behind the cupboards where it started to descend. The space was narrow. Hope felt damp walls as she made her way down. As she descended some six or seven feet, she realised there was now a door on her left. She opened it before feeling around on the walls inside, hoping to find a light switch. Having located one, she flicked it on.

The room lit up. The first thing that struck Hope was the large flag on the far wall. She saw the swastika and the numerous paper clippings that adorned the wall beside her. Entering fully, she found a small desk, as well as a laptop. Flipping the laptop up, she found a welcome screen asking for a password. ‘We’ll need to get the tech guys to crack into this one,’ she said as Macleod entered the room behind her. The space was narrow and cramped, but the memorabilia on the walls left Macleod flabbergasted.

‘Look at those photographs,’ said Macleod. ‘They’re like from the forties. That’s the second World War.’ There was a picture of Adolf Hitler with his signature on it.

‘You read some of these newspaper clippings?’ said Hope. ‘They’re about attacks. Neo-Nazi attacks. Places where people have died. People have been killed. There’re other things about how immigrants have done things. Ethnic people. Non-whites. Articles about Jews. Negative in the main. This guy’s a psychopath.’

‘If we’re going to use that term, let’s use it properly. He’s obviously a very incensed individual when it comes to people who are not of his kind,’ said Macleod. ‘He certainly has a hatred of those that aren’t Adolf followers, a right-wing agenda, but there’s nothing here to say he’s a murderer. If I was into this stuff, I’d be keeping it hidden as well. I think we know what’s going on now.’

‘We do?’ queried Hope.

‘Yes, we do,’ said Macleod. ‘These are Nazi sympathisers. Right-wing. Whatever you want to call it. The first satchel has hands from people of ethnic origins. People who the Nazis would be against. This is revenge, Hope. Somebody’s coming for our Nazi sympathisers. Somebody’s taking them out.’

‘We’ve got to stop them,’ said Hope, and for a moment, the pair looked at each other. ‘It almost seems a pity.’

‘Stop,’ said Macleod. ‘Stop right there. We don’t pass judgment. We uphold the law. These guys may deserve it, but that’s for a court to decide. Don’t even go down that route. There are other officers in this force that might be swayed more than you and I are. We stick to the law.’ Macleod turned and looked at the wall. He could see a picture of a gas chamber, bodies piled up inside it. ‘We stick to the law,’ he said. Dear God, he thought, help me stick to the law.
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‘We wait until the uniforms get here, Hope. Then you want to send the team in and then we get on. We need to find the other two men. We go back to Tallow’s address next. I think we might get more of a response if we point out the fact that his friends are possibly being killed.’

It was only ten minutes later when the squad car pulled up. Hope briefed the officers to do what Macleod wanted, leaving a handwritten note for Jona’s team. Hope then drove to Andrew Tallow’s, where again, the man was missing. Macleod pointed out that he had several dead bodies on his hands, highlighting a photograph of the woman’s face. This provoked a response, that although Andrew wasn’t at home, there was a possible address he could be found at. Back in the car, Macleod showed this address to Hope.

‘It looks like a rough estate,’ said Hope, ‘not one of the best.’

‘Agreed,’ said Macleod, ‘but that’s where she said, so let’s go. With how quickly our killer has operated, I fear we may not have a lot of time.’

Driving into the estate, Macleod saw the shopping trolleys upside down at the side. There were a couple of cars in the street that had no wheels, and most of the gardens looked like the ideas and concepts around flowers had never been realised in any fashion. Listening to the radio for Gardener’s World was clearly not an occupation in this part of town.

Several of the doors of the houses were boarded up, and Macleod wondered how many were actually occupied, but the address given, number 17, had several cars outside. As Hope drove up, Macleod wondered just how to play this.

‘Probably best if you wait outside again,’ he told Hope. ‘You can cover a runner. At least we have a photograph. We know who we’re looking for, so keep your eye out.’

‘Do you want to bring more uniforms first?’ said Hope.

‘No, if they see uniforms, they’ll run before we’ve even got in the door. It’s time to look a bit more the part.’ With that, Macleod undid his tie, throwing it on the floor. Several buttons of his shirt were undone, and he took off his jacket, leaving it in the car. Slowly, he stumbled out and walked up to the front door of the house, staggering all the way. As he made his way along, he saw an empty bottle lying amongst the grass, picked it up, bringing it to his lips. He wasn’t sure what had been in it before, but he sure as heck wouldn’t drink it. He banged lightly on the door.

‘I don’t think we’re going to accommodate your type, love,’ said the woman standing before him. She had on what he thought used to be described as hot pants and a tight top, but he swore she was at least fifty.

‘Where’s Andy?’ said Macleod. ‘I’m looking for Andy. Has Andy come here?’

‘We don’t talk about who comes here. You should know that. Are you drunk? Go away. You’re not coming in here.’

‘I need to see Andy,’ said Macleod. The woman took one look at him.

‘No,’ she said, ‘you’re not coming in.’

Macleod instantly stood up, reached inside his shirt pocket, and pulled out his credentials. ‘DCI Macleod. I’m coming in now. Step aside.’ The woman was taken aback and didn’t even argue. She moved to one wall. Macleod entered the corridor with a pink carpet and looked up at the red light at the top of the stairs.

‘Is Andy up here? Andrew Tallow. I need to see Andrew Tallow.’

The woman shrugged her shoulders. ‘We don’t do names here.’

Macleod shook his head. He was going to have to check every room. It was five minutes later, and Macleod walked back out of the house and sat down in the car beside Hope.

‘Was he there?’

‘No,’ said Macleod. ‘He wasn’t there.’

‘Well, what’d you see?’

‘Too much,’ said Macleod, ‘too much. I never realised it was a thing that younger men had for older women.’

‘Modern days,’ said Hope.

‘With a sixty-year gap. I’m sure there was a sixty-year gap in there in one of the rooms, maybe forty in the other.’

‘You came up empty then?’

‘No,’ said Macleod. ‘One of them knew, said to try a hideout, caravan park, up near Embo, but that’s a long way away. Might be best to send Stewart up there. Let’s drive to the station, pull everyone together, see what we know, and deploy out again. Maybe Ross has a bit more.’

During the drive back to the station, Macleod tried to keep his mind off what he’d just seen. As a police officer, he’d raided many dubious establishments, plenty of brothels, but this one, it seemed quite specialist.

He wondered what Andrew Tallow would be doing here because the man seemed too old for the place, but then again, one of the women had spoken to him. They’re all working girls. Maybe Andrew wasn’t a client. Maybe he was something else. What he did know now was he had three men on the run, three men he needed to speak to, three men he needed to stop from being murdered. But also, three men who could have been potential murderers themselves. There was something in the back of his mind that said he should just let this go. So what if the killer got all of them? The other part of Macleod wouldn’t have it. You didn’t get away with vigilante justice. It wasn’t right.

Arriving back at the station, Macleod found his coat tails blowing hard as he made his way in. The wind was strong, and he felt a chill from the lack of sleep. As he walked into the office, he saw the smiling face of Kirsten Stewart.

‘Managed to trace a few more, sir.’

‘Of the hands?’

‘All ethnic groups but disappeared over different years. We’ve maybe got three years going back. I think over the years, we’ve identified four, quite a run. There’s at least three women in there, but we’ve identified two of them, two men as well. One of the men was a homosexual, reasonably prominent in those circles. One of the women was black, and another one was Hispanic. Certainly, none of them were Aryan.’

‘Did you check the status of them,’ asked Macleod, ‘in terms of immigration? Were they all here legally?’

‘They were, sir; a couple of them were born here. They weren’t all immigrants, so to speak, even if they weren’t all white. Some of them have families who had been here for quite a while.’

‘They were all just reported as missing persons?’

‘All the cases were weird. They just disappeared. There was nothing to say they were attacked, nothing to say they’d gone anywhere. In fact, a lot of them we thought were suicides because they’d either disappeared or their cars would be found beside cliffs or near to other points well known for self-termination of life.’

‘The killers of these people were well-switched on. It was well-planned, not a lot left to chance,’ said Macleod. ‘Keep going with it, Kirsten, but we’re going to convene a meeting and then you are going up to Embo.’

‘Embo? On the sunny East Coast?’ she laughed. ‘Oh, with this weather outside, it’ll just be a delight.’

‘Bracing,’ shouted Hope from the background.

‘Has Ross arrived back yet?’ asked Macleod.

‘He’s on his way in,’ said Stewart. ‘I think Jona wants to brief you as well.’

‘Okay then,’ said Macleod. ‘Twenty minutes in here, it’s set up. Hope, you’ll be taking the lead going through what we know. Get word out to Uniform; bring them in because they’ve got to have to work through some of this as well.’

Macleod fell into the chair in his office, shattered, but he needed to engage the brain. But first of all, he picked up the phone and called his partner, Jane.

‘You sound as if you haven’t slept,’ she said.

‘I haven’t, but this is looking bleak.’

‘You can tell me about it if you wish,’ said Jane.

‘You know how I feel about that,’ said Macleod. ‘I don’t talk about these things. You’ve been too close to it already, but tell me, Jane, how would you feel if I said I was going to give it all up, just retire? You’d have me at the house all day, every day.’

‘Wow,’ she said. ‘Are you all right? I know you aren’t feeling the best at the moment. I know things were pretty grim last time with Ross, but you’ve never mentioned the actual R-word to me. Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘I’m not sure of anything,’ said Macleod. ‘Truth, I’m not sure I feel the hunger that I did before to sort things out, maybe because some of these people deserved it, or are going to deserve it. And now I sound like judge, jury, and executioner.’

‘You certainly don’t sound like yourself. Well, pick yourself up, DI Macleod, because you have a job to do, and if you want to retire, fine, retire, but you get this one done. Take care, love. Get back to work.’

Macleod put the phone down. Some people thought Jane was quite a frivolous woman. In a lot of ways, she was. She loved the physical side of their relationship. She was happy to tease him and excite him, but behind it all was someone who could read him, and when Jane needed to call it, she called it, and she was right. He could be the pondering retiree anytime. Right now, he was DI Macleod, and he needed to get on top of this case. As he went to stand up, his phone rang. ‘Macleod,’ he answered. The tones of the DCI made him grimace.

Macleod was five minutes late to the briefing, but it hadn’t started without him. When he came in, Hope gave a nod from the front of the room and then a questioning look.

Macleod mouthed, ‘DCI.’

Hope shook her head. Then she mouthed, ‘Was it okay?’

It wasn’t really. The man had annoyed him again, pushing for more and more progress. The trouble with a case like this was it went public. Press reported about the hands, or as they said, appendages. A lot of detail was not released. Macleod struggled to the front of the room, walked over to Hope, and advised her he would take this himself.

‘Right. Everyone, heads up. Ross is back with us.’ A small cheer went up from the room. ‘It’s great to see him, but don’t go easy on him. We’re going to need everyone pulling on this one. Right. Everyone’s aware that we’ve had a satchel of hands found in the park in town. We’ve currently identified four of those hands and they’re all people of ethnic origin, killed within the last three to four years. Half of them, we knew that for definite, the other half from surmising. We believe, or rather, we’re theorising that this was carried out by some Neo-Nazi group, a far-right bunch of people. This is because two of them we’ve found already, and they’ve been killed by someone else. Our murderer left one dead at Ardersier. That was Ryan Green. The other woman was found back in the park, not far from where the hands were, and her name is—?’ Macleod looked over at Jona.

‘Karen Gough, sir,’ said Jona.

‘Karen Gough,’ said Macleod. ‘As I have just been told her name, anyone, who is she?’

‘Karen Gough’s the owner of a number of high-class retreats,’ said Stewart. ‘I’ve only pulled off the details from the web, but there’s enough chatter in back rooms about what goes on there. These are not simply retreats. More like treats, places where entertaining is done, but it’s at the high-end pricing.’

‘Well, that sounds interesting. We need to get somebody up there to find out who she was, what she did, where she went. Let’s get somebody who’s not going to be too enticed by the women up there. Ross, that’s your next move. Wrap up those details, find out who she mixed with. Tie her especially to Ryan Green and our other three suspects, Simon Fraser, Andrew Tallow, and Carl Newman. See if anybody out there knows of their whereabouts. These three are prime targets for our killer. If there’s any chance of finding them, any chance we know where they’ve gone, then we go.

‘Speaking of which, Kirsten, your next move is to go to Embo. Following leads so far, we believe Andrew Tallow may be in a caravan park in Embo. Get yourself up there. See what you can dig up. The three men are running. Every time we’ve tried to contact them, they’ve been on the move. I’m not sure who they’re more frightened of, but news of Ryan Green’s murder is certainly out there.

‘We try to keep the press low-key because of the gruesome nature of most of these killings, but it’s going to get out there and we need to be on top of it before it happens. When Hope and I visited Simon Fraser’s house, we found in the basement a small room with a large collection of Nazi memorabilia. Also, lots of news stories pinned to the wall, mainly about immigrants, mostly about people not from a White background and what they were doing. There were also clippings, cuttings of White activists. Interestingly, there was a signed photograph of Adolf Hitler—though, I’m not sure that signature is genuine.’ This caused something of a laughter among the group.

‘One thing to keep a lookout for is anyone sporting a tattoo of a Black Sun.’ Macleod took a pen for the whiteboard and started doing a small sketch. Halfway through, he stopped, handed the pen to Hope, and asked her to draw it.

‘As you can see from the rather more professional sketch done by Sergeant McGrath, this is called the Black Sun. There’s a number of Nazi symbols within it. This was found on the bodies of Ryan Green and Karen Gough. If you see it anywhere, make a note, report it back in. Also, look out for any swastikas. We’re going to go and check the houses of our fugitives to see if they have any other rooms.

‘One thing that does strike me is they must have met somewhere. They must have operated together. If our hypothesis is right that they killed these other people, then where did they do it? How did they do it? One thing to note about Karen Gough: we believe she may have been romantically entangled with Ryan Green. Karen Gough was held prior to her death.

‘She was then killed around about the same time as Ryan Green.’ Macleod looked over at Jona who nodded. ‘It’s my belief that Karen may have undergone a form of punishment that was dealt out to these previous victims by this group. Karen was stripped naked and was basically abused. I believe Ryan may have been made to watch. It’s kind of sick, but I think it’s done by the killer to make them go through what they put other people through. That’s just a working hypothesis. It means we need to find out more about them and their background. We don’t know who’s doing this at the moment, our new bodies, where they’re coming from. I believe the key to it is finding out this Neo-Nazi group, understanding them to understand who would be reacting against them. We haven’t got a lot, so work fast. That’s your briefing. Get to it, folks.’
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Alan Ross was buzzing. It had been two weeks of feeling a little trepidation, but deep inside he was aglow because he was back to being the police officer he always wanted to be. His last case on the Monarch Isles had ended in a rough fashion, with him being shot at close-range inside a helicopter. His recovery period had not been long. The physical damage had not been bad, and the doctor said he’d made remarkable progress. Mentally, he still wasn’t sleeping through the night.

Fortunately, his partner had been holding him through the worst of it. His partner had also asked him whether he wanted to continue with his job. Ross was a police officer through and through, and maybe part of him felt he owed it to Macleod. The older detective had come for him on the island. Although he’d been involved in the actual shooting of Ross, he quite possibly had saved his life. Things were never smooth when you were a police officer, and Ross just took that as part and parcel of what happened.

Now, he recognised that Macleod had given him a much easier task to do. He was picking up the pieces, finding out the information. Digging but not digging where it was dirty, where there was likely to be violence. Instead, Ross was heading off to the edge of the Cairngorms, and a series of retreats that may have had more than met the eye. The tops of the mountains were covered in snow, but at the lower levels, rain was more the order of the day. As Ross drove past Aviemore, he realised just how grey and dark it was. Coming off the A9 and heading into the hills, Ross appreciated the chance to be out in the countryside. Even in these dark days, in the damp and the dreary atmosphere, there was a spectacular side to Scotland.

Ross loved the hills, also enjoyed walking in them, and his recovery had taken place amongst this green landscape. Now he was about to head somewhere that he felt could be abusing it. Why do people need all these other excitements when such things were around you? His mind was still full of woods and rivers as he drove up the small path to park in front of the wooden lodge.

Ross entered the eco-building underneath the thick glass through which the scenic landscape could be viewed from the small office. Behind the desk was a girl of no more than twenty who smiled broadly at him as he entered.

‘Good afternoon, sir. Are you here for an appointment? If you haven’t booked, we do have an opening this afternoon. We can offer a range of therapies.’

Ross held up his hand. ‘Sorry, I’m not here as a client. My name is DC Ross. I’m carrying out some investigations at the moment and I’m looking to speak to someone about Karen Gough.’

The girl seemed a little put out. ‘Anything wrong with that?’ asked Ross. ‘You seem quite shaken.’

‘Well, it’s just she hasn’t called in.’ said the girl. ‘I’ve tried contacting her over the last couple of days, but we thought she just headed off. She’s done that on occasion, disappeared for a couple of days. She’s the boss—she’s allowed to, I guess. The place pretty much runs itself.’

‘What sort of place is it?’ asked Ross.

‘It’s just a basic retreat,’ the girl said, ‘You can get several treatments. We use the hot stones, and there are waters to bathe in. As I said, a number of different treatments are available.’

‘What about your main clientele?’ asked Ross. ‘Is it a broad selection of men and women, married couples, work retreats, what?’

The girl was feeling uncomfortable under Ross’s gaze. Generally affable, he had learnt Macleod’s trick of simply staring at someone while not asking a particularly difficult question. The girl was extremely poor at hiding the fact that she was in discomfort.

‘Well, it’s mainly men, really,’ she said.

‘I didn’t think men were really the demographic for a lot of this new age stuff.’ said Ross. ‘I’m not averse to it myself, but would you mind if I took a look around?’

‘I’m afraid I’d have to contact Mrs Gough for that,’ said the girl.

‘Well, that’s going to be difficult,’ said Ross. ‘We found Mrs Gough this morning, and she’s dead. At the moment I’m running a murder investigation and I need to get full details of this place, of what happens, so I can understand who may have killed her.’

The girl had fallen down into her seat and looked visibly shocked. ‘Dead? What do you mean dead?’

‘Not just dead, she was murdered,’ said Ross. ‘Now if you can kindly get me the keys and just show me around this entire place, especially into her office. I’d also need you to round up the staff and bring them in. Have you got many clients here at the moment?’

‘There’s six on-site,’ said the girl. ‘Four are together, and the two others separate.’ Ross saw how the girl was looking very sheepish as well as having a shocked expression about the death of her boss. The girl clearly hadn’t known.

‘Look,’ said Ross. ‘I’m aware that this may not just be some sort of eco-retreat. I believe you’re probably entertaining some men in the back there. I’m not here for that. I’m here to know about Karen Gough. I’m here to know who would want to harm her. The only thing I ask is that the men that are here are sent out via the front so I can get a look at them. I’m not here to arrest any of them, but I need to know if any of them are certain friends of Karen Gough so I can warn them. Do you think you could do that for me?’ The girl sat there in silence. ‘What’s your name?’ asked Ross, moving over and standing beside the girl.

‘Lisa.’ She said, ‘My name is Lisa.’

‘Well, Lisa, it’s your lucky day today because it’s me and not my boss. My boss would rip this place apart. He’d have uniforms crawling all over it and you would be in a major panic. However, it’s me and so what you are going to do is to stand up and you’re going to take me to where these gentlemen are. I’m going to do all the talking. I will bring the staff into the room that I need them to be in, and then we’re going to conduct interviews and at the end of this process, if anyone asks, I’ll say to them, Lisa was immensely helpful, polite, didn’t give away company secrets, but managed the situation excellently. Let’s start off that process, Lisa, by you first standing up.’ The girl stood up slowly. ‘Good,’ said Ross. ‘Let’s go sort out the punters.’

Ross’s main thought about seeing the men who were in the building was that he would check if any of Ryan Green’s buddies were hiding out here. None were, and he certainly caused a stare when he walked into the room with the jacuzzi. Throwing the four men out proved a little more difficult than he had first thought. His offer for them to leave was not refused politely. When Ross was told where he could shove it, he reiterated the point. When another man explained how much he had paid and that he wasn’t going, and that if Ross didn’t leave, what he was going to do to Ross, Alan Ross finally snapped. Not many people had seen him ever reach down and haul somebody out of a jacuzzi, but the man was sat on the floor with handcuffs behind him inside of thirty seconds. Ross explained that the rest of them needed to get out, or uniforms were coming, and he was going to arrest everyone for obstructing a murder investigation.

Twenty minutes later, the premises were clear except for the staff and Ross invited them into a large room at the rear of the property. Standing before them all, he advised them of the demise of their boss. He realised he had a collection of people here. Some were clearly call-girls pretending to be masseurs or other health staff. There were a few normal cleaners and also office staff, such as Lisa.

As Ross was making his announcement, he saw one woman at the back break into floods of tears. She seemed inconsolable, and Ross also spotted the fact that she was slightly older than the rest of the girls there. He would have put her at about forty to forty-five, but she had been in the jacuzzi and was clearly one of the working girls at the establishment.

One by one, he interviewed each of them and he noted that the older woman was hanging back so much so that she was the last into the room. Regarding the investigation, he had found nothing other than Karen Gough was the boss and Lisa was right—sometimes she disappeared for a couple of days at a time. They said she was a fair boss with what they had to do. She also made sure she got her pound of flesh. Generally, the punters were good, and if they stepped out of line, Karen sorted them.

Ross had asked what type of punters they were, and they all seemed to be middle-class and white. Ross also noted that none of the girls working there were of ethnic origin. Every one of them was white.

As the older woman entered the room wearing a large red cardigan, Ross offered her a seat and then sat on the desk beside her. ‘What’s your name?’ asked Ross.

‘Mary,’ said the woman. ‘Mary Monroe.’

‘I’m guessing, Mary, that you knew Karen Gough better than the rest of them here. Why is that?’

‘Because we go back quite far. I was at school with Karen.’

‘Primary or secondary?’

‘Both,’ said the woman. ‘But after we left secondary, I didn’t see her for a while. Over the last six or seven years, we got to know each other again. I was down on my luck and she gave me this job. It’s quiet, it’s out of the way, and I’m doing what I know how to do. I’m not proud of it, but I’ve got the talent for it and it’s paid good money. I live in a proper estate now and I own my own house. Well, by mortgage. Without her, I wouldn’t be where I am now. My husband thinks I work somewhere respectable, and I’ve kept that going as well. Karen’s been good to me, so when you told me she was dead, yes, I was certainly sad to see her go. Who knows who will get in here now?’

‘How well did you know Karen in these latter years?’

‘Well, she was a lot more serious now than she’d ever been.’ said the woman. ‘When we were at school, she was flippant. She just liked a good time like me. We were the ones who got caught drinking, the ones who had a good time with the boys. Karen and I got up to all sorts of mischief; then she left, and she tried to be some sort of businesswoman, I think. That’s when I lost touch with her, but when I saw her again, she was good and that, but she also tried to talk to me about things. She was getting into politics, that sort of thing. I didn’t quite understand it. Talking about history too, how Europe had changed. I don’t go for that. Give me a soap and one of those reality TV programs and I’m happy. I can’t understand what any of the political stuff is about.’

‘Did she ever ask you to go anywhere or join her at anything?’

‘No,’ said Mary. ‘She did mention at one point about me going somewhere, but after she’d given me the political rundown on something or other, and I didn’t respond, she didn’t say much else. I know she was happy with what I was doing here. I think in that sense, we were good for each other. I was a girl here she could trust. A few of the other girls over the last lot of years tried to take things, clients especially, off on their own or doing extras that weren’t approved by Karen, and I made sure Karen was aware. She thanked me for that.’

‘Did she ever tell you where she was going?’

The woman sat back thinking, ‘Not specifically. There were times that she disappeared, or she suddenly got a call and had to go and she didn’t always say, but I would say seven times out of ten when she had to head off either in a hurry or for a couple of days, seven times out of ten if she mentioned to me, she nearly always said Dingwall. I used to wonder what the hell was in Dingwall; I mean, it’s not that great, is it?’

Ross had some affection for Dingwall and the fact that he would occasionally go to see Ross County play, but he wasn’t here to get into a debate about whether the small town deserved its place.

‘You said at times she disappeared for several days.’

‘She did, and sometimes, it was something intense. You could tell with her. I was used to that from school. She used to get excited about something, get worked up, you could see it in her, shaking at times, her foot would go; it was just excitement with a touch of nerves as well. Once or twice a year she got like that, and those times she was definitely going to Dingwall. She got like that and then she disappeared for a couple of days.’

‘She never told you exactly where in Dingwall she was going?’

‘No, never. She did drop me into Dingwall once. I’m trying to remember why. I was meeting someone. This is several years ago now, and she said to me, because I was trying to go into the centre, and I said if you’re not going that far, just drop me on the edge. She told me she was going to the other side.’

‘You were coming from which end?’ asked Ross.

‘Well, we drove up from here through the A9 across the bridge, so we’re coming in from the east, so we’ve been on the way out, heading off towards the other Ullapool road, I guess.’

‘You’re sure about that?’ said, Ross.

‘Definitely. It’s the only time I can remember her mentioning beyond Dingwall. Every other time it was just Dingwall.’

Ross nodded and thanked the woman.

‘Well, thank you, officer.’ she said. ‘Thank you for being so kind. It’s quite a shock to me. The other girls won’t miss her, they’ll probably move on to something else or maybe they’ll be happy to get a new boss. Some of them are like that. They didn’t play Karen’s game, and she was happy to crush them under her heel if needed to be. But you’ve been good. Can I offer you anything before you go?’

‘That’s fine, I don’t really need a drink or anything.’ said Ross.

‘No,’ said the woman, ‘I mean, can I offer you something?’

Ross looked at her, and she must have been disappointed. Maybe that spark wasn’t in his eye, that a man normally had. Maybe she thought herself too old, but it wouldn’t have mattered what age she was. She wouldn’t have been what Ross was looking for.

‘It’s fine,’ said Ross. ‘Don’t be disappointed. Nobody here is my cup of tea.’

The woman raised her eyebrows. ‘In that case,’ she said, ‘thank you,’ and left.

Ross picked up the phone and tried to call Macleod, but he wouldn’t pick up. So, he simply texted him the message. ‘Know whereabout she kept disappearing to over the years, Dingwall. Dingwall is where we need to be looking.’
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Macleod carefully watched the woman across from him. She was showing signs of distress, her eyes red with the tears that had been cried. There was also an attempt to give a proper bearing, aware that the police world was watching her. Macleod had been there ten minutes and already, he wondered how many people had come to visit. Surely it was normal when someone was deceased that friends would pop round. Would the police car be keeping them away? He doubted it. Was there something more sinister in the mix that many people didn’t come and look?

Anne Green cut a forlorn and lonely figure, and Macleod wondered what the best way was to approach this. Was this a woman that knew of her husband’s far right activities, or would it come as a shock? The humanitarian in him would not want to put someone who was ignorant of such activities under the extreme pressure of realising that her husband was not who she thought he was. The policeman felt putting her on the rack was the best way to find out for sure whether she was involved.

‘Do you have any relatives, Mrs Green?’ asked Macleod. He knew she didn’t but wanted to get the woman on a footing where she thought he knew truly little, and he also wanted to gauge her reaction to questions he knew the answer to. Part of the job was always a guessing game, taking a look at the person in front of him, how their features changed, whether their shoulders adjusted. You had to look at their traits and come to the decision about whether they were lying. It was not evidence, but it usually gave you a steer in the right direction.

‘No, Inspector, no brother or sister.’

‘Are there any other relatives? Other people you can call on? I’ve just noticed that it’s rather quiet around here at the moment and you could probably do with some support other than ourselves.’

‘I’m on my own,’ said Anne. ‘Parents have gone. There’ll be some people to come around and some girlfriends, but in honesty, they probably don’t want to come near me while they’re seeing police cars outside.’

‘Why is that?’ asked Macleod.

‘Well, a few of their husbands are not totally on the correct side of the law.’

Macleod nodded. He wondered how far to take his next question. ‘How did you get to know these girlfriends? Are they couples you met with Ryan, or are they just because you had met them on your own?’

‘Oh, it’s mostly with Ryan I met them,’ said Anne. ‘He was always the businessman, the one out in the boat. I’d be on his arm when he was making contacts. Then, we’d go to dinner parties, we’d go to people’s houses and I find that there’s a number of them, a number of the girls just like me. We get together every now and again, drink some wine, try to laugh. You must think me quite lonely, Inspector?’

‘Quite what I think doesn’t come into it. I suggest if you are lonely, you might try getting out in the boat. I want to ask you something else. From our investigations, it seems that Ryan may have had far-right sympathies.’ Macleod saw the woman’s eyes flick up, a look of shame on her face. ‘Were you aware of that?’

‘Very aware,’ said Anne. ‘I used to be involved in human rights back in the day, back at university, championing every liberal cause going and then I met Ryan. It’s funny how someone can take your heart, take your mind. Before I knew it, I was just a little wife hearing him rant on about who’d immigrated in this time. The wife left at home. Like I said, you probably see me as quite a sad figure.’

Macleod did, but he was determined not to show it. In his own experience, he always felt pity for women like this, women who had followed a dream, a dream of a man who hadn’t come through for them. Some were dominated, kept in their little bubble, but some, like Karen, seemed to be there willingly, as if one wrong mistake couldn’t be corrected. There was no way Jane would be like that. Macleod’s own partner was such a live-wire. If you ever tried to control her, the first thing you’d feel would be a slap to the face. Further damage would probably follow.

‘We think it’s the far-right views and activities which may have been what got him killed, Mrs Green. Were you aware of any activities as opposed to opinions? Was Ryan ever at anything that you would have considered being right wing and possibly on the more criminal side?’

‘He probably didn’t do it because of the business, nothing in public anyway. He was with the boys and I know when they spoke at the golf and things, he was brutally bigoted. Dinner parties we were at, they talked about immigrants. At times it made me sick.’

‘You stayed with him?’ said Macleod. ‘You never felt you should walk?’

‘Walk to where, Inspector? I have no parents. I have no brothers and sisters. All I had was Ryan. I don’t work. He had the business. Where’d I walk to? What would I do?’

Macleod’s heart sank looking at the woman. Her self-esteem couldn’t be any closer to the floor. Part of him wondered how you could pick it up. That wasn’t his function here. He was a policeman, a detective, and he needed to get to the bottom of this. Maybe he’d have to inflict some mental pain on the woman to get there, but that came with the territory.

‘Did he ever go anywhere regularly, or anywhere that you considered being his place, somewhere he wouldn’t have you follow?’ asked Macleod.

‘He did go places,’ said Anne. ‘Well, I say places. I don’t know where he went, sometimes overnight, not often, maybe every one, every two months, three months maybe. He’d disappear off, and he’d say he wouldn’t be back, out on business, but you could tell the difference. You see, there were times he was out on business and he’d come back steaming. You could smell the drink off him from a mile away and he’d be tired because he’d been entertaining. It wouldn’t have been about a sociable night either. It wouldn’t have been about his enjoyment. It would have been about the business, entertaining the clients, entertaining people who you work with.’

‘But these other times weren’t like that. He’d come home abuzz. You could tell he was charged up. He’d be through the door and you knew the first thing he would want, but it wasn’t about me. It wasn’t that he was glad to see me, and that’s what drove his passions on. It was something else that got him excited.’

‘Someone else, maybe.’

‘No. Why bother coming to me if it was someone else? It was some-thing. Don’t get me wrong, Inspector, there was someone else, at least one someone else. I know this because I followed him once. That’s the thing about Ryan. He thought I just sat here like I didn’t have any feelings, nothing, but you could tell the scent, the perfume that wasn’t mine. You could smell her off his clothes. You could see the way he reacted coming back in like he was satisfied. That’s a horrible thought, isn’t it, Inspector?’

‘You said you followed him. Where?’

‘It was out of town but towards Aviemore. It was a retreat, well, like for masseurs and things like that. I watched it for a day or two. Several times I went back, not when Ryan was there, but just to see what it was, asked about on the quiet. That took time. I don’t have a lot of people to ask, but then I asked one of the girlfriends and she came with me. We started watching, snuck around, realised what the place was.’

‘What sort of place was it?’ asked Macleod.

‘It was one of those places, Inspector, one of those places you don’t tell your wife about, one of those places that men go when they don’t seem to want it at home anymore. It’s kind of crippling. It’s one thing to know that a man looks elsewhere, but when he brazenly just walks off and you know you should feel anger, but instead, a part of you feels like you failed. I screwed up, Inspector. He was off somewhere with a fancy woman and I felt guilty for it. I felt like I had failed him. It’s just madness.’

Macleod felt an empathy for the woman. Part of him also felt she could do with professional help. The level of need she had for her husband seemed ridiculous to Macleod, especially with a relationship that didn’t seem to be about trust or about mutual respect, but rather was based on simply clinging on because there was nowhere else to go. ‘Did you ever get the name of the woman?’ asked Macleod.

‘Never a full name,’ said Anne. ‘Her first name was Karen. She was some big deal at that retreat.’

‘How long have they gone on for?’ asked Macleod.

‘How long?’ said Anne, suddenly getting tensed. She walked over to her sideboard, picking up a picture of her husband. She looked at it, tears falling from her face, little splashes on the glass. Suddenly, she threw the picture across the room and it smashed on the far wall, causing Macleod to jump. But he felt no threat and saw the woman double over, crying out. ‘Bastard, little bastard, why leave me here?’

It was hard at this time to know what to do. If he hadn’t known the woman, he would have put an arm around her, told her it was all right, comfort her. In his professional capacity, what could he do? Offer to make her a cup of tea as if that solved anything?

‘I’m sorry,’ said Macleod. ‘Sorry that you married such a disappointment of a man, but thank you for being candid. Just in case you get any thoughts about the other woman and maybe doing something in that respect. It’s something that I wouldn’t condone, but that I would struggle to chastise you for. It’s my firm belief that we’ve discovered her body.’ Macleod watched the woman’s face. There was no joy, no happiness, just a simple resignation.

‘Even somebody else has done that for me.’

‘We also need to look around the house, Mrs Green, my apologies. At one of his friends’ homes, we found a secret compartment in the house, a place with a lot of far-right literature and items. I’m concerned that your husband may have had the same here.’

‘A secret place in the house. How?’ she said. ‘How would he manage that with me living here?’

‘I agree,’ said Macleod. ‘It’s unlikely, but you may see us checking things rather thoroughly, looking for openings and possibly anything under the floor. I apologise for the inconvenience, but we have to do it. Just one last question. When he went away on these nights that you said he came back feeling satisfied or pumped up, did he pack a bag? Did it look like it was a trip away?’

‘Never a bag,’ she said, ‘and never dressed up. When he went out with work, entertaining and that, he was dressed up. The nights he was out with that Karen bitch, again, he was dressed up. He looked smart. That’s what hurts. He didn’t even try to hide it, Inspector.’

‘Indeed not, but if I can take you back to the other nights, the nights he went somewhere and you said he was satisfied, something else, the nights he came back on a high to you, what did he wear then?’

‘Well, he dressed down. It was like he might have been going out to work in the garden.’

‘Old clothes? How would you describe him?’

‘Usually stuff he didn’t care about, I would have said. Ryan was quite into his clothes. He liked to look the part, but he also had the clothes obviously for doing the dirty work around the house, not that he did that much, but he had clothes he didn’t care about, clothes he could have worn and got mucked up. He went out on those. It’s partly how I knew.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Green. My condolences, and I hope you can find a better life now. We’ll try to keep out of your way as best we can, but we have work to do.’ Macleod spent the next half-hour strolling around the house. He couldn’t see anything. The uniforms were searching through the house, and they came back with nothing. Pulling out his mobile phone, he called Kirsten Stewart and asked her to see what assets Ryan Green’s company had, physical buildings. With that, he stood and looked around. Dingwall was on his mind. Everybody was going to Dingwall. Ross had phoned up and said about Karen Gough, and she was going to Dingwall, and yet Stewart was on her way to Embo to the north.

Clearly, his friends hadn’t run to this place in Dingwall. Did they know something? Had it been compromised? Had it been a place they’d all used? What exactly had gone on there? Macleod thought about how he had found the bodies, what had happened to Karen Gough before she died, and part of him did not want to see this place, did not want to know where Ryan Green had dressed up in old clothes to go to.

Standing with his back to the car looking at the house, it struck him. He had enough of the bleakness. He had enough of this, forcing himself to go on to find stuff that nobody in their right mind wants to know about. Of course, it had to be done. He was a detective. You had to have law and order; otherwise, these things would proliferate. These things would run amuck. As it was, they were horrific, but if nobody was chasing the perpetrators down . . . Macleod was convinced that it needed done. He just wasn’t sure he wanted to do it anymore.
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Kirsten Stewart heard the beep from her phone and almost swore. She pulled over on the back road out of Dornoch and glanced at the LED screen. It told her she had received a text message. Kirsten suspected it was Macleod.

‘Look into assets of the company; find the places. What did they have? Anywhere he could go to without other people knowing. Anywhere remote and in use.’

She dropped the phone in the seat beside her. He had sent her to Embo, off looking for the runaway man. This is what bugged Stewart. Macleod would send her off to places and yet still expect her to pick up the hunt through all the computer records, the company searches. She was good at it, particularly good at working behind the desk, but this is what she enjoyed, being out and about. She was also considering her own career.

At the moment, she was a DC, but she wanted to move up the ranks. Their little team would be top heavy with two DSs. Hope was going to keep working with Macleod. You could tell that. The woman had grown fond of the man, and ever since Stewart had met them on Lewis, she had seen them click together. In some ways, they were a bizarre couple. His staid personality, religious fuss against her more modern look. Stewart knew that Hope McGrath was not going to go anywhere soon. She had moved up to Inverness and was happy in this team. In fact, she followed the man up. Where did that leave Stewart and Ross? Kirsten felt it left Ross exactly where he wanted to be. He was not a front man, not someone to run up ahead. He liked working quietly away in the background.

Alan Ross was one of the most personable people she’d ever met, and she couldn’t see him being hard like Macleod was, not so often. No, Ross would stay put, but not Kirsten. Kirsten wanted more. Either meant Macleod retired and Hope maybe moved up, leaving a space for her, or she’d have to consider moving elsewhere. She didn’t want to leave Inverness, and with her brother still requiring care and attention, the idea of settling somewhere new didn’t work for her. She’d already taken him over to Lewis before coming back over here, and that had unsettled him. No, Kirsten needed something new, but she didn’t know what.

Driving through Embo, a small village on the edge of the Dornoch Firth, Kirsten cut to the side and saw the array of caravans, mostly static and the occasional mobile one, placed down on the green grass by the sea. There was a large facilities block, children’s playground, launderette and chippy, all the usual facilities for such a park, but this was early in the year and there was not that much activity. Who would seriously want to come on holiday when the weather was so rubbish? Even though the cold spell was over, it was just wind and rain. As the day grew dark, she could see lights in some caravans. Even the car parks were fairly empty.

Her first call was to the reception where she produced her credentials. The young lad seemed a little taken aback.

‘Police? What’s happened? Is everybody okay out there?’

Kirsten felt for the young lad, but he still got her glasses pitched up her nose and that serious smile she had. ‘Everything’s fine. I just need to look for someone. I was wondering if you had him on the records. His name’s Andrew Tallow.’

She watched the boy enter the name into the computer before shaking his head. ‘No one with that name owns anything here. We haven’t got anybody staying under that name either.’

‘Do you mind if I take a walk around, see what I can see?’

‘Do you want me to come with you,’ said the boy, ‘just in case anyone gets a bit nervous that you’re snooping?’

Snooping? thought Kirsten, I’m carrying out a policewoman’s duties. ‘No, it’s fine, but thank you,’ said Kirsten. ‘I’ve got a warrant card here that says I can do a bit of snooping.’ She watched the young lad’s embarrassment, but thanked him for his offer of help.

As Kirsten stepped out of the office building, the rain started with the high wind that drove a coldness across her face. It sent her running for the car and the dark jacket that she kept in the rear boot. She had a police jacket, fluorescent, with the words of the force on the back, but she felt that would be a bit conspicuous, marching around the campsite. After all, Andrew Tallow could run. The last thing she needed was for him to be out and about, without any idea where he’d gone. It had been hard enough to follow him here.

Zipping up her jacket, she took out her mobile and checked his face from the photos they had. Then she put the mobile away before putting on a pair of gloves. It really was bitter with the wind blowing through her, but the brutal cold had gone from the previous months when the north wind had come down. Now with the south wind, it was more of a wetness, one that soaked her, before the wind made sure that she froze.

Enjoy the highlands, she thought, and crossed to look out to the Dornoch Firth. That is why we still stay here. Kirsten enjoyed the outdoors, and the scenery around where she worked always took her breath away. The simple Kessock Bridge, with its large run over one of the narrowest parts of the Moray Firth and with a view all the way out to sea, it still held her excitement. She crossed that bridge several times a day, going to work and to do other things. She thought of no lovelier place for a drive and to work. Now here she was, slightly further north and still the same expanse of blue water and lush, green land.

Going back to her job, she started traipsing alongside the static caravans. They were laid out in large rows, maybe some twenty to twenty-five at a time. Kirsten walked up to the first one, peered inside. There were no lights on and no movement. Having checked that one, she moved on to the next. Her black trousers were becoming wet. Waterproof leggings would have been a good idea, but she didn’t want to look like some sort of council worker marching around. Anyway, the only waterproof ones she had were the fluorescent ones, ideal for when you had to deal with a car accident in wild weather but not for snooping around.

Kirsten completed an entire row and realised there had been only one occupied static caravan, the elderly couple that smiled at her. She had moved on quickly before they’d asked any questions. Coming back along the next row, she again struggled to find many occupied. It was five rows down before she’d found anything that seemed vaguely suspicious.

Looking in the large window, she could see a man in a seat facing a television. The television was showing some soap, possibly the Glasgow one that she knew. What grabbed her attention was the way the man was watching it. She could only see the back of him, but he didn’t flinch, not one jot. Kirsten took out the phone and looked at the colour of hair of Andrew Tallow. The man sitting watching the television had a similar bonnet.

Gently, she tapped on the window. Again, the man didn’t flinch. Lights were on inside the static caravan. Kirsten wandered around it, looking to see if anyone else was there. Her major problem was that she couldn’t get a better view of the man. Everything was from the rear. Slowly, she climbed the steps up to the door, rapped on it. She tried the handle. The door opened easily and she shouted inside.

‘Hello? Anyone there? Hello?’ There came no reply, so Kirsten stepped inside.

The door was in the middle of the static caravan. She turned left up to what was the lounge area she had seen. She imagined turning the other way would take you through to the bedrooms, but her main point of focus was the man watching the television. As she strode into the lounge room, her eyes were drawn to the man’s face that was badly bruised, beaten hard, and the eyes were closed. She raced up to him, putting a hand to his neck, looking for a pulse, but she couldn’t find one. She grabbed the shoulder, shaking him gently, but the body was lifeless. Then something caught her eye on the table beside him. There was a glass of beer sitting beside the TV remote control. There was nothing unusual in that, except that the hand of the man was still attached to it. Again, this was nothing to be excited about, except for the fact that the hand was detached from the arm.

Kirsten felt the bile rising her throat and turned away for a moment. Realising he was dead, Kirsten’s first thought was to make sure there was no one else in the static caravan. Someone had killed him. Were they now watching her? Although the body was dead, it wasn’t cold. Slowly, she crept down the corridor to the rear of the caravan, throwing open each door as she went. There was nothing. As she was checking the far bedroom, she heard someone knock on the door. She turned around, making sure she had a full view of anyone entering. Her hand went down for her nightstick, but there came a shout, a jolly ‘Hello’.

Kirsten wanted to make sure it was no one untoward, and rather than give them warning, she waited to see who would approach. It was then she saw the figure of the young boy who had dealt with her at reception.

‘Stop. Don’t go any further,’ she shouted, watching him enter, but the boy didn’t react quickly, made a turn left and took a few steps up.

‘Are you okay in here? Got a message for you, just been following through.’

Again, Kirsten shouted, but it seemed that the boy thought it was coming from the other side. Either that, or he simply just was too focused on what he was doing. She saw him enter the lounge area and she ran up the corridor. Then he took a few steps back, obviously having caught a full view of the tableau. As she had reached him, the boy turned and fell to his knees and began to vomit on the floor. She reached her arms underneath him and started dragging him, his feet stumbling through the sick until she got him outside where she rubbed his back, letting him empty the full contents of his stomach until he could vomit no more. His eyes were red, tears running down his face.

‘What the hell is that?’ he shouted. ‘What the hell?’

Other staff from the caravan park were now running towards the commotion. Kirsten closed the caravan door, and she pulled out her credentials as others arrived, but they seemed uninterested and went towards their colleague. ‘This is a crime scene. Everyone, stay clear. Please assist your colleague, but stay clear of this caravan.’

Picking up her phone, Stewart called Ross, advising of the situation and asking him to send units immediately. She then put a call in to Macleod. Technically, he should have been the number one to be informed, but if you informed Macleod, it took a lot longer for things to happen than if you just went directly to Ross. After all, that’s what Macleod would do. He always reaches for Ross or me if he needs to get things done.

‘I was just taking a note. I just put the note. The man phoned, and I wrote down, and I brought the note.’

Stewart turned her attention back to the boy. ‘What did the voice sound like and how long ago?’ asked Stewart.

She watched the boy spit out some more sick before looking up at her, eyes red. ‘Three, four minutes ago,’ said the boy. ‘Harsh, muffled voice, hard to make out.’

‘Where is the note?’ asked Stewart. ‘Have you still got it?’

‘No, dropped it, dropped it in there. Just give him a note. That’s all he said. Tell him this. Tell him this.’

Stewart looked at the boy. He was almost fitting.

‘Easy,’ said Stewart. ‘Easy. What does it say? What did the note say?’

‘Made no sense,’ the boy said. ‘It made no sense. “Too late,” he said. “Too late. Tell him it’s too late.”’

‘What else?’ asked Stewart.

The boy was in no state and on his knees crying. She opened the caravan door and entered the lounge again, being careful not to step in any of the sick. There on the floor was the note. Taking a glove out of her jacket pocket, she picked it up. It did indeed say ‘too late’ twice, and Stewart saw four more words. ‘One more black son,’ it said. She noted the spelling error. Stewart wanted to get hold of the body, turn it right and look for the tattoo, but she’d have to wait for Jona.

She was too late. Whoever this killer was had been on Andrew Tallow’s tail and had finished him off. Come on, we need the CCTV. We need to look around the campsite. We need to know what cars were here. For now, she’d have to stand outside with the wind and rain and stop anyone else from being sick on the floor of the lounge. Again, it struck her. She must have been close, really close, because the hand was still here.
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Macleod looked at the lights of Embo as the car drove past the quiet village and entered the caravan park. Embo looked like such a quaint place, but Macleod had memories of this caravan park on an incident not so long ago. Hope and he had chased a killer all the way from Cromarty into Black Isle, through here and over to the Western Isles, before finally arresting the girl on a boat just off the Isle of Harris. On the way, she dispatched a young girl at this very caravan park.

The park had recovered well, and maybe there’d been a bit of a notoriety, something that Macleod always found strange, that people wanted to see places where vile things had happened. Some sort of black obsession within people. Even in his professional capacity, Macleod was not that keen to revisit former murder scenes. Certainly, he couldn’t stand those real crime programs where they highlighted what murderers had done. He just didn’t get the fascination. These people had to be stopped; they certainly didn’t have to be studied for pleasure.

Psychologists, yes, police officers, yes. They had to look at them; they had to get their heads together on how to stop these people. But Joe Public—what was Joe Public’s fascination with these people? Why did they want to pour over how they had murdered people? Macleod didn’t get it. He wasn’t relishing coming back to the scene of a past tragedy.

Fortunately, at this time of year, the caravan park was not far from empty, and he saw the numerous police cars awaiting him. There was also a barrage of news reporters. The story about the hands had been leaked properly now and Macleod was waiting for some snippy comment. As he’d gone through Dornoch, he’d seen one of the newspaper stands and the headline, ‘A Show of Hands’. What sort of sick individual came up with something like that?

What the press didn’t know was Macleod’s theory about two different sets of killers, and that was something he certainly wasn’t going to put out. This would be the case, even if he knew who the second killer was. As it was, he didn’t and so the idea of pre-warning them that he might be on to them was even more vital.

Stepping out of the car, Macleod’s eyes were caught out by the flash photography. For a moment he shook his head. He knew better than to put his hand up in front of his face and get an embarrassing photograph, as if you were running away from any questions. Instead, he simply shook his head, composed himself and then began to walk through the scrum, as some uniformed officers parted the way for him.

‘Any ideas on the killer, Inspector?’ said a nearby hack.

‘No comment at this time,’ said Macleod. ‘All comments will come at press briefings which you’ll be notified about.’

‘Any more hands, Inspector?’

‘Press briefing. You’ll be advised. Thank you,’ said Macleod, gritting his teeth as he cleared the press. Making his way over to the main building, he saw Hope waving at him. She’d been off the line quicker than he because he’d been stuck at Alan Green’s house. He wasn’t worried about his late arrival at this scene. He trusted his colleagues. Ross and Stewart would have everything in hand, even if Hope wasn’t here.

‘Seoras, if you come inside, we’re running through the CCTV with Stewart. Ross is out with Jona at the caravan. She’s looking for footprints, anything around it. Despite the rain, it doesn’t look like there is much. There’s a paved walkway which leads up in front of every caravan, so you don’t have to stand on the grass if you don’t want to.’

‘So, we just missed them then,’ said Macleod rather coarsely.

‘So it would seem. Jona’s confirmed the body was dead less than an hour from when Stewart found it. Probably even closer than that, because the hand was still there.’

‘Is the body still in the caravan?’ asked Macleod.

‘Negative,’ said Hope. ‘They’ve taken it. Jona and her crew are tidying everything away. Now working on the rest of the caravan and the surrounding area.’

‘Good,’ said Macleod. ‘Let’s have a look at what Stewart’s got with the CCTV.’

Hope led Macleod inside the large grey building and through a door at the side and up into an office suite above. Stewart was sitting in front of a desk with two screens and a small control station.

‘Evening, Inspector,’ said Stewart. ‘We’re traipsing through at the moment but it’s not easy. We haven’t got the best of cameras. We’re making a note of the carparks, what cars went in, what cars went out and when. Also, trying to see if there was anyone walking about. Close to the time that I arrived there was this figure, here.’ Stewart pointed at the screen, and Macleod saw a rather dim image of a man. ‘From what’s around him, I would say he’s about 5’10. I’m trying to trace him to his car. He heads over in the direction of the caravans, but as you can see, there’s no actual CCTV in between them. He disappears. I’ve got him coming back towards the carpark, but I don’t see him get into a car.’

‘Is there anybody else in and around the time?’

‘There’re some cleaners and that, so I’ve asked Ross to round them up just to make sure they’re bona fide cleaners. Let’s see if we can track each one to the CCTV. Other than that, I’ve only got this man. Like I say, I can’t see him leaving.’

Macleod frowned. ‘And you’ve got a CCTV on the carpark the whole time?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well then, means one of two things, doesn’t it? If you’ve got a CCTV on the carpark and he hasn’t left in the car that way, he’s either walked out the front gate, he’s gone down to the beach and walked off that way, or he’s still here.’

Hope looked at Macleod. ‘You can’t seriously expect him to still be here,’ said Hope.

‘Why not? Think about it. He might not be daft. He knows we’re going to be looking at cars and that. Maybe he’ll turn up with a sensible reason why he’s here. Maybe he’ll be out walking along the beach, come back later tonight, asking an officer what on earth the problem is, and then just nip in, get his car, and disappear.’

‘He will have clocked the CCTV; look at that image.’

The woman followed Macleod’s finger; ‘You said 5’10. What else can you tell me?’

‘Well,’ said Hope, ‘He’s got a ruck on, a backpack.’

‘Where’s his face? At any point does his face point to that camera?’ asked Macleod.

‘No,’ said Hope. ‘Look at how he walks on the screen. The head turns. The one time the body faces, the head turns and the hood is up.’

‘It’s raining and windy, Seoras. That could be the issue.’

‘No, Kirsten, his head angle there is unnatural. Run that footage again.’ The team poured over the image as the thirty seconds of the man walking across towards the caravans replayed. ‘See when I mean, Kirsten?’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘That’s probably our man. Hope, get that description out. See if we can track that man down.’

‘‘Already done it, boss, but nobody’s seen anyone matching that description.’

‘Anyone at 5’10? He’s got a backpack with him; he could be wearing anything. Could be anywhere by now. Could even be wearing the cleaning outfits. Give Ross a sheet. Make sure all those cleaners are downstairs so I can interview them and I want the manager of the place in with me so we know that these people are genuine.’

Hope disappeared and Macleod sat down beside Kirsten Stewart. ‘It’s good work, Kirsten. I’m not having a go. I’m just following it through. You’ve done well, but if he’s here, we need to track him down.’

‘What’s your plan, sir?’ asked Kirsten.

‘I don’t mind “boss”, but you’re not meant to be using sir anymore, are you?’ said Macleod. Then he realised it was another chastening remark. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Just a bit worked up with this. The plan is to eliminate the cleaners, then we’re going to find out who else was here or is here. We’ll get some patrols up the beach, find out if anyone is out walking, try to close it down, but it won’t be easy. I’ve got a press scrum out there now. Lots of people about, makes it easy for someone to blend in and disappear. Take the press scrum, for instance. I would reckon there’s at least four to five people that fit the correct height.’

‘It’s not a lot to go, is it?’ said Stewart. ‘Let’s see what else we can dig up for you.’

Macleod nodded, stood up, walked to the door before turning back around. ‘Just keep on it, Stewart. You’ve done it before. Keep on it.’

Macleod made his way back down and was sidelined by Hope, who took him into another office. There, he saw at least eight cleaning staff sitting down and two men off to one side, both wearing shirts and ties.

‘This is the site manager, Mr McLennan,’ said Hope, ‘and that’s the cleaning manager, Mr Forsyth. The cleaners are all contracted in from outside.’

‘Evening, gentlemen. Are these all the cleaners who are on site at the moment?’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Forsyth. ‘That’s my entire crew. I haven’t got anybody else here.’

‘Right,’ said Macleod ‘and you’ve identified them all as your crew?’

The man nodded. ‘Yes, they’ve all been background checked before; they’ve worked here for a long time. Most of them have started since late this afternoon.’

That’ll be a random bit of luck if the killer happened to work as a cleaner, and then one of his potential victims just showed up hiding away in a caravan. A bit of a stretch, thought Macleod.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘what I want is for this cleaning crew to stay here within these walls. They don’t go anywhere until I give the okay. By all means, get them some food and that, look after them, but they don’t go anywhere. Am I understood?’ asked Macleod. The two managers nodded, and Macleod walked outside with Hope. ‘Get some uniforms to run around, make sure there’s no other cleaning crew kicking about. If there is, grab them straightaway. Warn them to be careful because it could be the potential murderer.’

Hope nodded and disappeared off, and Macleod walked out of the building to head over towards the caravan where the murder took place. As he approached, he was handed a coverall up and he dressed quickly. Stepping inside the caravan, he looked to the left and saw a lounge area with a smiling Asian woman in it.

‘Inspector Macleod? I wondered when you’d get here. A bit of lucky timing.’

‘It didn’t seem to be so lucky for Andrew Tallow.’

‘Indeed not. Battered around the face, beaten up, alive when his hand was chopped off. What Kirsten didn’t spot was the fact that his neck was broken. Broken and set back up into place.’

‘Broken?’ said Macleod. ‘Suggesting what?’

‘Suggesting,’ said Jona, ‘that our killer was here and heard Stewart arrive.’

‘Could he be about?’ asked Macleod.

‘Well, a lot of time has passed since then,’ said Jona. ‘All I can tell you is I think they were about very close to the time that Stewart discovered the body. Whether they’re still on site, who knows?’

Macleod picked up his mobile, calling Hope. He advised that no one was to go in or out of the site at all.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Hope.

‘I definitely think they’re still on site,’ said Macleod.

‘Okay,’ said Hope. ‘I’ll organise it. Get a line of steel up.’

‘Anything notable by the hand, or by the body for that matter?’ asked Macleod.

Jona nodded, stood up, and walked with Macleod back outside the caravan. ‘It’s in the back of the truck at the moment,’ she said, and made her way over, opening up the back of the forensic wagon. Inside was a black body bag, and Jona unzipped it without ceremony. Macleod saw the dead man inside and watched her rolling him over, pointing at his back.

‘Another black sun,’ said Jona. ‘In the same place as well. This is a part of a group. A group being targeted.’

‘So we should just what? Tell the press to ask for anybody who’s got a black sun in the middle of their back right there to come forward. I think these people were up to something else. I don’t think they’ll do that for me. Anything with the hand?’

‘Not really. You can see for yourself here,’ said Jona, as she moved a separate box, pulling it open. ‘Oh shit!’

‘What?’ said Macleod, taken aback by the Asian woman’s use of such language. Jona was very well spoken and never swore when operating in a professional capacity.

‘It’s gone, Inspector. It’s gone. Hannah!’ she yelled, and a blonde-haired girl appeared at the back of the van. ‘Has anyone touched the van?’

‘Not that I’m aware,’ said Hannah.

Jona stepped out of the back, shouting over to a uniformed officer. ‘Has anyone been in here?’

The man narrowed his eyes. ‘Well, yes. One of your colleagues was in a minute ago.’

‘Colleagues?’ said Jona, ‘Who?’

‘Didn’t catch the name,’ said the officer, ‘but he had shown an ID badge on his side.’

‘Did you check it?’ asked Macleod. ‘Did you see the photograph?’

‘No,’ said the officer. ‘We’re in the middle of this scene. New people are about all the time, but the badge was hanging from his hip.’

‘What height was he?’ asked Macleod.

‘Not sure, sir. Let me think. Just a touch more than you, maybe an inch.’

Macleod said, ‘5’10?’

‘You wouldn’t be far off,’ said the officer.

Macleod grabbed his phone. ‘Hope, have you locked down the site?’ he shouted.

‘Yes, it’s done. What’s up, Seoras?’

‘Somebody’s pinched the hand—the hand’s missing. Get up to the front. Find out if anyone’s disappeared out in the last ten minutes.’ Macleod closed down the call and turned to the officer. ‘You, stand at that van; don’t let anyone in or out. I’ll be coming back for a description so get your head together and think about everything you know about the man who walked into the back of that van.’

With that, Macleod turned and ran towards the front of the caravan park. As he climbed up a slight hill, he was aware there was an entire press gang there and slowed down to a walking pace as he saw Hope up at the police cordon. As he approached, she clocked him and gave a nod of her head, walking slowly over towards him.

Standing beside him, she whispered in his ear, ‘Car gone, five minutes ago, forensic officer on board.’

‘Your car, and we’ll get after it. You got a description of the car?’ asked Macleod.

‘Of course,’ said Hope. ‘I’ll call it in.’

‘I’ll drive then,’ he said. Together, they got into Hope’s car and drove off from the car park, giving a brief wave at the paparazzi. Macleod smiled as if nothing in the world was wrong, but inside, his heart was beating. Somebody had just walked off with evidence right from a crime scene. His killer was right in amongst them, and nobody had spotted him.

Hope was on the phone contacting the main office, asking for cars to be dispatched.

They were going to search along the road through Dornoch, and then they’d have to look at possibly going north or south.

‘Left or right?’ said Macleod.

‘Go right,’ said Hope. ‘The rest of the cars will be coming up from the south. If we go north, we might still be able to catch him.’ Macleod turned and drove away. The night was dark, the road was not well lit, and the pair scanned as hard as they could through the darkness.

‘Right amongst us’ said Hope, ‘right flaming well amongst us.’

‘Doesn’t help, Hope. Keep your eyes peeled. It doesn’t help.’

‘Like I don’t know that, damn it,’ she said. The car raced up to the north until Hope shouted, ‘That side-track behind us. There was a gate open. A gate open with a sheep walking out of it.’

‘You think?’ said Macleod. ‘You really think that’s a thing.’

‘Yes,’ said Hope, ‘trust me. You know, I’m better on the chase.’

Macleod slammed the car to a halt. Then reversed it, spun around and drove back until Hope pointed out where the gate had been. There was a side-track just off the road that barely had any sign or indication of it. As the car illuminated the track, Macleod saw more sheep run past.

‘They must’ve been at rest,’ he said. ‘Something’s passed if they’ve got up and run.’ Driving along another three hundred yards, the path bent round to the left and Macleod could see the car.

Jumping out of it. The pair ran over, but just as they approached it, Macleod saw the orange underneath.

‘Back, Hope, back’. He grabbed her by the shoulder and together they threw each other to the ground as the orange fireball suddenly erupted. They felt the heat pass over their heads and as they looked back, the car had gone up in flames.

‘Get on the mobile,’ said Macleod, ‘He’s got to be about here. Helos, everything. We need to start searching.’
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Kirsten Stewart was not in a good mood. She thought she’d done well discovering a sale of purchase in Ryan Green’s company for a house sitting on the edge of Dingwall. More than that, it was well off the road and had a dilapidated look about it. There was no reason for the house to have been purchased within the company. Its use had been listed as entertainment. Why would anyone put someone up in this house? Stewart had no idea. Surely anyone in their right mind would place people in a hotel or some sort of high-standard accommodation. She took this to the detective inspector, but he was in a foul mood. Hope had warned her that Seoras had just come off from the DCI and apparently, he’d blown his top in the office.

The problem was that following the search for the man with the missing hand, nothing had come to light. The car he had taken had been ablaze and given up no clues as to who the man was. Hope had said it’s fortunate that neither she nor Seoras had actually been injured, but this hadn’t pleased the detective inspector.

‘The man had been within our sights,’ he told the team. He seemed to take it personally, that they hadn’t managed to get their hands on the suspect. They did have a description, though. The man was 5’10, that they knew. He had short brown hair and possibly blue eyes. There was nothing else that was distinctive about him.

With nothing else to go on, Macleod was left with a crime scene that had been infiltrated and a killer that had been inches from their grasp. The DCI was furious, and somebody had leaked it to the press that the killer had disappeared. It was hard to explain why two senior detectives had shot off in a car to then come close to a blazing vehicle. The press wasn’t exactly right in what happened, but they were close enough and their comments about the handling of the case had certainly not been kind. Then in return, the DCI had not been kind to Macleod. Stewart thought that when she took her information to him, he would brighten up, but apparently, she was at the wrong place at the wrong time. Hope realised what it meant and so beside Kirsten in the car was Ross.

‘He seems a bit harassed, Alan, doesn’t he?’

‘It’s the way it is, Kristen. You go up, you take charge, you take the flak. That’s why I don’t want to be up there.’

‘Maybe not, but I’m fed up being stuck on computers and that. Just glad we got out to this. I thought Hope would probably take this herself with you.’

‘There is enough to cover off at the moment back at the station and with the mood the Inspector’s in, I think Hope wants to be around just to watch his back. As good a lead as this is, I think she’s quite happy the two of us can handle it.’ Alan Ross smiled at Kirsten, and she took it as a compliment.

Outside of Dingwall were many fields with forests surrounding them, and as they drove out, there was a small road that connected to the main road. Kirsten found the track that headed off into the middle of one of the fields. It ambled along a little, around the corner through a small bit of forest before finding the house. The small wall surrounding the house was overgrown. Stewart found it hard to tell the colour of the wall due to the plant life that was emanating from it. The house had not seen a lick of paint in years, with the window frames looking shabby.

‘A bit rough around the edges,’ said Ross, stepping out of the car. Kirsten joined him, and together, they approached the front door. It was a large wooden door, but some wood was starting to strip off. It looked like it should have had a coat of stain sometime in the last ten years. The lack of any waterproof coating was causing the door to have issues. Ross tried to force it open but had no luck. Circling the house, Stewart found one of the windows was boarded up. Placing her hand on it, the timber looked weak. Gently, she prised at it and it soon fell open.

‘We can get in here,’ said Stewart.

‘I’d rather go in through the front door,’ said Ross, but he climbed through the window and followed Stewart inside. The room they stepped into was full of mildew. It stank, and there was a sofa that had seen far better days. The white growth around the edges of it spoke of a dampness that had not been dealt with, and the room was cold.

‘What the heck’s he got this place for?’ said Stewart. ‘Seems a bit crazy.’

‘Purchase that didn’t go right. Maybe it was a prime site to build a proper house on.’

‘No,’ said Stewart. ‘No way, pointless really. If that was the case, why hadn’t he done it? He had the money in the business to do that.’ She walked out of the room and into a hallway and again, damp was running down the walls. The carpet underfoot had mildew growing through it, but Stewart continued, opening a door she believed would lead to a kitchen, but instead was just a hollowed-out room. From its window, she could see a barn-like structure stretching out the back of the house that was connected. There was a door in the room she was in that would lead through to that barn, but there was an internal lock. The door itself seemed very solid and sound.

‘You got anything we can jemmy the door with in the car?’ asked Stewart. ‘Seems highly suspicious that you get a door of this quality inside a house like this.’ Ross nodded and disappeared off. He came back two minutes later with a jack in his hand, placed it on the edge of the door, pulled hard, and then they heard the lock break.

‘Not that strong,’ said Ross. ‘I don’t think this door was meant to be what prevented people going through. Maybe the house was.’

‘Some sort of decoy,’ said Stewart.

‘That’s what it looks like,’ said Ross, and opened the door fully. It was dark inside and he ran his hands up along the walls, finding a switch and flicking it on. The barn was lit up with a bare, bright light. There was a raised platform at the back with a number of seats, a bar area and even a bed in the front corner, but what struck the two officers was the pit in the middle of the barn. It was only about four feet deep, but at the sides were a number of iron rings, that sort of thing you would pass a rope through. Indeed, ropes were hanging right into the middle of the pit. Stewart could see at the side the number of taps and hoses. The floor of the pit had rivulets in it where you could run away excess water.

Looking up, Stewart could see some crossbeams and from them hung a number of chains ending in manacles.

‘What the heck,’ said Ross. ‘This doesn’t look normal.’

‘It’s like some sort of weird S&M dungeon,’ said Stewart, stepping forward into the barn. She walked around the pit looking inside, trying to imagine what would go on. She made her way up to the raised area and noticed a number of cupboards towards the rear. There was the bar area, which was well-stocked, foods, crisps, and snacks underneath. Once she opened the other cupboard, she found an array of knives. Some were long and thin, but there were also a couple of cleavers. There were blackjacks, a mace or two, and some other manacle-like devices that she couldn’t quite observe fully.

‘Ross, come take a look at these.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Ross. ‘Look at those knives; they look sharp. Before I saw those, I would’ve said this is some sort of entertainment facility but looks more like a butchery with them.’ Stewart nodded, then made her way across the rest of the stage area. As she got to the far side, she saw a small door and opening it, found herself inside what looked like toilet facilities. There were a couple of cubicles with toilets, but there were also several showers.

‘Ross, come here a minute.’ The DC followed her in, and together, they stood looking around. ‘It’s actually quite plush, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘It’s all a bit weird. You’ve got that pit area. You’ve got real knives and stuff. Is it some sort of kinky den?’

‘Is it something worse?’ said Ross.

‘There’s no evidence that any of this is actually used. Hang on a minute. There’s something through here,’ said Stewart. She opened a small cupboard and hanging up were a number of white robes. Stewart took them out and back into the shed barn area where the light was better. Although they initially looked white, each robe seemed to be discoloured in certain areas, almost a sort of pink colour.

‘You think they just haven’t cleaned them well?’ said Ross, making his way back inside the toilet block. ‘There’s a washing machine through the back there, Stewart. Maybe that’s what this was put through.’

Stewart put down the clothing. ‘We better not touch it anymore,’ she said. ‘If that’s what I think it is, that could be evidence. We’ll need to bag this up. In fact, we should call this in.’ Ross nodded and disappeared off outside to make that call.

Stewart jumped down into the pit and began walking around looking at it. She became aware that if she stood in the middle, right underneath where the manacles came down, she was in full view of the stage. In fact, most of the chairs were pointing at her. Raising her arms above her, she stood trying to imagine what was going on. A bar with drinks, seats looking straight down, cleavers. Her mind raced. When she looked around the pit, she realised that there were a couple of large wooden blocks. Walking over to them, she looked down at the smooth surface of a few of them. There seemed to be sharp cuts into the wood, the sort that would be made by a knife or some sort of large cleaver. If they were in the block, why would you bring the cleaver down on top unless . . .

Kirsten put her hand to her mouth and could feel the bile coming up in our throat. Was this what did it? Did people take their hands off here? Macleod had thought that there were two sets of killers. The ones who had done things before, another one who was after. That was his premise, but he had no evidence. Well, this was circumstantial evidence. This certainly fitted the idea, being bought by Ryan Green’s company.

Stewart walked over to the edge of the pit and jumped out. Her head had swum when she stood there, looking up. Part of her began to feel the terror the others must have felt being trapped down there. Everything was there to clear it away. Stewart looked at the white robe she left on the floor. She counted three. Walking back inside, she looked in the cupboard and there were another four. ‘Ryan Green,’ she thought, ‘he’s dead. Andrew Tallow’s dead too. Karen Gough, also dead. Were they part of this party? Was there seven in total? Two other men were missing. That accounted for five robes. Who else was involved?’ Ross came back in announcing that the cavalry was on its way, and soon, they knew that the entire area would be crawling with forensic officers.

‘I need some fresh air,’ said Stewart. ‘I stood down in the pit there. It’s just—’ With that, she left, walking out and climbing back out the window. Ross followed. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

‘No,’ said Stewart. ‘That’s just sick.’ She walked on around to the back of the house, to the outside of the barn she’d been in just a few minutes before. ‘They must have drains running out,’ she said. ‘Let’s see if we can find them, where those drains run to.’

Ross nodded, and together, they started to search the undergrowth at the back of the house. ‘There’s a river at the back here,’ said Ross ‘Maybe it comes out to there.’

Hunting along the riverbank, Stewart pulled back the overgrown vegetation a piece at a time. Then her hand came across something metal, like a grill. Pulling the vegetation back further, she found the metal and the drain that was running out, but on the inside, she could feel bone, small but trapped against the grill obviously where the water had failed to push it out and through the small gaps. Stewart looked at Ross. ‘Dear God, Ross,’ she said, ‘maybe we’ve found it. Maybe our killing room is here.’
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The wind was still strong as Kirsten Stewart looked up at the sky. The clouds had blown away and she could count the stars even though the night was not as dark as the previous ones. The moonlight gave the house that Ryan Green’s company owned an eerie glow, and knowing what had occurred inside, Stewart thought this wholly appropriate. She was sitting in the front seat of her car awaiting further news from Jona Nakamura’s team. They had deployed once again and were currently sweeping for clues within the building.

The white robes had been packaged up and taken away to the lab, as had the small bone fragments that had been caught in the drain at the river. Someone had told the press at some point, and they were lined up outside. Ross had ensured a good distance between them and the house; however, those people who were travelling the main road toward Dingwall would not have been so happy as the press cordon was extending out and into the main road.

A set of headlights lit up the far wall, and Kirsten looked up to see a car arriving. She didn’t recognise the driver, but he was in uniform. However, the passenger was awfully familiar to her, and his face looked like thunder.

Detective Inspector Macleod stepped out of the car and saw Kirsten Stewart running towards him.

‘Boss, we’re all over this, but we’re just going to have to wait to see if Jona finds anything.’

‘Stand down,’ said Macleod. ‘I might not look happy, but I’m not annoyed with you.’

‘Yes, sir. Sorry.’

‘Stop the sir stuff. You know we have to cut that out.’

‘How did it go with the DCI?’ Macleod turned and stared at Stewart. ‘Does he think he can do better?’ Again, another stare from Macleod. He would never speak ill of his superior, whatever he might think of him, and certainly not to a junior officer.

‘He is what he is, Kirsten. You can take me through, show me what we’ve got here, and where they’re keeping the overalls.’ In a few minutes, the pair of them had dressed, and Stewart took the inspector through the front door which had now been opened. A quick tour of the front end of the house was forgone as Kirsten took Macleod through to the barn at the back. She watched the shock on his face as he stood staring at the pit. It was looking slightly less sinister than when Stewart had found it, as it had several forensic officers working away at the site, but Stewart knew without a doubt that Macleod in his mind would be seeing everything.

‘Quite unbelievable, isn’t it?’ said Macleod.

‘Yes, boss,’ said Stewart, ‘very much so to even think of it.’

‘You’ve got the entertained up at the top sitting, watching someone down here. Poor waif obviously being abused in whatever way they see fit, the drinks at the back, and then you’ve got the little rivulets for taking anything away off the floor and out of the pit,’ he said. ‘You found some bones outside. Is that correct?’

‘Yes, sir. Jona’s looking to see if she can match them up to any of the hands. That seems a strong possibility, as we haven’t found any other body parts yet. There’s also the—’ Stewart couldn’t say it, simply pointing over to the far corner.

‘The blocks on which they put their hands down and then chop them off. I take it there’s a range of suitable weaponry out behind the bar.’

Stewart nodded. ‘It’s like a butcher’s shop behind there. There’re also some robes, white, but they had pinkish stains on them. I would say they couldn’t get all the blood out.’

‘Did you notice anything else?’

Stewart looked around, but she thought she’d covered everything. ‘Well, there’s the toilet area, sir, the showers. There’s the bar. There’s—’

‘There’re hooks on the wall. Look up there,’ said Macleod. ‘Hooks up high. They aren’t for something that you simply hang off. They’re like a picture hook. You’d run a wire from one to the other and then back again, so you’d have pictures held up, or if it’s not pictures, it would have to be—’

‘Some sort of flag, sir.’

‘Exactly,’ said Macleod, ‘some sort of flag. It’s far right. I think I could guess what type of flag that would be. No wonder his wife said he was exhilarated when he came back from these things.’

‘Boss?’

‘Well, when I was talking to Ryan Green’s wife, she said at times when he went out, he came back exhilarated late at night, in the morning, no overnight bag, hyped up, so hyped up that he . . . well, demanded his husbandly privileges.’

‘Demanded his what, sir?’

Macleod stared at Stewart. Surely, she could understand this without him having to put it in black and white. ‘Came home feeling excitable with regard to his wife.’

‘Oh,’ said Stewart. ‘What, with this? This sort of thing would get you to that sort of stage?’

‘You bet,’ said Macleod, ‘for some people. It’s power, isn’t it? It’s all about power, dominating, controlling those sitting in the pit here. They wouldn’t have seen them as anything. They’d be subhuman, and they’ll just simply play with them and then destroy them, but a massive power rush. It’s horrible.’

‘You’re telling me, boss. You’re telling me.’

Jona Nakamura entered the barn and called Macleod’s name.

‘Inspector, just got a word through from the lab back in Inverness. Some of those bone fragments match up. They’re from the hands that we found in the satchel. It looks like a lot of them were murdered here.’

‘Do any tie-up to our fresh murders, though?’ asked Macleod.

Jona shook her head. ‘You weren’t expecting them to, were you, Seoras?’

‘No,’ said Macleod, ‘not at all, but the DCI did ask about it. He thinks it’s just the one murderer, just continued where they’d left off. This time the murderer presented the calling card first, ready to fill in another satchel. That’s how he put it. He’s been watching a bit too much television. Jona, do you think you could get anyone to go up and look at those hooks at the top?’

‘Yes, we can get up there,’ said Jona. ‘Why?’

‘Well, somebody’s hung something up there, and if you hung it up there, you might get a fingerprint off it. Easy to clean up down here, much harder to clean up there. They’d even think about it when they took the flags down.’

‘What flags?’ said Jona.

‘Those would be for flags, if you remember our victims. My guess is it’s a Nazi flag that was up there, something of a similar vein.’

‘I’ll get on it, Seoras, and have a look,’ said Jona. ‘I’ll get in touch if anything comes back. As for the rest of it, it’s been cleaned. Everything rubbed down. It’s like this place has been abandoned.’

‘Maybe they clean it between each time,’ said Macleod. ‘After all, if you find this and it’s clean, what are you going to do? What are you going to say? It looks a bit weird, but it’s not like you can pinpoint someone to dying here.’

‘Except we did because we had the bone fragments,’ said Jona.

‘You did, didn’t you?’ said Macleod, thinking. ‘Why would they keep them?’

‘Keep what?’ asked Jona.

‘The hands,’ said Macleod. ‘They were in various states of decomposition, so they would have been kept somewhere, obviously some sort of trophy here. A gruesome way of remembering what they did. The bodies were disposed of. Maybe they’re buried. We should do a search on the perimeter to see if there’s any disturbed earth to look at. How do we get to this stage?’ said Macleod. ‘We’re keeping the hands as trophies. Trophies for what? To intimidate the next ones in? As a show to some other group? What? The bragging rights to bring someone else in?’

‘I think we’re looking a bit too far here,’ said Stewart. ‘It’s not going to help us bring anybody to justice for that. We need to get to work on finding a print or something here, something that tags us in and we need to find our other men. There’s been no luck so far on the escapee. It’s no wonder it was such a bland description. Where are we with that anyway?’ asked Stewart.

‘I’ve got Hope working on it,’ said Macleod, ‘tracing back through. We reckon now we know where the car came from, but it was a hire car. Hope’s waking up one of the managers at the moment. I hope she’s having better luck than we are.’

* * *

Hope McGrath stepped out of her car and pulled her jacket around her. The wind was blowing hard, and though she enjoyed wearing the blouse and jeans at work, she thought next time she was going to wear a large woollen jumper, possibly a large sou’wester over the top. This weather was worse than the cold stuff.

She parked the car outside the small set of flats in one of the more expensive parts of Inverness. Whoever the manager was, he seemed to be doing well, thought Hope. She walked through the gated car park and pressed the buzzer on flat number three.

‘Yes?’

‘I’m DS Hope McGrath, and I’d like a word, sir. I take it I’m speaking to Mr Allen.’

‘Yes, this is Mr Allen. If you just give me a moment, I’ll buzz you up. It’s the second floor and it’s the one on the right.’

Hope made her way up the stairs and then rapped on the door when she found no buzzer. A man opened the door, around about Hope’s age, and smiled pleasantly. ‘I’m John Allen, and it’s DS McGrath, isn’t it?’ Hope nodded. ‘Well, please come in. Grab a seat. Do you want the coffee? Maybe I could get you something stronger.’

‘I’m on duty at the moment, so coffee’s fine,’ said Hope. ‘Sorry to disturb you, but it’s rather pressing that I need to talk to you.’

‘Oh, I hope there’s nothing I’ve done.’

‘No, it’s regarding the hire car that was written off the other day, the one that went on fire.’

‘Yes, of course. I thought you’d be asking about that. He hasn’t contacted us. I said I’d ring in if he did.’

‘I doubt he’s going to contact you at all,’ said Hope. ‘He’s on the run. So, I doubt you’ll see him again. I’m here because your staff who dealt with the man said that you actually saw him and you were the one who led him into the car, not them. They simply took some paperwork off him.’

‘That’s correct,’ said John. Hope heard the gurgle of a real coffee machine. ‘How can I help you?’

‘Well, because your colleagues only saw him at a distance and you saw him up close, we’re hoping that you might be able to give us a better description.’

‘Well, I’ll do what I can, but I didn’t see him for that long.’

‘Okay. Well, how would you describe him?’

John laughed. ‘How would I describe him? Pretty ordinary. I guess that’s not especially useful.’ He emerged from behind the kitchen and handed Hope a coffee as she stood in the living room. John put his arm out, showing Hope a seat and she walked over but declined and stood looking out the window. ‘Some view you’ve got down here,’ said Hope.

‘Yes, it is nice. You pay for it, though. That’s the trouble with these places.’

‘If I can ask, what height was he?’ John looked a little perplexed. ‘Well, what height was he relative to me?’ said Hope.

‘Smaller.’

‘Well, I’m six foot,’ said Hope, ‘so he’s smaller than me. What height was he compared to this table over here?’

‘Well, hopefully, he was bigger than the table. I’d say it was a couple of inches shorter than you.’

About ‘5’10’ then,’ said Hope. ‘Yes, that sounds like our man. So far, that’s what we’ve got. He’s 5’10’ and he had brown hair.’

‘That’s correct.’

‘Is there anything else you can add?’ asked Hope.

‘Well, he did speak rather well. That was one of the things that struck me. He was able to articulate. Not that we said a lot, but I was talking to him about the engine, and I used some shabby bit of language. It was obvious that he wasn’t impressed. He corrected it, but I thought it was very formal language. Someone used to talking formally. I don’t know if that’s any use.’

Hope smiled. ‘Well, it’s more than 5’10’ and brown hair.’ There was something about this man that Hope found rather disarming. ‘Anything else you can tell me?’ asked Hope.

‘When he picked it up, he was wearing a shirt and tie, but colour coordination wasn’t good. He had brown shoes on with black trousers. You don’t wear darks with brown, and he just looked like he didn’t really know how to dress himself. He was certainly no salesman.’

Hope nodded. ‘That is good,’ she said. ‘That is good. You took a name off him, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, we did, but turns out it’s false. Tried to run through the credit card, and it’s false too. He’s picked that up from somewhere.’

‘Do you have any CCTV of him?’

‘No,’ said John. ‘He picked the car up outside. That’s why I was speaking to him. He did everything else on the phone and online. We told your people about that as well.’

‘Yes, but the online sites,’ said Hope, ‘they couldn’t trace it through. Looks like he used an internet cafe somewhere.’

‘Clever cookie then,’ said John.

Hope stood and looked out the window. Yes, that was it, wasn’t it? He was a clever cookie. This wasn’t some random amateur. This was somebody who thought out what he was doing.

‘Clever cookie,’ said Hope out loud. ‘That’s very useful, Mr Allen.’

‘John. Call me John, sergeant.’ Hope drank her coffee and took another look out the large window of the flat. ‘Do you mind if I ask you something?’ said John.

‘Not at all,’ said Hope. ‘What is it?’

‘Do you like sea food?’

Hope was taken aback, but she turned away from him and looked out the window where she could see the sea in the distance. The moon was shining down on it, and she could see the texture more than the actual substance of the sea as the moonlight rolled across it.

‘As a matter of fact, John, I do. I’m rather partial to it.’

‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but I have a feeling that when you walk out that door, I’ll not see you again, unless I pick up a knife and go after someone, so how about dinner?’

Hope turned and looked at the man. In some ways, he was rather jolly, a touch overweight with a big smile. Why the heck not? she thought. She hadn’t been out with anyone in months now. What’s the worst that could happen? A bit of laughs and a nice bit of seafood.

‘Yes, all right, John. I have to get this case done. Give me your number.’ She watched him write it down on a piece of paper and handed it to her.

‘Just text me yours at some point,’ he said, ‘and if you go away and you just think, “What am I doing?” it’s okay, but just send me a text to say no.’

Hope nodded and walked to the door with the man following her close behind. She opened it, stepped outside, and turned around.

‘It won’t be a no. It’ll just be a when.’ With that, Hope walked down the stairs to the entrance to the flats. She got into the car and thought how crazy she’d just been. She had no idea who this bloke was, but she looked out of the window back out at the flat and there he was, looking down. He gave a goofy wave and a smile. Well, I’ve done professional, and I’ve done sharp. Maybe it’s time I did a bit of goofy.
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‘Okay. What have we got?’

Macleod had called his team into his office, sitting around the small desk that he used for private briefings. When he had a large task force to brief, they did it in the office outside. Around the desk were Hope, Kirsten, and Ross, his senior investigators, and Jona Nakamura.

‘We’ve got a well-spoken killer,’ said Hope. ‘He’s 5’10‘, got brown hair. He can’t dress. At least he has no sense of colour coordination, but he is sharp when it comes to covering tracks. He also has a sense of play.’

‘Why’d you say that?’ asked Macleod.

‘Well, if you think about it, Stewart approaches the caravan. He’s no hesitation killing our friend, but what he does do is he ends up leaving a note. He’s also quite happy to stay and then get the hand.’

‘That means the hands are the key thing here,’ said Stewart. ‘There’s some sort of element of revenge here, something going on that says, “I have to do back what’s done before.”’

‘Revenge or retribution? Making it right. How many hands were gone before?’

‘Eight, sir,’ said Jona. ‘Is he going to match up those numbers, or is he just matching up the group that did them?’

‘My money’s on the group that did them,’ said Stewart. ‘That makes more sense.’

‘How does he know who did them?’ said Hope.

‘Let’s focus more on him and how he looks and how he sounds,’ said Macleod. ‘He speaks very well. His diction is good, so he’s unlikely to be in any type of job where he doesn’t have to speak.’

‘You mean someone who talks at conferences?’

‘Possibly,’ said Macleod. ‘Now he could be a teacher, or he could be someone else in the education profession, or he could be a presenter of sorts, politician maybe, someone who has to speak eloquently, and it’s just part of him.’

‘What’s the deal with him? Why would somebody speaking so eloquently know about these things, would be able to move about and carry out this retribution? What sort of person are we looking for?’

‘Well, somebody that’s able to kill,’ said Macleod, ‘and kill well. He snapped the neck around Andrew Tallow in the caravan. You don’t just snap somebody’s neck like that. I think he’s trained in some fashion.’

‘That’s good,’ said Stewart, ‘that’s particularly good. I can take that. I’m looking for military or some sort of background. I’m looking for somebody in a job that has to speak well, so I’m looking for educators, I’m looking for presenters, politicians, as you say.’

‘We’re still looking for a reason why,’ said Ross, interrupting everyone. ‘How do we categorise him?’ said Ross. ‘I know what Kirsten’s saying. She wants attributes, but against what? You can’t put him against missing persons. He’s not missing. He’s out and on the go. Are we tagging him to other killings? That’s not what we’re believing here. We’re believing this is some sort of retribution, revenge, something in retaliation. Has he done anything like this before? You can search on that basis, but it doesn’t seem to tie up with what we’re talking about.’

‘True,’ said Macleod, ‘but it’s worth doing. Stewart, get yourself in front of the computer. That’s your traits. Look into past murders, look into missing people. See if you can come up with something. How are we doing with identifying the rest of the dead?’

‘That’s not easy, Inspector. I’ve got four identified for you, four not identified. I can take out the DNA, we can run matches, but unless we’ve got it, it doesn’t really make much difference. To be honest, none of these people seemed to be from the criminal fraternity. They’ve all got a clean bill of health when it comes to the law, making it much more difficult to identify them—certainly no fingerprints.’

‘Okay,’ said Macleod. ‘Hope, I need you with me. We’ve got to go and see the DCI, and we’ve got to do a press conference.’

‘Why am I going with you, Seoras?’ asked Hope. ‘You’re the senior officer. He’s the senior senior officer. Why do you need the junior of the senior officer with you?’

Macleod shook his head. ‘Honestly, because you look good for the force, female, at least to divert attention away from the fact we haven’t solved anything yet.’

‘That’s as sexist as it comes,’ said Hope.

‘No, that’s as politically correct as it comes,’ said Macleod. ‘If it were up to me, neither you nor I would be up there, waste of time on this case, press conferences. Ross, I want you to start going back to the houses of those murdered. In fact, start at that drug den. See if you can get someone to talk. Trouble with the other places is if they’re any way involved, they’ll be covering up, but in the drug den, you never know what you might get out of there. See how many people knew Andrew Tallow and what he did. He might have talked more than the others. We’ve got to push all the leads on this one. If we don’t, we’re going to end up with a lot of egg on our face and a DCI that’s ready to call people out.’

‘Why’s the DCI still operating this, anyway?’ asked Hope.

‘Fort Augustus,’ said Macleod. ‘He was one of the higher ones up that said it was a terrorist. Put egg all over his face. That’s why. You didn’t think revenge happened simply outside of the department, did you?’

* * *

Ross drove the short distance to the edge of town and back to the seedy house where they’d first looked for Andrew Tallow. Macleod had given him a brief, but the place still looked horrendous as he arrived, and the door was open when he approached. He went in, called out, but there was little movement. Ross stepped in the open door, tried to push it further and found it to be jammed. As he looked around the door, he realised that was because somebody was lying comatose on the other side. Meanwhile, a voice shouted at him from down the hallway.

‘Is that you, Ally?’

‘No, it’s not Ally. Who’s that?’ asked Ross.

‘Doesn’t matter, it’s just me.’

‘Well, I wonder if you can help me then,’ said Ross. ‘I’m DC Ross, and I was looking to find out some things about Andrew Tallow.’

‘Andrew? He’s in his caravan,’ said the man.

‘He’s dead in his caravan,’ said Ross. ‘Somebody didn’t like him, broke his neck. I’m here to find out who didn’t like him.’

‘Someone if he’s dead,’ said the man, trying to sit up against the wall. ‘Can you see anything?’ he said.

‘What do you mean, see something?’ said Ross.

‘Anything to drink,’ said the man. Ross walked past him into a kitchen at the rear of the house, found a cup, and took some water back to the man. As he reached down to hand it over, the man shook his head.

‘I said I wanted something to drink, not to wash myself in. That door over there, there’s usually something in there.’ Ross opened the door and sure enough inside, there was a decanter on the far side. It looked cheap, but it was filled with some brown liquid, and Ross quickly poured a dram, taking it back to the man. He saw his eyes light up.

‘Cheers. It’s lunch,’ says the man, and Ross simply nodded.

‘You said you knew something about Andrew.’

‘Yes,’ said the man. ‘He’s got a caravan.’

Ross rolled his eyes. Going to be like this, was it? ‘Is there anything inside your pockets?’ said Ross.

‘What do you mean, officer?’ said the man.

‘I mean, if I search your pockets, am I going to find things that mean I have to put you in the car and take you downtown. Then I’ll have to book you, and you’re going to be held in the cells and end up with a record up in front of the sheriff.’

The man laughed. ‘You wouldn’t do that.’ Ross reached forward, his hand shooting inside the man’s jacket. Sure enough, he found a white powder in a plastic bag.

‘That isn’t mine,’ said the man.

‘It’s on you. It’s yours,’ said Ross. ‘Andrew Tallow, what do you know? Or you’re coming for a walk.’

‘Andrew,’ said the man, trying to remain vaguely upright. ‘Andrew was a sport. You know what I mean?’ Ross shook his head. ‘With the women. Andrew was a sport with the women. He used to take three of the girls from here.’

‘Take three of them? Where?’ The man shook his head. ‘What were their names?’ The man keeled over, hitting the floor before picking himself back up again.

‘Cindy, Alice, but the one you want is Tara McGregor. She sort of coordinates for the three of them, especially if they’re doing a job outside of here.’

‘Do you know where Tara is?’

‘Probably working, maybe upstairs working. Hang on.’ The man put his finger up to his ear and cocked it in the air, up at the ceiling. ‘Doesn’t sound like Tara’s up there.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Ross.

‘One of the livelier girls.’

‘Don’t mess me about,’ said Ross.

‘I’m not,’ said the man. ‘She seriously is louder than most of them. I should know. I’m always here listening, never up there. I guess I cut a tragic figure.’

Theatrically, the man raised his hand up to his brow as if the day were hot. More of an arse, less tragic, thought Ross, but he needed the man right now. ‘Where is she? I need to know.’

‘Heck, just try upstairs anyway,’ said the man. ‘I haven’t seen her leave.’

Ross marched up the staircase and rapped lightly on the door. After the shout of a woman telling him to get out, Ross opened the door, and a man stood up as a woman behind him covered herself.

‘Tara McGregor?’

‘Two doors down, love, and you wait downstairs for your turn. We come and get you. Okay?’

‘Get out,’ said a white man with a large stomach. ‘I’ve paid for this half hour.’ Ross nodded, apologised, and stepped out. Two doors down, he knocked again.

‘Kind of busy.’

‘DC Ross! You’re finished.’ It was two minutes later when the door opened, and a woman stepped out. She was wearing leggings and a jumper. ‘Do you mind if we go downstairs out of the way? My client kind of wants to leave without you seeing him.’

‘Why?’ said Ross.

‘In case you know his wife, or anybody finds out.’

‘Sorry,’ said Ross, who opened the door and looked in. The man had blond hair. He closed the door quickly. ‘It’s fine. It’s not him. He can leave, but I need to talk to you downstairs.’

‘Talk to me? What about?’

‘Andrew Tallow apparently hired you.’

‘Andrew Tallow, why would he hire me?’

‘You are Tara, aren’t you? Tara McGregor.’

‘No. Tara was in this room up until about an hour ago. She’s gone off.’

‘What do you mean she’s gone off?’ said Ross. ‘Got a phone call,’ said the girl. ‘Some sort of new client,’ she said. ‘Apparently, she’s meeting a mate in the woods. Sounds a bit kinky to me.’

‘She ever met anyone out in the woods before?’ asked Ross.

‘No, but this guy was quite specific. By the riverside up towards the park, spot just in there.’ Ross ran down the stairs, out the door, and into the car where he started the engine and also called his boss. There’d been enough death in that park to realise a bad situation going south.
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‘I’m on my way, Ross. No risks, just be careful. This person’s a killer.’

Macleod probably didn’t need to say that to Ross, but he thought the point was probably worth emphasising again. It wasn’t that his junior wouldn’t have understood. Sometimes the heat of the moment got to you, especially if you thought there was another life at stake. You had to protect yourself, and certainly Macleod had to protect his staff. Opening the door of his office, he looked around, but Hope wasn’t there. She must still be out collecting information. He couldn’t see Stewart either. This bothered him.

Of the four of them, Macleod was probably the weakest if it came to a fight. Yes, he could fight dirty, but if the gauntlet was thrown down, he fancied his chances the least. Ross wasn’t that much above him. It was an irony to a man who was raised on protecting the weaker sex that within his department, the women were far stronger when it came to violence.

Regardless, he shouted at a couple of uniforms, demanded a car, and grabbed his coat before running out to the car park. Sliding himself into the passenger seat, he took a look at the man beside him. He was young, possibly mid twenties, but compared to Macleod, he was built like a World’s Strongest Man contestant.

The park was not far from the police station, but Macleod was still twitching his thumbs, wondering if he’d arrive there before Ross. Macleod was coming with numbers. Another two police cars were following so if something went wrong, they would be coming but Macleod wanted to be there before it went wrong. Maybe they could encircle the park, trap this man. How should he play this? Should he run in with the sirens going? From the tone Ross had used, he was seriously worried for the woman’s safety. Maybe her life. Yes, this would have to be a blue light, sirens blazing. There was no other choice. The woman’s life would take priority. If he lost a suspect, they lost him.

The day was turning dark as the police car pulled into the car park. Given the recent events, the park was understandably quiet and still had police tape around it. Not that that would have prevented anybody from taking a walk through it. That was something that had always struck Macleod. You closed off areas, you put up the tape, but it really was on the trust that the public will turn around and say, ‘Okay, we won’t go in there.’ Well, depending on who Joe Public was, that was really just a fanciful ideal. Stepping out of the car, Macleod saw one other. He recognised it as Ross’s. He must be here already, thought Macleod. Damn, and he’s not waiting either.

Picking up his mobile, he rang Ross’s number, but it went straight to voicemail. Instead, he sent a text with a simple three-word message. ‘Where are you?’ He must be close to the killer, must be close to what’s happening, if he’s made sure his phone’s switched off. That was something Macleod never did. He never remembered, always lost in the moment, but that showed the tidy mind of Ross. Nothing got to him, but Macleod was worried.

Ross was going back into a volatile situation. He’d been off due to the events on the Monarch Isles where Ross had found himself stuck with a killer on the island. He had then been shot on a helicopter as he tried to leave. In the month that followed, Macleod had wondered how the man would return. When he got into situations like this, would he freeze? Would memories come back? Or would he carry on as Ross always did? By the book. The mind working out a plan, following it precisely. The options coming to him, then being knocked aside as he followed the path he chose. Macleod ran on instinct. Ross ran on a solid thought process.

‘You’re with me,’ Macleod said to the strapping officer who had driven up to the park, ‘but be careful. This is a potential killer we’re up against. So, stay close so we don’t lose each other in here. If in doubt, shout. Up ahead will be DC Ross. I don’t know where he is in here, but there’s him and there’s a woman. A working prostitute who’s come to meet a man. The man is our killer. Five-foot-ten, short, brown hair, possible blue eyes. That’s all we’ve got, but no risks. If you see him, shout and we’ll get a party around him.’

Macleod looked over his shoulder. ‘There’s six of them at the moment. Hopefully more on the way.’ The stars were becoming brighter as the sun had faded, but they were still in the twilight time before full darkness set in. Entering the park, Macleod could see the open area with all the swings, climbing frames and other playground items that the kids still loved. To the other side, he could see the lake where only a few days ago, he’d been boating with Jane when this madness started. Everything was quiet.

Think, Seoras, think. Where would she meet him? Surely the man’s not going to risk being out in the open. The trees and the river. That was where to go. Escape seemed a possibility from the riverbank. And no doubt he would have told her it was a good place to meet up because no one’s going to be about when the place has had two murders committed in it. Daft girl, he thought.

Macleod sent one team off to the side of the boating lake, sending them down to search round the bottom of it before tracing the way back up. He set off with two other officers across the near side of the park, routing around the back of the playground equipment before moving down to the wooded area behind it. They used no flashlights, and they were silent as they made their way along.

Macleod crouched down at the far side of the park, looking down the line of trees. He felt a tap on his shoulder. His driver pointed into the trees some two hundred yards away. Macleod recognised the build of a man and lent up to his colleague. ‘That’s DC Ross,’ he whispered. ‘He seems to be watching something.’ Macleod crouched and made his way in a quiet fashion behind Ross. Slipping his hand around Ross’s mouth and tapping him on the shoulder, his colleague jumped for a moment, then recognised who had done it. Again, there were no words. Ross simply pointed out in front of him, maybe twenty or thirty yards away. A woman in the trees was wearing a very high-cut skirt, along with a brown jacket.

She was looking in the distance where a man approached, and as he got closer, she took the jacket off, revealing a crop top underneath. Definitely dressed for work, felt Macleod.

He turned to the officers with him, indicating that they should move round silently. Macleod then looked back at the man arriving: 5’10, short, brown hair. Well, he could tell he was 5’10, but the man was wearing a hood, and in the darkness, Macleod reckoned he had some sort of covering across his face. The man snuck up to the woman, first his hands running off each shoulder before they traced down across her body and then down to her hips.

She put her hand up in front of him, and he reached inside, taking out some notes. Satisfied, the girl pocketed the cash, and then put her hand into his. The man started to walk off with her, but then, a very definite crack filled the air.

One of the uniformed officers had stepped on something. It wasn’t a surprise in the dark. The ground around the trees was full of small twigs and the ground was drier than in other parts due to the shelter of the trees. Maybe it wasn’t even a twig at all, some piece of rubbish lying down. They would never know because the man glanced over his shoulder and looked around him in a frantic fashion.

He was holding the girl tight with one hand and she seemed to try to pull away as he became suddenly much more violent with her.

‘Get off me,’ she said. ‘It’s only a twig, what’s the matter?’

‘Shut up. Just stay quiet.’ The man spun his head this way and that, searching in the darkness, and then Macleod saw the man looking directly at him. There was a moment of recognition in both, and then Macleod took to his feet. Ross was up with him and Macleod watched in horror as he saw the man reach inside his jacket with his hand. Quickly, he turned, driving a knife into the woman three times with such savage blows that she fell to the ground.

‘Ross, the girl,’ shouted Macleod.

‘Uniform can get her; I’m with you, sir,’ he shouted.

‘Ross, I said the girl,’ said Macleod turning around and looking at his DC. ‘There’s plenty of uniform with me but she’s our witness, and she knows him. The girl!’ Macleod turned around and ran as hard as he could after his disappearing subject. The man cut between trees and had soon found his way to the edge of the wood, leaping out onto the pathway beside the river. Macleod followed, sucking in as much air as possible before he was overtaken by one of the uniforms.

Macleod watched the officer pull away from him and cut around the corner after the suspect. Macleod was running as hard as he could to keep up, but when he turned the corner, the younger officer was lying on the ground. There was blood flowing from the top of his head, but Macleod didn’t bend down, instead searching ahead of himself, looking for where the suspect had gone, scared in case he hadn’t run off and was merely in the shadow waiting for him.

A second officer came around the corner less than ten seconds later, and Macleod pointed at his colleague, ‘You’re with him,’ said the Inspector before beginning to stride forward into the darkness of the new wood he’d entered. As he stepped forward, he thought he heard breathing that was coming off to the left.

‘I’ve got other officers here; you haven’t got a hope of getting away,’ said Macleod. He tried to say it with authority because, in his heart, he had absolutely no idea if it was genuinely true. Three officers had been sent off to the other side of the park. Who knew if they had the wit to hear what had gone on and follow the two uniforms that had been with him. They were now both engaged, and Ross was tending to the woman. Macleod thought he could be on his own in this one, and then his mind went back to what he remembered when leaving the office. Of the four of them, he was the weakest.

‘Just give yourself up. She might make it, you never know.’ Macleod reckoned what he was saying was a forlorn hope, but he wanted to give the impression of confidence. He also should have availed himself with a nightstick carried by the uniformed officers, but instead, following on instinct, he had raced off into the dark after this man. Macleod heard steps and slowly he followed them until he realised the man had cut back out of the wood and was back on the riverbank.

Macleod hurdled the fence, and ran down the bank after him, watching the man then turn by the little path that led away towards some houses. Opening a rear door that was set into a wall, the man disappeared inside and Macleod bolted after him. It was only when he went on through the open door that he realised his mistake. He had been waiting for Macleod, who tripped, sprawled on the floor, and desperately tried to roll around. The man was on him. Macleod felt two blows hit his kidneys from the rear. His head was then jerked back as a knee was put on to his back. Macleod could see the knife being brought around to his throat.

‘Sometimes they deserve it. You do understand that, don’t you, Macleod? Just let me finish this. Let me deliver a judgment in this most poetic of fashions. When I have them, it will stop. When they’re all complete. Three more, Macleod. That’s all I ask. Keep out of my way.’

‘Why?’ said Macleod. ‘Why are you doing it?’

‘Because they deserve it. They cast judgment on others. They say people are not fit to live, but their own judgment is now upon them. I shall collect their trophies, but unlike them, I don’t hide in the shadows. I will place the trophies on show so the people will know that evil such as this is dealt with.’

Macleod could feel his heart race. His mind scrambling to work out the best way to get out of this situation. The knife was at his throat. One false word and it would be the end, gargling his way to his death.

‘Keep out of my way. I don’t want to harm any of you.’

‘But you harmed the girl back there. You stabbed her, three times,’ said Macleod.

‘Whore,’ said the man. ‘Just a whore. She deserved it. A righteous man like you should know that. There’s no place in the kingdom for one such as her, is there, Macleod? You’re a man of faith.’

Part of Macleod thought he should simply agree. Get the man to talk. Then maybe he might leave, let Macleod alone. But the man was twisting the faith that Macleod had grown up with. No one was shy of redemption. It was at the heart of what Macleod believed, at the heart of why he should always arrest. Why there was no executioner when it came to his sense of justice. ‘In my house, there are many rooms,’ said Macleod.

‘I thought you were stronger than that. I thought you would carry out his vengeance.’

‘Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.’ Macleod felt the knee in his back pushing down harder.

‘And if he was half the God that they say he is, he would have wiped these people from the face of the earth.’

He did it once. He said he wouldn’t do it again, thought Macleod. This time he didn’t utter any words, for he heard something in the background, footsteps running his way. Then the knee was off his back. Macleod heard his attacker disappearing back out the door that he’d come in. Rolling back around, Macleod half sat up, but inside he was trembling. His senses came through when he realised he was in someone’s garden. Behind him, a voice shuddered, ‘What the bloody hell are you doing there? This is private property. Get out or I’ll call the police.’

Wearily, Macleod got to his feet.

‘Sir, I am the police. DI Macleod in pursuit of a suspect.’ And with that, Macleod made his way to the door in the wall. Looking out onto the path, he couldn’t see his suspect anywhere.

Someone was running down the path hard from the direction of the park. Looking around, Macleod saw a pair of black jeans and a leather jacket. There was a red-headed ponytail flopping behind the tall woman.

‘Seoras, are you alright?’

‘Yes,’ said Macleod. ‘I’m okay. But he’s gone. But I did find out something.’

‘What?’ asked Hope.

‘Our killer. He said there were three more. There are three dead, Hope. Three more to come. But there were seven coats. Seven robes. He’s one of them.’
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Macleod was sore. The two punches into his back towards his kidneys had come out in a large bruise, but he didn’t have time for this, ignoring medical attention once he realised that there was nothing serious. Tara McGregor, however, had not been so lucky. Having been stabbed several times, Ross had rushed her to A&E. She’d undergone surgery for two hours, during which time, Macleod understood her life had been saved.

Fortunately, the knife had missed her heart, though it had done some serious damage to other organs. For now, Macleod was sitting with Hope McGrath inside the small room where Tara McGregor was recovering. She was asleep, and they were under strict instructions not to wake her. Macleod could’ve headed back to the station, leaving an officer to advise him when she woke up. But in truth, after the evening’s events, the press had kicked up again, and there was no doubt a circus outside the station. He’d taken a rather feisty call from the DCI, but Macleod had said he was staying at the hospital as the girl had important information, and he needed to be right here.

The fact it would probably be another hour before she woke up, at best, was not information he felt he needed to impart. Right now, Macleod needed to think. The media scrum never helped in that regard.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ said Hope.

‘Stop mothering. I don’t need it at the moment. We need to think. Why call Tara McGregor? Why’s he brought her into it? She must have something he needed because she wasn’t one of his targets. Conversations we had said as much. Don’t get me wrong; he sees her as scum. Just some woman to take what he needed from and then happily kill. That was the thing though, Hope. There was a certain level of standards. He wasn’t going to kill me, and he wasn’t going to kill that officer either. How’s McNeal anyway?’ McNeal was the officer who had been stabbed in pursuit of the suspect.

‘I know there was damage to his head, where he’d been struck with quite a blow. He’d also been stabbed in the shoulder. The stab vest had prevented the worst of it, but the knife had slid off into the corner and gone into the man’s arm. But from the blows received, there was no attempt to truly kill the officer, just to prevent him pursuing. McNeal’s doing okay, but you think he didn’t try to kill him, that he was just, what?’

‘The way I see it, Hope,’ said Macleod, ‘is that he has this sort of idea of authority. Remember, I think he’s one of them. People of that far-right attitude, they do believe in law and order, their type of law and order, but they do believe in it. They do believe in a control of society, albeit with a certain white privilege, and that’s why I’m alive. I represent that authority, so does McNeal. The girl, she just represents scum. A toy to be used, but what happened, Hope?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘What happened to turn him from being someone who would stand in a white robe and kill off these other people to turn and kill those around him? What did they do and why?’

‘Maybe he just got sick of it,’ said Hope.

‘No,’ said Macleod, ‘no, think. Maybe he killed somebody he knew, maybe someone he didn’t want to kill. Remember, he’s cutting off the hands and putting them back up in a satchel. He’s displaying that, saying, “Look at this.” They’ve injured him personally. It’s not some sort of righteous knight. This is a revenge, but it’s a revenge about them, about what they did.’

‘You’d be better with Kirsten here,’ said Hope.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Macleod.

‘Well, you two. This side of it is a sort of feeling your way into the dark. When you don’t have solid clues to chase up on, that’s your territory. The plans, the ideas, the schemes. You can seek out solutions before the evidence is even there. You can deal with her to chew this fat over with.’

‘No,’ said Macleod, standing up. ‘She’s where she needs to be. You know I can’t do all that electronic computer nonsense. Well, we need an ID of those other bodies, those other hands.’

Macleod stared into the room containing Tara McGregor. Then he watched her right hand move.

‘Hope, she’s waking up.’

‘I’ll go get a nurse’, said Hope. Macleod nodded but walked into the room.

Like all hospital rooms, there was that slightly sterile effect, but otherwise, the place was rather comfortable. The girl wasn’t lying down flat, instead propped up, pillows behind her, with her head twisted slightly to one side as she was sleeping. But then the other arm moved as well, and the head rolled round to be straight ahead. Then her eyes flicked open.

‘Easy,’ said Macleod, ‘easy, you’re okay. You’re okay. You’ve survived. I’m D.I. Macleod and we got you here. The doctors have looked after you. You’re going to be fine. That’s okay. Just take your time.’

Tara McGregor raised her hand up to her face and ran it across it. Macleod then watched her hand reaching across and tracing a map across her chest. She stopped three different times, and you could see her wince at each one.

‘Three times he stabbed you,’ said Macleod, ‘but he missed everything important, thankfully. Who is he?’

The girl looked up at Macleod. ‘He’s called Wilhelm. Wilhelm Kaiser, at least that’s what he told me. He doesn’t speak in a German accent though.’

‘How long have you known him?’ asked Macleod.

The girl rolled about slightly as if she was stretching her neck out. Maybe she was sore from lying. ‘I’ve had dealings with him over the last three years, maybe.’

‘What sort of dealings?’ asked Macleod.

Hope suddenly entered the room with a nurse who walked up to the bedside, instantly checking the woman’s pulse, looking at her eyes.

‘Do you mind leaving, Inspector? I’m going to need to get the doctor to have a look at her just to verify she’s okay.’

‘I’m fine,’ said Tara McGregor.

‘I think I’ll be the judge of that,’ said the nurse, then Tara held up her hand,

‘He’s okay staying; go get the doctor. It’s fine, but let him stay. I’m okay. I can answer some questions.’

The nurse seemed unsure about this arrangement, but eventually nodded and told Macleod not to put the woman under any stress. She then left and Macleod resumed his questioning, ‘Three or four years, what sort of things did you do with him?’

Macleod saw the wide smile on the woman’s lips. ‘You’re aware of what I do,’ she said. ‘But he was a strange one. The times we went, he would be dressed up, himself and six friends. They were all dressed up in like Nazi uniforms, and they were quite serious about it. Myself, and a few other girls who went with me, we had to be almost like wenches—that was the word he used, wenches. It was like we were the lowest scum of the scum. Didn’t stop him getting his way though.’

‘Was this anywhere in particular?’ asked Macleod.

‘Out on the edge of Dingwall. There was like a house. I think it’s near to where you guys have been. It’s over that direction.’

Macleod turned to Hope. ‘Get the mapping up on your phone, show Miss McGregor where we were looking.’

Hope did as instructed and then held her phone in front of Tara McGregor’s face. It took the girl a moment, but then she nodded.

‘Yes, Inspector. That’s it. That’s where we used to go. What were you doing there?’

‘It’s part of our investigations,’ said Macleod. ‘What parts of that house were you in?’

‘Well, that’s the funny thing,’ said Tara, ‘From the outside it just looked like shit, an absolute mess, but they had this barn in the back.’

‘And what happened in the barn?’ asked Macleod.

When Jenny and I were there, it was a lot of drinks, a lot of sex, and then I would be sent home. Once or twice there was somebody else there. It had a sort of ring which I think was for the games that I wouldn’t play. I get a lot of funny stuff in my line of work, but I’m not into that bondage side of stuff.

Macleod raised his eyebrows, ‘So you didn’t stay right to the end during these times?’

‘No,’ said Tara. ‘There’s a bit of a strangeness about it.’ she said. ‘If somebody wants to pay them to get into that stuff, that’s their business. I do what I do and frankly, I don’t ask questions beyond that.’

Macleod nodded. ‘Did you ever see anyone else there, though?’

‘Just once,’ said Tara. ‘One time they had a guy in the pit but he had like a gimp mask on and that’s what I mean, I’m not into that sort of thing. There were probably all sorts of things going on after that. I don’t do the kinky stuff. I’m pretty straightforward with what I do.’

‘Did you ever get to hear any other names that were there?’

‘They were all German.’ said Tara. ‘Well, they were all German names. I don’t think I heard a German accent on any of them.’

‘Ryan Green mean anything to you?’ asked Hope. The woman shook her head. ‘Andrew Tallow?’ asked Hope. Another shake of the head. ‘Karen Gough?’ the woman’s eyes lit up.

‘Karen Gough, she runs that place at Aviemore. There are a few girls I know who’ve worked for her.’

‘Have you ever?’ asked Macleod.

‘I did phone her up and ask. When she heard my name, she was quite abrupt. No chance. Never pursued it any further. Good number to get into, though. Most girls were quite happy with the work they did out there.’

‘But you got the cold shoulder,’ said Hope, giving a glance at Macleod.

‘Very much,’ said Tara.

‘This Wilhelm Kaiser,’ said Macleod, ‘Did he speak quite posh?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say posh,’ said Tara, ‘but he used a lot of big words and certainly seemed like an educated man. But whether they’re educated or not, they all like a bit of something else. Quite kinky really, with the Nazi uniforms and stuff. It’s a bit ridiculous, isn’t it?’

‘It was a bit more than ridiculous, Miss McGregor, but thank you for your time. I take it he never told you where he worked.’

‘No. They said very little, any of them, about what they did.’

‘They say anything at all?’ asked Hope. ‘Even just a throwaway comment?’

The girl lay back in the bed. Macleod watched her stare at the ceiling. Then she reached forward before leaning back again and he recognised the mind at work trying to draw out conversations of the past.

‘Just the one thing. I remember one of the women was knocking him down. Whatever he’d done she was not happy, said something about him being all theory and maybe he should go and teach that to his little plants, but that’s it. That’s it. No mentions of jobs or anything.’

Macleod smiled. ‘That’s helpful. Thank you very much, Miss McGregor. I’m going to let you rest, but I’ll keep a uniformed officer outside your door. I don’t think you’re at great risk, but I don’t want to take any chances. They’ll also keep any newspaper from snooping around this way. Please keep the information you’ve told me to yourself.’

The woman raised her hand, calling Macleod over. ‘Come close,’ she said. Macleod bent down so she could whisper in his ear, but instead, she kissed him delicately on the cheek. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You saved my life.’ Macleod simply nodded. ‘To a lot of people, I’m just some sort of white trash. That’s what they like to call me. You can handle that when you’re getting paid for it, but you didn’t see me like that. You and your officers. So, thank you.’ Macleod nodded, gave a brief smile, and left the room.

Following him out, Hope tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Well, that was a very small debt of thanks,’ she said. ‘Thought for a moment she was going to offer you something else.’

Macleod saw the cheeky grin. ‘That’s enough,’ he said. ‘The girl’s quite genuine. Besides, she gave me a lot more than that.’

‘How do you mean?’ asked Hope.

‘Teacher’s little plant. We’re looking at possibly a teacher, university lecturer, someone of that ilk.’ With that, Macleod’s mobile rang. Picking it up, he saw the image of Kirsten Stewart.

‘Macleod here. What is it, Kirstin?’

‘One of the hands, we’ve managed to get an identification. One Adam Grant. You can never guess where he works.’

‘University lecturer,’ said Macleod.

‘How did you know that? It’s true. He’s up here in the Highlands and Islands University, Inverness Campus. But get this, he went missing. Just over six months ago. It was assumed he just walked out, left everything. Suicide was suspected or somebody just disappearing off to a new life. Instead, he ended up in this guy’s kill list.’

‘But more than that,’ said Macleod, ‘I think he turned the tide. I think our killer knew him. Meet us at the University, Kirstin. It’s time we find out who our killer is.’
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The university was quiet when the team pulled up in their cars. Kirsten Stewart had phoned ahead, and the caretaker of the main buildings was on hand as soon as the team arrived. Adam Grant was a psychology professor, and his disappearance had shaken the faculty. The Dean of the university had called in the Head of Department to meet Macleod and to explain a little of what had happened around Adam Grant’s disappearance. As Macleod stepped out of the car, he first saw the caretaker, obvious in his rather drab fatigues but beside him, stood a man in a sharp waist coat and a delicate moustache.

‘Good evening, gentlemen. My name’s DI Macleod and who might you be?’

‘Welcome, Inspector. My name’s Clive Burrows. I’m the Psychology Department Head and this is Barnes with me. He’s the caretaker. Happy to open anywhere up to you want to see, sir. Terrible business about him.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Macleod, shaking the hand of Professor Clive Burrows. ‘As I heard, he just simply disappeared one day. Is that correct?’

‘In one day for work, didn’t turn up the next. We thought maybe he was ill, then he just didn’t come back. The house hadn’t been touched, nothing seemed to have disappeared, genuine missing person.’

‘Did he have a wife?’ asked Macleod.

‘No,’ said Professor Burrows, ‘Adam was a solitary man in a lot of ways.’

Macleod could hear the tension in the man’s voice. ‘When you say solitary, sir, what was his sexual preference? I only ask because it is important to the investigation.’

‘Well,’ said Professor Burrows, ‘as far as I understood it, he was probably more attracted to men, but as much as I remember, he never had a partner. He had some friends, but like I say, he was a lonely man. Not lonely in the sense that he was sad about it. He just didn’t bother. Happy in his own company, deep in his work. It’s not uncommon amongst people in high academia.’

‘Right,’ said Macleod, ‘can you show me some of his stuff? I take it that his actual room has been moved by now.’

‘Indeed, but by all means. Barnes, lead the way.’

With that, the caretaker strode off and Macleod found himself at a brisk walk to keep up. Stewart, Hope, and Ross followed in tow, but Professor Burrows stayed with Macleod. That was because he recognised he was the man in charge or the one who was doing the talking.

‘So, when you moved these things,’ said Macleod, ‘you did what? Just box them up?’

‘Well, I didn’t do it myself, but it obviously had to be done. So, Barnes here and a small team would have been part of that. Barnes, when we packed up the professor’s stuff, was it yourself?’

‘Aye,’ said Barnes. ‘Mainly me. Put them down into the storage. Haven’t touched them since. It’s all sealed up, Inspector, sealed up and signed for. I didn’t want to do anything untoward. That way, if he ever turned up, nobody could say anybody had messed with his stuff. We just kept it in boxes. Large sticker over it, “Signed for”, then if anyone opened it, we would know.’

‘Sensible,’ said Macleod, ‘but I’m authorising you to open it all up. I need to get an understanding of the man.’

They turned a corner and Macleod found himself ever so slightly out of breath. Professor Burrows must have felt the same because he told Barnes to take it at an easier pace. The campus itself was sinisterly quiet. There must have been halls of residence somewhere, other places where students were hanging out, but here was where the daily work happened and there was no one about. Even the faculty lights were off.

‘Doesn’t anybody work late here?’ asked Macleod.

‘You might get the odd ones,’ said Burrows, ‘but to be honest, I say there’s only part of a day teaching and that. No, time to get away. Go home and enjoy something else. We’re psychology, after all. If we can’t deal with the mental health, who is meant to?’ With that, the man chortled and Macleod smiled, but his heart wasn’t in it. His mind was only focused on one thing: Who was the killer and what was that person to Adam Grant?

Barnes eventually stopped walking and opened up two large double doors leading into a storeroom. Shifting aside some boxes, he led the small group to the rear of the room. Macleod saw cardboard boxes, about six piled on top of each other. There were indeed large stickers across the seals, and Macleod noted that Barnes had signed them.

‘Just as I said, Inspector, all packed away. Nobody’s been near them. Do you want to open them, or would you like me to do it?’

‘If you can just lift them down please, I’ll let the team go into them, see what we can find. A little more illumination would help.’

The room had lights, but they seemed to be rather dim. Barnes, after removing the boxes to the floor level, hunted around and then plugged in a large, freestanding light.

‘Excellent, Barnes. Good show,’ said the professor. Macleod advised the team to make a space on the floor, and slowly they brought out item after item from within the boxes. Macleod was particularly interested in any photographs that had been stored and had asked his colleagues to stack them up on one side. There were a number of books and ledgers, and Macleod called over Professor Burrows.

‘Take Ross here with you, professor. Go through each of those volumes and explain to Ross what they are. I just want to see what’s personal and what isn’t so if you recognise something that’s from the faculty, or is obviously a professional manuscript or book, just let Ross know. I feel we can probably ignore those in the initial search.’

With that, Macleod stood and began to look through the photographs that had been in the six boxes. There was a total of seven, and the first one had a photograph of the entire faculty. Macleod noted the date; ten years previous.

‘Burrows, when did you join?’ asked Macleod.

‘Oh,’ said Burrows, ‘maybe ten years ago.’

Macleod held up the photograph. ‘And would this be the joining one then?’ Burrows nodded. Macleod returned to the rest of the photographs. Amongst the other six, one showed a picture of a man dressed out in hiking gear with a backpack. Beyond him lay an incredible green valley, but with snow-covered mountains in the background. Another one showed a small family group, a husband, a wife, and three kids. Two others showed scenery, one of which Macleod recognised as part of the Lake District. A third showed a snow chalet, high up in some mountains, and the last showed the same man who had been in the hiking picture.

‘Barnes,’ asked Macleod, ‘Do you recognise this man?’

‘Yes, I do, sir. That’s Daniel Lyle. He’s a history professor. His building would be another two round.’

‘And was he a friend of Mr Grant?’ asked Macleod.

‘Oh, yes,’ shouted Professor Burrows from the far end, ‘Very much so. I think they were both into walking.’

‘How much of a friend?’ asked Macleod, ‘It’s just there’s nobody else in these photographs except for that family, and Professor Lyle twice.’

‘For the family, it’s easy. That’s his sister and her family. I remember because I had to deal with her when he disappeared. Tragic. The poor woman was cut up, as was Professor Lyle. I remember at the time, he had about three weeks off, probably depressed. Hard to process when a friend just disappears.’

‘Just a friend?’ asked Macleod, ‘Are we sure about that?’

Professor Burrows looked this way and that, and then across to Barnes. ‘Barnes, not a word. What I say here doesn’t go beyond these walls. Are we understood?’

‘Soul of discretion, Professor. You know that.’

‘What is it?’ asked Macleod.

‘I think there was a bit of an issue, a year or two ago, and I do think that Adam was rather interested in Professor Lyle, but it didn’t quite cut both ways. As I recall, though, that was when their friendship seemed to blossom, and they started going on their walking holidays. Professor Lyle is rather well known for his keen eye for the ladies.’

‘And what else is Professor Lyle known for?’ asked Macleod. ‘He’s a history professor, correct?’

‘That’s right. As I understand it, one of his specialties is writing about The Second World War, quite fascinated with the rise and fall of the Nazis. He’s written a number of papers around the subject.’ Macleod cast a glance over at Hope. They were surely onto something here.

‘Would it be possible to get a look at Professor Lyle’s room?’

‘Well,’ said Professor Burrows, ‘I suppose. I’m not really that keen in opening up somebody’s office without them knowing. It’s not that I want to hide anything. It’s just it is their personal room.’

‘But it is,’ said Macleod, ‘part and parcel of these business premises. You have every right to enter that room. I take it that you going in, or any member of academic staff that needed to, wouldn’t be considered as breaking-and-entering.’

‘No,’ said the professor, ‘I’d be able to open it up and let you have a look. I’m just not keen on doing it.’

‘Then I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask that you to do it. It’s important.’

‘How important?’ asked Professor Burrows.

Hope walked up to the man. ‘Life-and-death important. Please, if we can see the room.’

Macleod obviously didn’t cut an imposing enough figure, or maybe Professor Burrows was just another man for the ladies because, instantly, he approached Barnes for a set of keys, and with that, led Hope and Macleod away, leaving Stewart and Ross with Barnes to continue the search. The building housing the small history department was indeed two blocks round, and by the time they had reached it, Professor Burrows was in quite a tizzy.

‘It is very irregular doing this. Just tell me you have to do it; you need to be in here.’

‘We do need to be in here,’ said Hope. ‘And if there is nothing, and if there’s no reason for us to be here, then we will leave, but some things you’ve said about Professor Lyle have given us cause for concern, so please, open up.’ The man took out a key and opened the door before them, presenting a small office. Macleod didn’t own a cat, but if he did, he surely couldn’t swing it in here. One side was filled with history books, commentaries on different wars and events, and Macleod noticed that there were at least two shelves focusing on Germany. Many of these were referring to Nazism.

‘Tell me about him, Professor Lyle. How would you say he is?’

‘Erudite,’ said Professor Burrows. Macleod looked at him. ‘When I say erudite, I mean he’s very well spoken. He’s quite fervent about his opinions as well. Really doesn’t see the Nazis quite in the same light as everyone else. He’s also quite stroppy about the state of the country. We did have some issues with him and a young female professor. She was quite brilliant. A very impressive young lady, maybe thirty, but Lyle didn’t take to her at all. He said it was a clash of views over European culture and history, but if I’m honest, I think it’s because she was Indian. Not very nice in the end. There was a committee set up, looking into his behaviour, but nothing really came of it. He’s not a stupid man, very clever. It’s partly why I’m a bit anxious letting you in here.’

‘Would you say he’s a racist?’ asked Macleod. The question was very direct, and Professor Burrows did not seem like a man who liked directness. His shoulders dropped, almost as if he were curling in on himself. ‘Well. He certainly isn’t appreciative of non-White cultures.’

‘And what about all the LGBT stuff?’ said Macleod. ‘All these things, these days, where we treat everybody equally? Did he have any issue with that?’

‘Oh, he’s quite fervently against them. Brilliant history professor, though, quite brilliant.’

‘But he does have the issue,’ said Hope. ‘How strong an issue?’

‘I don’t like to speak ill of people,’ said Professor Burrows. ‘But very strong.’

‘And yet he had such a good friendship with Adam Grant. If I were to ask you how many people knew about Adam Grant’s preferences, in terms of men rather than women, how many people would know?’

‘Well, that’s the thing about that. Nobody used to know. And then there was a derogatory comment made. We’ve got our right-wing elements here as well, and I know there was something put up on their board. It was accurate. It wasn’t particularly cutting. I’m sure at some point he was probably called a fag. But Adam just wanted to keep his head down. It was flying around in circles. It didn’t matter to Adam. I mean, you weren’t going to change any of their right-wing attitudes, were you?’

‘But it didn’t bother Lyle,’ asked Macleod, ‘because that seems rather strange? I thought he would have taken issue with someone like Adam Grant.’

‘Maybe he would have, Inspector, but I think once he got to know him personally that all changed. It’s easy to see Daniel Lyle as some sort of bigot, somebody who was against immigrants and anybody coming from outside the establishments. But when he became friends with somebody, he was an exceptionally good friend. And I think that’s the only person I’ve ever seen to be such good friends with Adam Grant.’

While the conversation was being engaged, Hope was searching around the cupboards. There was nothing much of interest, so she started flicking along the books. One particular volume was sitting, apparently collecting dust on the shelf. The surrounding books looked as if they had been moved, but there was a dust line on the top of this book. Cautiously, she slid it out and held up the front page. Inside, she saw a signature, and she thought she recognised it.

‘Professor Burrows,’ she said, ‘Do you recognise the signature?’

‘That’s Adam’s,’ said the professor. ‘That must have been one of the volumes he gave him. They were always giving gifts like that. What is it? Oh yes, The Economic Disaster in Germany Pre-war. Yes, it was a fun book for Daniel. But there’s two signatures. That one’s the author, but the one below it is from Adam.’

Hope was about to put the book back and something fell out of the rear of it and landed on the floor. She reached down and picked up a photograph, only six by four, and placed it on the table.

‘Boss, I think you should see this.’ Macleod came around the table, stood beside Hope, and stared down at the image. The professor did so from the other side.

‘Bloody hell,’ said the professor. ‘When did he get himself into that sort of stuff?’

‘I think he may have been doing this a while,’ said Macleod. He stared at the picture before him. There were five men and two women in Nazi uniforms, but there were also three women dressed up posing as peasant girls.

‘Which one’s Daniel Lyle?’ asked Macleod. The professor pointed to a figure. It had brown hair. Macleod recognised the average height man. He also recognised the eyes. His eyes swept over the rest of the picture. He saw Tara McGregor, Karen Gough, Andrew Tallow, and Ryan Greene.

‘Hope, call uniform. We need to go and see Professor Lyle’s house. I think we have our man.’
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Macleod stood outside the house of Professor Daniel Lyle and watched the team begin to search it. The professor hadn’t been at home, and when he got Professor Burrows to try to ring the man via a mobile phone contact they had, the mobile simply went to voicemail. Of course, in such a place as the Highlands, that could mean anything. Maybe he was just out of reception, or maybe he had switched it off deliberately.

Macleod almost felt at a loss; part of him wanted to be inside the house searching, but there were people better at it than he. He needed to be ready to assimilate the information, work out what was going on, where to find their man. That’s assuming he didn’t just simply drive back home and get picked up.

There were another three potential victims, one of whom was a woman that nobody seemed to know. The professor and other academic staff he had called in had no idea who these people were, and when they’d run the photograph before Tara McGregor, she’d been able to identify everyone in it, but only by their German names. She’d even spoken of the other two prostitutes that were with her, and Macleod had tracked them down, but they knew nothing either. Again, only German names had been used.

What was truly bothering Macleod was the fact that of the three victims that were potentially about to be dispatched, he had no idea where any of them were. One he didn’t know the name of; the other two had presumably gone to ground.

But he knew that Lyle was searching for them. That was why he brought out Tara McGregor, and that’s why he was speaking to her. Did he have more than one victim? One thing that stuck in Macleod’s mind was the fact that the man was measured. Karen Gough was killed before Ryan Green so he could watch her, his lover, being disgraced, abused, and dispatched in the way they dispatched other women before. The professor could plan, of that Macleod was sure, but a man of planning would write things down, a man of planning would have it stored somewhere, and he hoped the techs breaking into the computers within the house could find something. They were also at the university, scrambling through what was there.

The sun was coming up on Macleod. He was yawning after yet another long night. He felt like he’d barely slept these last days, and in fact, there was no feeling about it. He hadn’t. He had nowhere near the amount of sleep he needed. The weariness dragged over him as he realised something about himself. He was truly sick of what he was doing. Here he was trying to find and protect people who, by all rational judgment, deserved no protection whatsoever.

‘Love your enemy,’ the phrase came to mind, and he found himself turning to one side and spitting on the floor. When faced with this sort of darkness, those statements he’d been brought up to learn, brought up to live by, meant something beyond comprehension.

At nine o’clock in the morning, Macleod was whisked away back to the station. A ten o’clock briefing about the investigation was occurring, and he had to be there to sit like a lemon while the DCI talked on and on about what they were doing. At least this time Macleod could look at him with a bit more pride. He knew who this man was, all he had to do was find him. Only that and make sure he didn’t kill three more people in the process.

The papers wouldn’t care that these people did or didn’t deserve it. They would just do what they always do, spin it out, glorifying the death and the destruction, and that’s what made him sick. Sick that there were people who wouldn’t do this sort of thing, wouldn’t kill people, wouldn’t have such hatred, but instead would revel in someone else’s darkness.

Part of him wished he worked in a different emergency service, maybe on a lifeboat because there you could stand up and be proud, you’d saved someone’s life. If Macleod saved the lives of these three people, nobody would cheer. It would just be part of the bleak story, but anyway, they’d always remember the three that died. No, he should have joined the lifeboats, maybe a paramedic. No, that was unfair. Those people got it in the neck anyway, didn’t they? Especially when things didn’t turn out right.

If he didn’t want that sort of flack, he should have become a newsman, been part of the papers where you can write whatever the heck you want and if you get it wrong, you just issue a small disclaimer in a little box, a box that nobody reads anyway for the damage is already done.

Such was Macleod’s mood as the press conference got underway and he sat solemnly to one side of the DCI. He made it clear that he was not for answering questions. During the conference, the DCI announced that they’ve made a major step forward and he would be giving further details later that afternoon. Macleod fought to stop his eyes from rolling. They’d never discussed that. He had a live murderer on the go; the last thing they needed was somebody running PR.

When the news conference was over, Macleod stood up and went to walk away, but was called back by the DCI. The man was 6’4; he stood over Macleod and had shoulders that Macleod wondered how they got through doors. The man must walk sideways, he thought, and then the man held up a finger, ‘Get me this guy, get him by this afternoon, Macleod, and we can get out ahead of the press on this.’

If the cleaners hadn’t made such a good job with the office floors, Macleod would’ve spat. He knew why the man was being pushy—he wanted to climb the ladder, wanted to get the name and lights, and yet what had he done? So extraordinarily little on the case. It was Macleod who would bring the man in. Well, that was unfair. Macleod and his team, it was never just one of them, but instead of berating the man, Macleod turned, shoulders slumped, and made his way back to the car that would take him to the professor’s house. On the way back to Dingwall, Macleod took a phone call from Hope and asked the driver to divert back to the park. When he arrived at the car park, he saw Ross there and his junior ran over to greet him coming out of the car.

‘A uniform took a call from a man who had found something in the park. It looks like a recent find, but this one was hidden, well-hidden too.’

‘What was?’ asked Macleod, ‘Come on, spit it out.’

‘It’s another satchel, Inspector,’ said Ross, ‘And it’s got three hands in it. We’re not sure yet, but my money is on our three bodies that we have in the morgue.’

‘How far is it away from where I found the original satchel?’ asked Macleod.

‘Maybe four hundred yards, but this is well-hidden. There was a man out with his dog, and for some reason, it got the scent and wouldn’t let up. Pulled the man through a thicket, but eventually started digging. The man at this point had been prickled and scraped, so he felt the least he could do was work out what the dog was going after. When he dug down, they found a satchel inside a plastic bag. He promptly opened it up and collapsed. When he came to, he made the call, and here we are.’

‘So why here?’ said Macleod. ‘Why here? Don’t let this get out. If we do, it might wreck the man’s plans, and then he’ll do something else. He’ll come back for it at some point, so let’s make sure we don’t make a big show of it. I want the place quietly guarded, out of sight, but don’t obviously open it up to the public again yet.’ Ross nodded and Macleod could see the man’s brain thinking how on earth he was going to work this one. How do you explain to uniform that we were all backing off?

Macleod stood at the top of the park, looking down. What was the man’s final intention, to hang up the second satchel? That would fit, put it right back where they found the first one. Then he would have shown them, then he would have made the point. Surely then it must be close, the final killings. Did he have the three missing suspects? Macleod turned away; he couldn’t stand here too long in case people saw, in case they got word. Ross was going to close down the area, make it look as if nothing had been found. He needed to play along with that, and so he traipsed back to the car, and once inside, instructed the driver to head for Professor Lyle’s house. In his heart, he knew he was in a race against time. A race against time to save some souls that required no saving. It was as bleak and dark as the one who would kill them.

Is this the way that the police officers felt when they had gangland violence when one side shot the other, both sides ripping up communities? It was certainly not the way he was meant to feel. He was meant to reach out for everyone—no one was beyond hope, no one gone. That’s what they told him. Actually, more accurately on Lewis, they told him it was all decided, a view he no longer held. He wished it were all decided, every last bit, including his own actions; then he could wash every bit of responsibility off himself.

He looked out of the car window, the city of Inverness passing by. He should have felt the adrenaline of finally finding his man, but today he felt empty. What was he really doing here? Saving someone so dark that he’d never turn them around, anyway. Maybe it was time to call it a day.

* * *

Hope paced up and down outside the house. With her boss gone, she had been left in charge and she wanted something to show him when he came back. How could they be going through such a large house and find nothing? It wasn’t that she felt their search efforts were poor, rather the opposite. It was just the frustration of not having found anything. That was the thing, though, wasn’t it? When you needed something to come up, you never seemed to find it.

A shout from Kirsten Stewart brought Hope running over to the house.

‘Inside, Hope, they’ve got something. You better put the gloves on.’ Hope went further than this, dressing herself in a coverall before slipping on gloves and joining Jona Nakamura inside. Sitting on a table was a cardboard box.

‘We got it from underneath the floorboards upstairs. It was a good spot, a slight creak. We lifted the carpet and found it. In truth, the carpet had been going back and forward for a while, so he must’ve accessed this several times.’

Jona reached down with her gloves, took the lid off the cardboard box, and slowly began to take out a notebook, several bits of paper, and a pen. Hope picked up the book and started flicking through. As she read, she began to understand how Ryan Green was snatched. She also saw that Karen Gough and her abduction had been planned well in advance. Even what would be done there as she was tied up in front of Ryan Green had meticulous detail. Hope flicked quickly through the book, finding the caravan, and an image of the death of a man sat on a seat. He must have been beaten, but then he was to be disembowelled. Hope asked if any of the previous victims had been disembowelled, but Jona pointed out the fact that that was difficult to tell from just a hand.

At times, Hope hated how her mind got ahead of her. She didn’t have that way of thinking that Macleod did. She continued on through the notebook and saw a drawing. There was a large frame with a number of ropes hanging from it. The drawing was then repeated on the next page, except this time there were three figures, each hanging by a single hand. When she looked at the arms, the end of the three arms had no hand on them.

‘Jona, what does that look like to you?’

‘You mean three hanging bodies without a hand or what’s behind it?’

‘What’s behind?’ said Hope.

‘Well,’ said Jona, ‘If you look at that sort of brief sketch there, you could think that was a bit of a ladder, a bit of wood. Is that a ropes course?’

Of course, it was a ropes course, thought Hope. But three bodies? He was going to do all three at once. Hope dived back into the book and then she saw the date. It was today.

She flicked over the page because there were more drawings, only this one showed a bag. A bag with a flap-top leather that had been pulled back. Inside were drawn several crude hands. From either side, there were spotlights. So, this is it, thought Hope. This is the final play, kill them and then put the hands back. Put the hands-on show. She picked up her phone and dialled Macleod’s number. He’s never going to believe this.
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Macleod thumped the seat in front of him, urging the driver to go quicker towards Dingwall. With his mobile to his ear, Macleod had listened while Hope had told him of the box they’d found, and of details of how Daniel Lyle planned on killing the rest of his group. Something that looked like a ropes course, she had said. Why was there a ropes course? As usual, Macleod went to his go to and put a call through to Kirsten Stewart.

‘I’m still at the house, sir, with Hope.’

Of course she was, thought Macleod. Easy Seoras, easy, calm down. ‘Have you got your laptop? If so, ropes courses, where are the ropes courses?’

‘I’m on it. As soon as Hope clocked what the image was, I started looking through. There’s a number of rope courses in the area, according to the search engine, but they’re not in Dingwall. I mean, the closest outside is on the north end of Inverness, more towards Muir of Ord. I think that one’s quite recently opened. I’m not seeing any at the moment on a map.’

‘Well, there’s got to be something,’ said Macleod. ‘Look up outdoor pursuit centres, they may not necessarily have the ropes course written down but they’ll be there.’

‘I’m on that as well, sir.’

‘Right.’ said Macleod. ‘I’ll be over. I’ll let you get on with it.’ and with that he closed the call. Easy, Seoras, let them do what they do. Easy. Macleod had left Ross at the park coordinating the easing down of the police presence but keeping a secretive watch. If they didn’t get to the people in time, the man would return to put the hands into the satchel, and he wanted to make sure someone was there to catch him. But before that, Daniel Lyle would torture his previous colleagues.

Macleod understood now that there’d been something between Adam Grant and Daniel Lyle, never physical, but Lyle had liked the man enough to befriend him, to go on trips together; and on that fateful day, they must’ve brought Adam Grant in with his head covered. Maybe they hadn’t removed the cover and Daniel had done unspeakable things, and then, maybe he’d found him with the hand removed, realised who it was, realised what he’d done. When in a situation like that, the human mind is excellent at blaming everyone else, thought Macleod. I know I wouldn’t want to believe I’d done that to a friend.

Yet there was no remorse for any of the other killings, apparently, just this one, just retribution for killing a friend of his, or maybe even making him kill him. Unknowingly, unwittingly, yes. Macleod struggled to see the difference; a human being was a human being to him.

Yes, he was accused at times of being old-fashioned, but maybe at times he struggled to see women as equals. No, not as equal. They’d just always had a different place, different aspirations. Well, whatever, he certainly wouldn’t have gone around simply killing friends or enemies.

Deep inside, Macleod had a slightly hollow feeling. Something about him said they all deserved this, this infighting, this implosion of their sick business. At the end of the day there’d be no tears wept for them, and yet he knew he should save them, and not simply because he was paid to do it. There was always that, being the law, but there was the other side; his faith said everyone could be saved, everyone. That was all right until you had to do it. I wish I believed in predestination, thought Macleod. I really do.

As the car continued, Macleod became more agitated in the rear seat, so much so that the driver actually asked that he remain still as he was blocking the rear-view mirror. The sirens blared as the car raced along before cutting in towards Dingwall and eventually finding the road out to Daniel Lyle’s house. There was a small crowd of onlookers now and some press had arrived, but Macleod wanted none of this. He needed his team, needed to work. It was now rolling into late afternoon and soon it would be dark. Surely if the man were going to put them up on a ropes course somewhere, he’d do it in darkness—too easy to get caught otherwise. The course would have to be away from anyone simply walking past. He doubted pain could be inflicted without noise, without the victims crying.

When Macleod stepped out of the car, he saw Hope at the front of the house. She waved him over and took him inside, where Macleod gazed around at the rather plush surroundings. Being a professor certainly paid well. As he walked into the living room, he saw the laptop and Stewart focused. She had it sitting on her knees, her glasses on, peering at the screen, hands flying across the keyboard.

‘It’s not coming up with anything, sir. I’m not finding anything. There’s a ropes course but nowhere near Dingwall, nothing around here.’

‘Easy,’ said Macleod. ‘Just keep going. Keep thinking, keep going.’ He glanced over at Hope and he could see the worry in her face, more for Stewart than about the actual situation. He’d never see Kirsten so tense, so driven, so wound up.

‘I just had an idea,’ said Hope, tapping Macleod on the shoulder. ‘Just stepping outside a minute.’ Macleod wondered where she could be going, but what the heck; she wasn’t being any use here at the moment.

He knelt down beside Stewart and started pointing at the screen. A hand slapped him away. ‘Don’t, sir,’ said Stewart. ‘Don’t. You don’t have a clue around these things I do.’

The comment was hard, but it was fair, and Macleod was just interfering. This wasn’t his field; this wasn’t something he could just drop into. He needed Kirsten, but what was he doing apart from getting in the way? He stood back up and walked over to the corner of the room.

‘Sorry, Inspector,’ said Kirsten Stewart, ‘but I need to think. I need to be alone doing this. There’s nothing, there’s nothing coming up. There are ropes courses but they’re on the other side of Inverness. There’s one out to the east towards Dornoch, Embo, but I’m not finding anything closer. The others, they’re all south of Inverness, they’re not in the area. There must be something here, something.’

Macleod was standing beside the door of the living room when it opened, catching him full tilt on the shoulder. He spun off, turned around to shout at the person who had so violently entered the room, but saw it was Hope. ‘Bancroft farm,’ she said; ‘Bancroft farm.’

Stewart looked up at her, eyes glazed, ‘What about Bancroft farm?’

‘Bancroft farm. Just put it in the bloody computer,’ said Hope.

‘What are you on about?’ asked Macleod. ‘Where’s this Bancroft farm?’

‘About a mile east of here.’

Kirsten looked up from the computer screen. ‘Yes, it’s Bancroft farm. They’re opening up a new play area. Big barn.’

‘Keep reading,’ said Hope.

Kirsten dived back into the computer. ‘They’ve got animals, bikes, and cars for the kids and—bloody hell, a ropes course. New ropes course opening tomorrow.’

‘Perfect,’ said Macleod. ‘Perfect. Grab the car, Hope. Let’s go.’ Macleod heard Stewart close the laptop and run after him. Within a minute, they were inside the car and Hope was driving. They had to wait for the crowd to part at the driveway, and Macleod told Hope not to put the sirens on. Instead, he picked up the phone and put a call into the sergeant’s desk requesting backup to Bancroft farm. The journey was less than five minutes and as they pulled into the farm, a large man came sauntering out to meet them.

‘Something wrong?’ he said. ‘You bolted round that corner like a wild thing.’

‘DI Macleod. Are you the owner of Bancroft farm?’

‘Yes, sir. Angus, my name. How can I help you?’

‘Where’s your ropes course, sir?’

‘The ropes course? Oh, James deals with that, but he’s not here at the moment. He’s off in town. It’s all shut up for tomorrow. It’s all ready to go. There’s no point going on to it now. It’s getting dark. You’ll barely be able to see anything.’

‘Have you got floodlights or anything around here?’ asked Macleod.

‘No. It’s not for night-time use. It’s during the daytime. It’s not that big. Mainly for the kids and family. James does it, but he’s off in town.’

‘Well, point me to it,’ said Macleod.

‘Well, down there. A quarter of a mile, turn left. Follow the track up and that’s where the play area is. What do you want with it now?’

‘Stay in your house,’ said Macleod. ‘There’s going to be more police officers arriving. If they come here and seem to be loitering, come out, tell them where I’ve gone but don’t otherwise come out of your house.’ The big man looked worried. Macleod thought he was right to do so. A frown went across his face and he seemed to think things through.

‘Well, if you’re a Detective Inspector, I’ll do that, sir, but I’ll need to know what’s happening at some point.’

‘When I’m done,’ said Macleod, jumping back into the car, ‘I’ll tell you myself. Hope, forward, quarter of a mile, turn left.’

The car drove off. Hope saw the turn up ahead, taking the corner without slowing down. The car bounced along the newly laid gravel track that ended in a large car park in front of a barn. Macleod jumped out, closely followed by Stewart with Hope beside her.

‘Easy now,’ said Macleod. ‘I’m not sure we want to spook him.’ The sun descended its last stretch, and all around started to get dark. As if the night felt some sort of foreboding, clouds had gathered. Macleod started to peer into the darkness. He hoped that the lights of the car hadn’t given too much of a warning, but he also hoped that he wasn’t too late. Rounding the barn, he saw off to the side, an enclosure with what looked like mini motorbikes. To his right, he saw what looked like a clown dunk tank. Then up ahead, just over a hump, he thought he saw the top pole of some sort of swing.

‘Let’s try that way,’ said Macleod. The two women flanked him, starting to go slightly ahead. ‘We’ll take it,’ said Hope. ‘Just you stay back.’

Macleod was about to complain, but she was right. As they crested the hill, Macleod could see the newly built ropes course. In fact, it was basically a large rectangle and about ten feet up was an array of swinging platforms which people would have to cross, but in the middle, he saw a man standing. A man with black hair. Either side of him were two men dangling. Macleod saw that they had nothing on. A woman was on the ground, tied up, with a blanket around her. Waving his arm, Macleod pointed to Kirsten, indicating she should go directly to the woman. Daniel Lyle had his back at this time to the team.

Macleod stood up quietly, Hope and he jumping onto some rope ladders that would move them up onto the rope’s frame. As Macleod was climbing up, there was a sudden violent lurch in the tension of the ropes and he heard Daniel Lyle laugh. The two men suddenly fell with their arms held up high above them, leaving them hanging. Macleod kept climbing, not wanting to let the man know he was there until he could get closer. As he saw the arms tied up, he also saw something across the back of Daniel Lyle. It looked like some sort of short sword and it was in a scabbard that was strapped to his back. The sword was pulled out. Macleod realised what was coming next.

‘Don’t do it, Lyle. Don’t do it.’

The man spun around, looking at Macleod. Ten feet up didn’t seem like a lot when he said the numbers, but at this point, Macleod felt slightly nauseous. He tried not looking down, instead, reaching out with a hand and jumping from one swinging wooden platform onto the next. With each free hand, he desperately grabbed the rope, playing a much more dangerous game than was intended. When the families would do this, there would be a rope attached to them that moved around the course with them and if they fell, they’d be caught after dropping only half a foot, but McGrath and he had nothing. He kept making as much noise as possible as Lyle focused on him.

‘It’s not worth it. You’re nicked. I’ve got you now.’

Nicked? What a cliché, thought Macleod.

‘You don’t understand, do you? I don’t care about me. I killed my friend; they made me kill my friend, now I’ll kill them. They’ll suffer.’ With that, the man pulled out a small blackjack with his other hand and struck one of the men across the face. He gave a loud yelp.

‘Don’t get in the way, Inspector. I still have to sort her out downstairs. She’ll get it later like Karen Gough did. It was Karen and Ryan that killed him. Karen holding up his hand laughing as Ryan took off the hood.’

Macleod clocked Hope off to one side but realised that Lyle hadn’t seen her. Stepping forward and swinging precariously, Macleod kept coming at the man. The blackjack swung again, striking one of the men in the face, producing another yell. Beneath him, Macleod could hear the woman weeping.

‘It looks like you’re going to make me rush my plans, Inspector. You might stop me, but I’ll still take their hands!’ Lyle drew a sword, turning around to the nearest man, raising the weapon high. Hope was to the rear of the man and he hadn’t seen her. There was no time to plan an approach, no time to steal up on him. Macleod saw her take one step on the wooden platform, then another one before swinging out and throwing herself towards Daniel Lyle.

She caught him around the knees, but he swung violently, dropping the sword behind him. He seemed to tip, but Macleod ran forward, stepping first on one piece of the platform, then the other before jumping towards him. He struck Lyle on the chest and the man tilted over, causing himself and Macleod to fall ten feet to the ground. Macleod felt the impact on his face. Whatever way he had fallen, he had landed on top of Lyle and the man’s nose had smashed into Macleod’s face causing blood to go everywhere.

There was a howling pain in Macleod’s right arm. He felt Lyle push at him, and Macleod rolled and screamed as agony ripped up his forearm. He also saw Lyle trying to lash out with a blackjack. Macleod flung his shoulder out of the way, but he was caught slightly and then a foot came down hard on Lyle’s wrist. Macleod saw a pair of glasses, and a fast manoeuvre that saw Lyle handcuffed. Macleod looked across at his arm. There was a bone protruding, and he heard Hope shouting. For a moment he was woozy, and he looked up to see the two men still dangling above him. The woman was still in tears. He felt like screaming, but no words were coming out and then the darkness came over him.

‘Stay with me,’ said a voice. ‘Stay with me.’

He couldn’t.








  
  
  Chapter 24

  
  




Macleod’s eyes opened slowly, barely, and he found his vision was blurred. At first, he went to speak, but then found his voice didn’t work. Slowly the blur became more defined, and he realised he was staring at the nape of a woman’s neck. She must have been recently close to him, and he felt he recognised it. There was a cross hanging, small and gold, and at the side of the neck, he saw red cascading down on to shoulders. Slowly he looked up, the proud chin followed by the scar across the cheek, and then the eyes staring at him.

‘Well, you gave us a bloody fright, didn’t you? You okay?’

Macleod went to speak, but found his throat incredibly dry. He went to move his right hand to point for something, but a pain shot up it, so he moved his left, indicating a drink. A cup was placed in front of him with a straw to his mouth and he sucked in what was lukewarm water. It was insipid, but at the end of the day, it was liquid. He took two or three drinks before he tried to speak. ‘Where am I?’

‘You’re in a hospital, is where you are; broke that bloody arm. I mean, you didn’t just break it, double snap, gallant hero diving in to save me, and then you crashed to the floor.’

The memory came back to Macleod and he could feel that thump as he hit the ground again.

‘Lyle.’ He saw Hope’s face; she simply shook her head.

‘When you fell on him, you crushed a lot of ribs. At first, he tried to struggle and they reckon that’s what did it. The ribs dug up into lungs and everything; the man was a mess, and he started to bleed out before they could save him.’

‘The others?’

‘Sore,’ said Hope. ‘Not sure how long those men were hanging up there, stark bollock naked. The woman was petrified. It seemed she knew what happened to the other women that they’d taken in before. They certainly weren’t pleasant with them. She reckoned it was going to happen to her. They’d all got wind of what had happened to Ryan Green, and then they’d heard about Karen Gough. It seemed they had their own little psychopaths within the group. Daniel Lyle was all right until they did for one of his friends, then all bets were off. A touching story of loyalty in some ways, isn’t it?’

Macleod looked up at Hope and could see the faint smile. Of course, she was joking. The thing was a mess, a complete mess.

‘DCI will want to see you, but you’d probably better see Jane before that; she’s on her way over.’

‘What’s the DCI saying?’ asked Macleod, then shook his head. ‘Don’t bother, I don’t care.’

‘Yes, you do,’ said Hope. ‘He’s having to eat his own words. I think he was looking to do some damage to you, your reputation, but you got your man, even if you broke your arm in the process. It’s not been a pleasant one, this. Do you reckon it’s all worth it? The last time Ross was shot, this time look at you. It all takes a toll, you said that to me before. Is your time up?’ said Hope, looking at him seriously. ‘You’ve not been yourself.’

‘No, I haven’t, have I? But you know what, Hope? I’m right where I need to be. Somebody has to stand; somebody has to make this world decent, even if most of it isn’t. All of what these guys did was wrong, but you can’t just let everybody run around and polish people off just because they want to. I guess it’s a calling; it’s something I have to do. I mean, can you see me sitting down with a Sunday Times crossword?’

Hope laughed out loud. ‘I didn’t think I would see you leaping across the ropes course and you made a right cock-up of that.’

‘I was trying to save you.’

‘Well, strangely enough, I managed to keep my feet, but you gave Kirsten a fright. When you blacked out, she was in tears. The girl looks up to you a lot, probably too much.’

‘Well, you won’t get accused of that, will you?’ Again, Hope laughed, but she stood up and came over to him. ‘I can hear Jane outside. Glad you’re all right, boss. Glad you’re good, Seoras.’ With that, she bent over and kissed him gently on the cheek.

Macleod watched her go to leave the room, but Jane opened the door before she could.

‘Now, what’s my man been up to? Look at the plaster on that arm. What the hell, Seoras?’ ‘Has he been causing you trouble again?’ said Jane.

‘It’s cruel to mock the afflicted,’ said Seoras. ‘Enough!’ Jane came over, throwing her arms around him. He looked over her shoulder and saw Hope. She was grinning at him, and he wondered exactly what for. Was it because he was determined to stay on in this job? Was it because she just liked the flustered look on his face as Jane unashamedly took him in her arms? Who knew? Right at that point, he didn’t care; it was time to rest. Time to rest up for the next time.

* * *

Kirsten Stewart was sitting in the hospital cafeteria when a man approached her. He had short, cropped, dark hair, looked around fifty, and had a serious expression. He didn’t ask if he could take a seat, but simply plonked himself down in front of her.

‘Miss Stewart,’ he said, ‘Do you ever think you’re wasting away here?’

Kirsten raised an eyebrow and pushed her glasses onto her nose. ‘I don’t actually work here,’ said Kirsten, ‘but you probably know that since you know my name. It would be nice if I knew yours.’

‘You can call me Mr Smith,’ said the man. ‘I was given your name by a senior member of the police force. A rising star, they said. Clever. Able to play parts as well. Incredibly astute, dogged, can handle herself in a fight. Does that sound a fair description?’

‘It sounds like a very flattering description,’ said Kirsten, ‘but you still haven’t told me who you are.’

‘Told you, you can call me Mr Smith. Are you happy with police work?’

‘I haven’t given it up to go and be a baker yet.’

‘And I doubt you will either,’ said the man. ‘From what I heard, you don’t cook that well either.’

‘Well, that’s a slur,’ said Kirsten.

‘I’ve got an opportunity,’ said the man. ‘It’s working on the darker side of Her Majesty’s forces. You’ll have to come along, be assessed. It’ll take a while before it’ll happen, but you need to be interested. It could rapidly advance you from where you are now to where maybe you want to be. I know it’s all a bit cryptic, and I wanted to do this better,’ said the man, ‘but here’s a number. Think about if you’re happy. If not, call me, I’m with Chance & Moore.’

With that, the man stood up and simply walked away. He barely moved his hand, but there was a small piece of paper with a number written on it. Kirsten reached, picked it up, and then very carefully, tucked it inside her jacket. How did he know? she thought.

As she looked out the window pondering this, Hope entered the cafeteria, walked over, and asked if she wanted another coffee. Kirsten merely nodded and continued to stare out the window. Hope returned three minutes later and placed the coffee in front of her. Kirsten remained with her view, watching the rather dull car park and the comings and goings at the front of the hospital.

‘You okay?’ asked Hope. ‘You know the boss is going to be fine. You’ve grown rather attached to him, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, it caught me unawares, that one,’ said Kirsten, but her eyes still watched the car park.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ asked Hope.

‘Just got something on my mind,’ said Kirsten. ‘Something I need to think about.’
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            A routine call to muster on a North Sea oil rig. One man short and a body found hanging in the canteen. High above the raging sea, can Macleod and McGrath uncover the underbelly of fear to reveal a brutal killer?




Six months into production and the death of a well-liked colleague rips apart the community on Scotland’s newest oil rig. But beneath the camaraderie and sense of loss, broods a sense of fear and control. As a killer extends their sights to multiple targets, can Macleod stop the murders before the shift completes its final day.




When the sea becomes your cage there’s nowhere left to hide!
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            A widowed Contessa flees to the northern waters in search of adventure. An entrepreneur dies on an ice pack excursion. But when the victim starts moonlighting from his locked cabin, can the Contessa uncover the true mystery of his death?




Catriona Cullodena Munroe, widow of the late Count de Los Palermo, has fled the family home, avoiding the scramble for title and land. As she searches for the life she always wanted, the Contessa, in the company of the autistic and rejected Tiff, must solve the mystery of a man who just won’t let his business go.




Corpse Reviver is the first murder mystery involving the formidable and sometimes downright rude lady of leisure and her straight talking niece. Bonded by blood, and thrown together by fate, join this pair of thrill seekers as they realise that flirting with danger brings a price to pay.




When no one else takes charge, the cream must rise to the top!
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            Join stalwart DI Macleod and his burgeoning new DC McGrath as they look into the darker side of the stunningly scenic and wilder parts of the north of Scotland. From the Black Isle to Lewis, from Mull to Harris and across to the small Isles, the Uists and Barra, this mismatched pairing follow murders, thieves and vengeful victims in an effort to restore tranquillity to the remoter parts of the land.




Be part of this tale of a surprise partnership amidst the foulest deeds and darkest souls who stalk this peaceful and most beautiful of lands, and you’ll never see the Highlands the same way again
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            A retired judge fails to meet his golf partner. His wife calls for help while running a fantasy play ring. When Russians start co-opting into a fairly-traded clothing brand, can Paddy untangle the strands before the bodies start littering the golf course?




In his first full novel, Patrick Smythe, the single-armed former policeman, must infiltrate the golfing social scene to discover the fate of his client’s husband. Assisted by a young starlet of the greens, Paddy tries to understand just who bears a grudge and who likes to play in the rough, culminating in a high stakes showdown where lives are hanging by the reaction of a moment. If you love pacey action, suspicious motives and devious characters, then Paddy Smythe operates amongst your kind of people.




Love is a matter of taste but money always demands more of its suitor.
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            Mermaids sighted near a Scottish island. A town exploding in anger and distrust. And Donald’s got to get the sexiest fish in town, back in the water.




“Surface Tensions” is the first story in a series of Island adventures from the pen of G R Jordan. If you love comic moments, cosy adventures and light fantasy action, then you’ll love these tales with a twist. Get the book that amazon readers said, “perfectly captures life in the Scottish Hebrides” and that explores “human nature at its best and worst”.




Something’s stirring the water!
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